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For my grand-daughters: 

Courtney Ann, 

may you find your knight in shining armor one day and always believe in your dreams.

Makenna Marie, 

who has more strength in her body and soul than any knight could possibly hope for.

I love you both.
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CHAPTER ONE



[image: ]




England, 15th Century

“Black Knight, pledge thy loyalty and love to me and no other!” Queen Isabel Trenowyth demanded.

“I cannot, Your Grace,” the Black Knight replied, ignoring her haughty tone while holding back his jet-black Andalusian from prancing too close to the queen and her court. “My heart belongs to another.”

“Another? Thou wearest the colors of this kingdom. My kingdom.” Isabel snorted, her proud face suffused with rage. “Thy heart canst belong to no other in this time or in any other time.”

“Thou speakest the truth. I wear the black and gold colors of Heartsease as a knight by my own pledge, sworn to protect the castle walls and its people, nothing more, Your Grace. I cannot give my heart to one who on a whim hast so many knights on bended knee.” The Black Knight backed his snorting stallion a little farther from the anger of Queen Isabel. He’d vowed to protect Heartsease and its lands for longer than the queen’s reign; he’d never promised to be her lover.

“Of course, there are other willing knights of Heartsease who would give me the pleasure I request. It is what thou hast refused me all these years which I seek. I have offered thee everything, and now thee shall have nothing.” Isabel waved him off like a finished piece of meat. “The tournament shall continue.” 

A sneer marred her otherwise beautiful face. “Ruin him, Sir Thomas!” Queen Isabel commanded of the Black Knight’s opponent.

Sir Thomas backed his gray mount away from Queen Isabel until he reined in solidly beside the Black Knight. The line had been drawn, and the Black Knight knew Isabel would not take lightly a refusal from two of her knights.

“My Queen, I cannot. I have given my life to protect the people of thy kingdom. Heartsease is the place of my birth and that of my family before me. Our alliance to thy father before his death is long and unquestionable. It will continue as such. On this day, I refuse to take the Black Knight’s life to ease thy pride and bruised heart,” Sir Thomas replied, loudly enough for half of Heartsease to hear him.

“Thomas, thy protection of me is admirable but not needed,” the Black Knight rebutted under his arnet to his childhood friend and then turned to the queen. Her furor over Thomas’s refusal was evident and so would be her vengeance. He couldn’t allow Thomas to face her wrath. “I refuse Sir Thomas’s protection and challenge him to Joust a’ Plaisance.”

Queen Isabel thought for a moment before coolly signaling for the Chief Marshall to approach her. A wicked smile crossed her lips as she whispered into his ear. A look of dismay soon turned to pleasure as the Chief Marshall faced the Black Knight and Sir Thomas.

“These are the queen’s terms of the challenge set forth. If the Black Knight loses, he will remove the coat of arms signifying his alliance with Heartsease and be banished from these lands for all time. If he should be the victor, then Sir Thomas will be stripped of knighthood and work the land as his father before him. In addition, the Black Knight shall do the queen’s bidding day and night as Queen Isabel so chooses.”

A hush fell over the list as all in attendance waited for the Black Knight’s answer to the cruel request. If he accepted this challenge and lost, he’d be forced to leave his homeland forever. This was the place of his birth and the birth of his beloved Catherine. His victory would bring shame upon Thomas and his family and devastate them, and he’d be at Isabel’s mercy for the rest of his days. Either way, he was doomed. The queen left him without a true choice.

The Black Knight backed his black steed, turned, and then trotted around the list toward William, his young squire. Passing along the rail, he paused long enough to take up the lace-and-purple-ribboned offering from Catherine, the beautiful daughter of Heartsease’s dressmaker. He leaned in toward the raven-haired, blue-eyed young woman, his heart already hers. She smiled and tied the token around his lance, making him her champion.

“How can I help but not fail, Catherine,” he whispered to the lovely but plainly dressed maiden. 

“I know not, but thou wilt find a way to right this wrong,” she said, a trusting smile brightening her worried face. Touched by her faith in him, he rode off to the east end of the list, doom flittering down his spine. The only honorable way out would be to lose, even though it went against his nature, and he could possibly lose Catherine as well.

“Sir Reynold?” William queried.

He gave his squire a confidant smile, seeing the fear in the boy’s eyes. “I will not allow the queen to dictate my life any longer, my young friend. If I must leave my home and country to save Thomas’s family name, I will.” Reynold dismounted and handed the reins to William.

“The queen would rather see thee dead, sir,” William commented, leading the stallion alongside Reynold toward their tent. 

“Beware what thou sayest, young William. In this court, even the ground hast ears,” Reynold cautioned his bold squire, placing a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Lest thou take care in those words, or it could be thee riding Abraxas and carrying a lance against thy father instead of me.”

“What of my cousin?” William tethered Abraxas to a post outside their tent. “What will become of Catherine if thou art no longer here to protect her?”

“Catherine knows I’d not bring shame on thy family name. I will find a home and send for her when the time is right.” Reynold walked into his tent to prepare for his joust against Thomas, his blood brother and childhood friend. “Wherefore Isabel hast chosen this course now is beyond my knowledge, Will. Her jealousy runs deeper since her father’s death.”

“Some say that Isabel hast consulted the stones. They say the stones have foreseen thy failure and disappearance from Heartsease, Reynold,” Will said in a hushed tone, as if afraid to be heard by anyone but himself. “Father is fearful that Isabel plays with the darkness of life to rid thee of thine. Her witch is powerful in the black arts.”

Reynold handed his arnet to Will, shook his head, and took a deep breath. It confirmed his own thoughts. “I have heard the same words whispered behind tankards of ale. It is more than my life she yearns to rid me of, it is my will to refuse her advances and physical pleasures.”

* * * *
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REYNOLD PULLED HIMSELF into the saddle and waited for Will to hand him his shield and cronel-tipped lance. Much was at stake in this event. At the other end of the list, his oldest and closest friend waited for their time at the joust.

They all had grown up together—Thomas Astley, Catherine, Isabel, and he. Thomas was the son of a farmer, and his cousin, Catherine, was the dressmaker’s middle daughter who was more of a tomboy than a girl. As a child, Isabel hadn’t known the difference in their positions in life. Her father, King David, had allowed her to play with the children of Heartsease. She’d been a big-hearted girl, filled with passion and love. Reynold had been the king’s eyes and ears even as a boy, up until the king’s death when Isabel was but an enthusiastic girl of sixteen. Something inside her changed that day—something dark and evil.

At one time in Reynold’s life, he had thought he loved Isabel. These past years with her ruling cruelly as queen made him realize that Catherine, and not the selfish woman Isabel had become, had his heart.

After years of fulfilling the promise he’d made to Isabel’s father as he lay dying, Reynold continuously refused the provocative suggestions Isabel presented him on a regular basis. He’d promised the king he’d defend Heartsease and look after Isabel, not become a bed toy for her to play with like so many others. Isabel proved to need no looking after; she had plenty of willing knights to defend her honor and visit her private quarters.

The sound of trumpets brought him back to the present and the task awaiting him. His plan was a simple one that he’d have to conceal from Will. If he didn’t, the young squire would find a way to inform his father of Reynold’s planned deception.

Reynold spurred Abraxas ahead and entered the list at the east end at the same time Thomas did from the west end. They’d been through this many times before on the practice field. Abraxas stomped in eagerness to charge, and Reynold spurred the stallion forward.

Galloping toward Thomas on the opposite side of the tilt, Reynold felt the jolt of the lance against his chest. He’d hit Thomas but not enough to knock him off his mount.

Gathering himself, he repositioned the lance and charged toward Thomas again. As they met in the middle of the tilt, Reynold lowered his weapon at the last moment and felt the jolt of Thomas’s lance hit him squarely in the chest, causing him to teeter in the saddle. The cheers of the crowd echoed inside his arnet, vibrating in his ears.

One more pass, and it would be over. 

Ignoring Will’s questioning look, Reynold spurred Abraxas around and charged his lifelong friend for what he prayed would be the last time. When the two passed, Thomas lifted his lance, missing Reynold by inches. Knowing in that instant Thomas was no fool, Reynold fell sideways, allowing Abraxas to drag him to the west end of the list.

The pain shooting through his body was nothing compared to the satisfaction of knowing Thomas would continue his life as a knight. His plan may not have worked to perfection, but his honor to Thomas was held intact. Reynold would find a new life—a lonely one but a life nonetheless.

“Whoa! Whoa!”

The words came through the blackness trying to take claim to his mind. Abraxas suddenly halted, and Reynold felt himself lifted off the ground. Someone took his foot from the stirrup and pulled the arnet from his head.

Focusing, he gazed into the eyes of his raven-haired love. He had indeed found his place, at last, in Catherine’s arms.
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CHAPTER TWO
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United States, 21st Century

Courtney Parker took her place in the stands near Queen Victoria’s court. Her role as dressmaker to the Queen of Heartsease afforded her one of the best seats on the grounds, and she never missed a joust.

The opening ceremonies for the Bristol Renfaire season were being held today, and there was a large crowd of onlookers. It was a time everyone looked forward to and yet dreaded. Early Monday morning, they’d all have to return to the twenty-first century, leaving behind a period in time each reenactor loved so dearly. 

One of the first jousts of the summer was about to take place between the mysterious Black Knight and one of the regular jousters. Each year, they brought in someone new to play the part of the banished knight of Heartsease. It was a mythical story she never grew tired of and loved dearly.

To her dismay, this year would have a different ending. The Black Knight would be banished this year for good, making way for a new program next season. Courtney was saddened to see the love story end.

Legend had it that the Black Knight had refused Queen Isabel’s advances once too often, having professed his love for another. Queen Isabel Trenowyth, in her fury, gave an order for his destruction during a joust that would either send him from his beloved Heartsease forever or strip his childhood friend of his knighthood. It was told that the Black Knight disappeared, leaving behind his love and family, never to be seen again. In all the historical books she’d read and the tales she’d heard, not once was the knight’s given name ever mentioned. He was simply known as The Black Knight of Heartsease.

There was one book portraying the life in Heartsease that had escaped her. The mysterious single volume was a hard find, and one she’d hoped Samuel, the bookseller of the fair, would be able to locate for her. It was said to be printed in the handwriting of its author. The book thus far was just a rumor—a rumor the existence of which her heart held hope in verifying. This season could be her last chance at getting it.

The fate of the actor playing the Black Knight would end in a flourish. He would ride out of the village, never to be seen again. Courtney’s heart ached when she thought of not living the touching story again the following season. She still hadn’t decided whether she would have the heart to return to Bristol the following year.

The two knights now in the arena were on their last pass, when the Black Knight lost his balance and slid off the side of his horse, hanging from a stirrup. His foot lodged in the foothold, he tried to keep from hitting the ground while his horse galloped across the field in a panic. 

There was something wrong; he seemed lifeless to Courtney. A collective gasp drew the onlookers into an eerie silence. Courtney left her seat and ran to the stable entrance. 

If the man is hurt, she may be able to...to what? 

She wasn’t a first aid staffer, yet there had to be some way she could lend a helping hand.

Thinking quickly, one of the other knights stepped in front of the black charging horse, waving his arms and yelling “whoa.” The Andalusian slowed enough for someone to reach up and grab the reins, bringing the horse to a jolting halt.

Courtney ran to the hanging knight’s side, helping to lower him onto the ground. She unbuckled the armor, removing it from on top of his still body, pulling the black arnet off. A mass of long, dark hair fell freely into the dirt. She pushed the wet strands from his face and held her breath as she gazed at his fluttering eyelids. Thick, blunt, dark lashes were like raven wings on his pale cheeks. When they opened, she peered into eyes the color of whiskey, drinking in their depths.

The cloud of darkness attempting to take the man faded slightly in his eyes as he stirred. His color brightened, turning to a deep tan as life came back into him. Her heartbeat accelerated with a strange sense of recognition as their souls met and then returned abruptly to its normal beat. Whatever she thought she saw disappeared in the blink of an eye.

* * * *
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“CATHERINE.” THE NAME but a whisper—Reynold strained to focus more clearly on the blurred pretty face looming over him. Her touch was the same, soft and soothing, her scent that of lavender and all woman.

“He’s not bleeding; that much is good. There doesn’t appear to be anything broken.”

The voice, a sweet melody of verse to his ears, seemed a little deeper than he remembered and muddled. The words sounded strange. Was she so upset by his falling off his horse that she’d become hysterical? He tried to move, groaning as his head ached as if he’d been hit with a club. Something lightly touched the back of his head, tender and small in its exploration, and he realized it was her delicate hand.

“I don’t feel a bump, but that doesn’t mean...”

Reynold blinked again to focus on the blurry face. “Catherine?” He brought her image into focus with a jolt to his memory of her. The woman leaning over him was disheveled, her dark hair escaping from her headpiece, framing her brown eyes and pink cheeks. He could see the fear in her eyes. He wanted to tell her to fear not, but his tongue was thick in his mouth.

“Don’t talk. We’ve got to have the paramedics look you over before you can move.”

“Para...” 

What is this woman saying? It sounds like the Queen’s English but not entirely so. 

Reynold pushed away the two masked men dressed in white grabbing his arms. 

Part of Queen Isabel’s army of men, if one may call them men.

“Thou goatish elf-skinned pigeon-egged priest. Keep thy hands off me.” Reynold rolled, getting to one knee, and then rose to both feet. The world around him spun slowly when he sensed the woman taking hold of his arm. He could smell her scent. Without even looking at her, he knew who she was.

He looked down into a pair of chocolate eyes he could swim in forever, only to find they were void of the love he’d seen in them just minutes before the joust started. 

How could I have thought this be my Catherine when I find nothing familiar in her eyes?

“You better sit down for a while. Let me take you to my shop in the village where you can sit and rest.” 

“Nay, I must attend to Abraxas.” Reynold looked around the list’s west entrance for Abraxas. A horse like his didn’t go with just any man. No, Abraxas belonged to him heart and soul. They’d saved each other’s hide on more than one occasion. “My armor. Where is my armor?”

“We’ve taken him to the stables where he’ll be cooled down, fed, and watered. He seemed a little unnerved by your fall.” A young squire bearing the colors of Heartsease stood before him. It wasn’t the face of young Will, but there was something familiar in his eyes. “Your armor will be there, as well as your tack.”

“What is’t they call thee?” Reynold allowed himself to be led up the hill in the direction of the village. 

“Will, sir, I am the son of Sir Thomas and thy squire.” The young man looked at him with confusion in his eyes. “Dost thou not remember, Sir Black Knight?”

Reynold looked at the knights and ladies standing around him as they waited for his answer. They were watching him cautiously, and he knew he had to tread carefully. How could he remember this young squire as Will when he not only looked nothing like him but would have addressed him with his given name? 

He pushed through his comrades, finally noticing the strange-looking people gathered around the list fencing—women and men dressed in scanty attire, their limbs bared. 

Something is amiss here, yet everything looks the same.

The list remained the same. Queen Isabel and her court sat where they always did, but he couldn’t get a good look at her in the shadows. Was she sitting there gloating over the spell she’d cast that changed Catherine and his squire? 

What bit of black magic has Isabel wrought this time? Which one of her witches has she used to replace Catherine’s love in hopes of making me her own? I must use caution or fall to her desires.

He ran his hand along the base of his neck. Relief flooded him to find his amulet still intact. “Aye, Will, I remember. Attend to Abraxas in the stables after putting my weapons away.” Reynold gave the squire a pat and sent him on his way. God help the boy if Abraxas sensed anything amiss.

“Aye, Black Knight,” Will said, picking up the broken lance from on the ground.

“Do not forget the extra apple for Abraxas...he hast earned it this day,” Reynold called after him, following close behind the woman he’d initially thought to be Catherine.

“Whoever taught you to ride?” the woman asked, leading Reynold up the hill toward her shop in the main village. “From what I saw, you have no business being on a horse, much less jousting.”

What kind of insult is this? 

“I’ll have thee know, I am the best horseman in the land,” Reynold stated, pushing her arm off his shoulder. “And I need no woman to help me move about.”

“Maybe not, but you sure couldn’t prove it by me. You’re weaving about like a drunkard with little sense of direction.” 

“I need to find the dressmaker to the queen,” he said, turning up the dirt path toward the heart of the village. “I thought it may be thee, but now, I think not.”

Her breath hitched inward, and her step slowed with caution. “Why? Surely she can be of no help to you.” Suspicion edged her voice. She knew more than she wanted him to believe; her eyes revealed she held secrets unknown to even herself.

Reynold halted, spinning the woman around so he could see her face. He wanted his meaning to be clear with no question of his intention. “Ah, she is all that I need now or ever.” 

The shock in her eyes was mixed with yearning, as if she wished it to be true. He didn’t know the woman. Such fancy on her part was unwarranted and certainly unwanted.

Reynold glanced past her shoulder, confused by the look of recognition in her eyes. As luck would have it, they’d stopped in front of a shop bearing a sign reading QUEEN’S DRESSMAKER. 

The dresses hanging just inside the doorway had a special touch to them. Even from this distance, Reynold recognized the work to be that of Catherine’s. No other dressmaker in all of Heartsease had her exquisite stitching ability.

“Catherine!” he half-whispered. Forgetting about the maddening woman, he stepped up on the stoop of the shop.

“There’s no one here by that name, Sir Knight.” A young shop girl sauntered up to Reynold, her bosom spilling over the bodice of her dress. “If a Catherine’s who thou seekest, I can be that desire thou hath.”

He frowned at the wench’s bawdy tone. He had no time to play with her. “Is this not the shop of the queen’s dressmaker? It is she I seek.” 

How could this not be Catherine’s shop when the stitching clearly states otherwise? Another trick of Isabel’s to make me believe I have gone mad. Her magic must have grown powerful over the years. I’ll not underestimate her again once I am returned to my homeland.

“Yes, sir. This is the shop of the queen’s dressmaker, but no lady by the name of Catherine works here. The queen’s dressmaker stands just behind you.” The lass pointed to someone behind him. At long last he’d hold Catherine in his arms, never to let her go again.

* * * *
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THE BLACK KNIGHT TURNED swiftly, the light and softness in his eyes immediately replaced by the dark coldness of suspicion. In only two long strides, he reached Courtney, fire burning in his molten eyes.

“Thou wilt tell me what thou hast done with my Catherine,” he demanded, shaking her almost senseless.

Courtney winced at the pain of his grip on her arms. She took a ragged breath to steel herself against the anger in his eyes. There was a storm brewing behind his incredible, sensual, amber eyes—a golden storm filled with warmth that sent a cold chill through her. 

What in those eyes scares me—the depth of their sensuality, or the fact that I could drown in them without a care? Or is it that I feel I know him deep down in my soul?

“Lady Courtney, do you need assistance to your shop?”

Sir Thomas! Thank goodness. 

A wave of relief filled her body as she breathed in to steel her quaking nerves. Saved from drowning for the moment, she pulled free of the Black Knight’s grasp.

“Sir Thomas, I believe the Black Knight may have hit his head harder than first believed. He insists a lady named Catherine is dressmaker to Queen Victoria,” Courtney said, moving into his shielding presence. No one would dare go against Thomas; his sense of protection over her was well known throughout the reenactors. Over the years, they had become close friends but nothing more.

“Sir, I can assure you Lady Courtney is the mistress of this shop and dressmaker to Queen Victoria.” Sir Thomas’s words seemed to be all that was needed to still the mysterious man dressed in the colors of Heartsease.
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