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Chapter One
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Was Crispin dead?

The concern for her husband’s life weighed as heavily upon her as the bounty once had. Ruby wrested herself from those distracting thoughts, determined to focus on the task before her. The harvest festival would take place within a fortnight and much of the planning remained. There was no time to worry about something over which she had no control. She wandered among the tables in the great hall, her gaze skimming over the selections brought for her approval by the villagers to decorate the town.

Two moons passed since her marriage and the coronation, and still, she could not find comfort in her new position. While she knew her life as queen would not be as exciting as her life as an outlaw, it granted her small windows of opportunity to place her mark upon her kingdom without being branded a traitor. She longed for the freedom of the forest, but the path that lay before her bound her both to Crispin and the people of Meradin. This truth proved unshakable.

“Have you made a decision, your majesty?” The servant girl, Ivy, stepped forward. Her hands folded demurely in her lap, eyes downcast.

“I have not.” Ruby waved her hand across the selections. “I am indecisive. They are all beautiful in their own way. Perhaps you could offer some perspective, Ivy.”

Ivy’s gaze snapped up to meet hers. “You wish for my opinion?”

Ruby regarded her with a smile. “Aye, I trusted your judgment when it came to my trousseau, why would I not grant you the same leave when it comes to decorating for the harvest festival?”

“I am your humble servant, my queen. Truly.” Ivy hesitated when the door opened behind her and Vivienne entered the room. “I do not wish to overstep the bounds of propriety.”

“How in heaven would you selecting some garland be overstepping?” Ruby inclined her head to Vivienne who came to a stop beside her.

“I agree.” Vivienne brushed her fingers over the woven garland. “Which would you choose, Ivy?”

“This greenery would stand out the best against the individual stands with the red and gold accents. These garlands would be best around the inner and outer bailey.” Ivy itemized each piece placing it perfectly in the mind’s eye. When she finished, she bowed her head.

Ruby motioned to the other servants. “Take these with instructions for the villagers to have more made for the celebration.” The weight on her shoulders lightened with the decision. She turned to Ivy. “My thanks for your help. I am confident in your selection.”

“As you wish, your majesty.” Ivy bowed and followed the other servants out of the room bearing an armful of garlands and fabrics.

Once the solid doors closed leaving her alone with Vivienne, Ruby collapsed on a nearby bench. Longing and exhaustion clawed at her chest. She gazed at the vaulted ceiling wishing it were canopied expanses of blue sky.

“Come, my dear.” Vivienne ventured toward the staircase leading into the heart of the castle.

Ruby pulled herself to her feet wondering where Crispin’s mother intended to take her. They wove through the corridors and passed Crispin’s chambers. Her heart ached. She missed him desperately.

The day after the wedding, Henry’s family disappeared from the capital of Culver without taking their leave. They gave no indication as to the reason for their sudden departure. Even though Ruby felt nothing but relief at their absence, Crispin and Henry immediately banded together in his private chambers only to emerge and leave the castle the next morn, abandoning the tournament which was to be held in honor of their marriage. He kissed her thoroughly before leaving without a word of explanation.

After two moons passed, the only assurances of his safety she received were from the messenger relaying information to the privy council. Part of her resented him for departing with such haste and shrouding his intentions in secrecy.

Vivienne stepped through the archway leading to Crispin’s personal garden. The flowers faded on the vine, retreating from the burgeoning chill of the approaching winter. Ruby brushed her fingers over the bruised petals.

“Come, let us tarry a while.” Vivienne sat on the stone bench against the wall and gestured for Ruby to join her. “Speak to me, child. I cannot offer comfort if you do not unburden your heart.”

“My apologies.” Ruby settled onto the bench and leaned against the wall.

“I do not want your apologies, I desire to know what thoughts plague you.” Her soft voice held no censure, only concern.

“I cannot help but wonder if I have made a mistake.” She toyed with the gilded hem of her gown. “I made a much better outlaw than I do a queen.”

“You judge yourself quite harshly.” Vivienne took her hand.

“’Tis the truth. I may be of royal blood, but deep in my breast beats the heart of an outcast.” Ruby attempted to collect the chaos of her thoughts into coherent reasoning. “I cannot even make the simplest of decisions in preparation for the festival, how am I going to influence the kingdom?”

“You are adrift in an unfamiliar sea. I understand.” She nodded with sage understanding. “Even though I was raised in the court from birth, I had not been the first choice. With three elder sisters, my parents placed low expectations on my marriage ever forging a strong political alliance.”

Ruby studied her profile as she spoke. Everyone knew Queen Vivienne was the Bavarian cousin of Catherine of Valois. But these intimate details of her past were not something often discussed among courtiers. Vivienne knew better than to foster any gossip of the royal courts.

“The first time I saw Edgar, I wanted to strangle him. He paid me no mind, focusing all his attention on my elder sister, Sophia. They were engaged within a fortnight.” Vivienne chuckled at the memory. “Before they were to leave my parents’ estate and return to Meradin for the wedding, Sophia eloped with the stable master’s son. My father offered me as a replacement for Edgar’s stolen bride.”

“Against your will?” Ruby bit back the fury of indignation on her mother-in-law’s behalf.

“Not completely against my will.” Vivienne winked with a grin on her lips. “I seized it for the opportunity it was. A chance to become queen and exert some influence, even if it came through my husband. Although, I found myself floundering the first few years. Nothing prepared me for the reality of wearing the crown.”

Her story tugged at Ruby’s heart. “So there is hope for me?”

Vivienne drew her close and pressed a kiss to her head. “Aye, my child. There is hope for you still. Do not be disheartened. I shall instruct you, should you need it, but trust your intuition. It will not lead you astray.”

“How can you be so certain?” Doubt fluttered in the pit of her stomach even though the words bolstered her confidence.

“When you were in the forest living as an outlaw, which did you rely on more, your training or your intuition?”

Ruby pondered the question for a long moment, but the answer formed in her mind immediately.

“You saw my son in trouble and acted on intuition alone, relying on your training to come naturally.”

“Aye.” The reasoning behind her assessment soothed the chaos in her mind.

“Even with all the training in the world, it means nothing if you do not trust your intuition. It will guide you to the right path, as it always has before.” Vivienne’s gracious smile warmed her.

“My thanks for your words of wisdom.” The restless unease in Ruby’s soul settled leaving just a smidgen of lingering doubt deep in the pit of her stomach.

“I have faith in you, my dear. One day, you will be the regaled as the most beloved queen in all Meradin’s history.”

Ruby snorted at the statement but covered her mouth quickly. “My apologies. I did not mean to laugh.”

“You will see. One day.” Vivienne stood and brushed her hands over her fine crimson velvet skirt. “I have some things to attend. Perhaps you should take some time to rest in your chambers, you look pale. Have you been eating?”

“Aye. I have not slept well since Crispin departed.” Inside, relief washed over her. She was exhausted but did not wish to retreat from her duties. “A rest will do me wonders.”

“I understand. I shall send Ivy with some warm broth.” She paused in the doorway and glanced back at Ruby. “And do not fret, my dear, Crispin will return soon. Lord knows you will need your strength for when he returns.”

Ruby’s face warmed at the implication of her words. After their wedding night, the entire castle witnessed the ferocity of Crispin’s desire for his bride. The thought of his return left her body warm and planted a desperate ache deep inside her.

Once she reached her chambers, she freed the pins from her hair and loosened the plait before lying on the coverlet. Images of her husband floated through the haze of her memories. His wicked mouth on her skin. His teasing fingers parting her folds. His body fitting perfectly to hers. Ruby’s breathing came in shallow bursts as the restless ache consumed her.

A knock at the door pulled her from her sensual thoughts.

“My queen.” Ivy entered the room bearing a tray. “My apologies, I did not realize you were abed.”

“’Tis no matter.” Disappointment replaced the aching need. She rose from the bed and settled in the comfortable chair beside the hearth.

Ivy placed the tray on the table beside her. “Will you require anything more, your majesty?”

“Nay, I shall be quite content.” She lifted the bowl to her lips and sipped the broth. Her stomach twisted and lurched against the scent, making her flinch.

“My queen.” Ivy knelt beside her upon observing her distress. “Are you well?”

“’Tis nothing more than a passing pain.” She pressed her hand against her midsection and groaned. “The taste does not bother me, but the aroma leaves me ill. Perhaps I should have some peppermint tea.”

The maid studied her for a long moment, her sharp gaze narrowing. “I shall fetch it now.”

Ruby nodded, bracing her head in her hands. The door closed behind Ivy leaving her alone with her thoughts once more. She attempted a few more sips of the broth, but the scent became more unbearable. With a groan, she pushed it away and returned to the bed.

Lying down seemed to soothe the persistent discomfort, but removing the scent eased the churning in her abdomen even more so. Ruby rubbed her hand over her stomach. A tendril of fear crept into the back of her mind.

When Ivy returned, she urged Ruby to sit up in bed and made her comfortable by propping cushions around her before providing the steaming mug of tea. The pungent mint immediately soothed her. It brought memories of her childhood with Marian and Guy to the surface. A tendril of homesickness wove around her heart constricting it. How she missed them. Perhaps she should send for Marian to come visit. She possessed ways to ease her concerns when all others failed.

“My queen, I hope this is not forward of me, but I am concerned for your health.” Ivy met her gaze directly. “Shall I send for a healer? Or perhaps the Queen Mother?”

Ruby sipped the tea. “I appreciate your concern, Ivy. But I do not wish to cause anyone undue worry on my account. I am perfectly well.”

Ivy fidgeted with the hem of her kirtle but her gaze remained steady. “Ma’am, ’tis possible you are with child.”

Hearing the words aloud voiced the fear she refused to acknowledge. Ruby pinched her eyes closed and conceded. “Aye. ’Tis a strong possibility.”

“Such news should be cause for celebration, should it not?” Ivy asked, her green eyes bright. “The king will be overjoyed at the news of an heir. The whole kingdom will celebrate!”

Ruby grasped Ivy’s hand and held it tight. Fear pulsed through her, threatening to tear her in two. “Promise me you will tell no one. Not a soul. Not until...well, until I am certain.”

Ivy took her hands between her own, her expression softening. “I promise, my queen.” A frown pulled at her mouth. “But you must at least inform the Queen Mother. She will understand your plight.”

“I will think on it.” Ruby swallowed hard not allowing herself to consider the implications of the conversation with Vivienne. “I do not wish to give her false hope.”

“A child is a blessing.” Ivy smiled, and her face transformed, revealing a hidden beauty.

“Aye.” Ruby took another sip of her tea. How had such a lovely maid escaped the notice of every man in the castle? The passing thought made her pause, but she pushed it away.

A child would be a blessing if only she could be certain of who the father was. Even though she had been faithful to Crispin, one night created chaos and conflict in her mind. Her body warmed at the memory of being blindfolded. The touch of two men. The pleasure they wrought with little effort. And the shame that stalked her every day since.

She hung her head. Could it be possible this child belongs not to the king but to his closest friend and confidant? The thought alone left her filled with a writhing agony. What if the truth somehow emerged? Was it not treason to betray the king? To tarnish the monarchy with this blatant infidelity. Would Crispin consider such a revelation treason?

“All will be well.” Ivy took the cup from her hands and set it on the bedside table. “You will see. The king will return soon and all will be well.”

“I do hope so.” Ruby settled back against the cushions and closed her eyes.

“If you require anything, I shall be in the kitchens.” Ivy retrieved the tray with the bowl of uneaten broth.

“Grammercy, Ivy. You have been a gift from heaven during the king’s absence.”

“I live to serve you, my queen.” Ivy bowed and left the room.

“What am I to do?” Ruby whispered against the coverlet, clutching the fabric tight. The sound dissolved in the empty room. “I cannot tell Crispin. I cannot tell Vivienne. Where else can I turn?”

Panic consumed her in waves. Slowly it pulled her down into the darkness of her deepest fears. If this child were not truly the heir of Meradin, what horrors would Crispin unleash upon her? Even though the events of that night were of his ministrations, his command, would he still blame her for fostering a bastard in her womb? She buried her face against the cushions.

Unable to quell the rising panic, Ruby rose from the bed and darted into the hallway. With determined steps, she wandered the corridors until she located Mina, her young maid, outside the king’s presence chamber.

“Fetch the swordsmith’s apprentice, Matthew. Have him meet me in my chambers. Quickly.” Ruby kept her voice low.

With a nod, Mina darted down the hallway and around the corner.

Ruby returned to her chamber and paced the floor near the window overlooking the inner bailey. The autumn wind rattled the thick pane of glass. Her hand settled on the curve of her stomach. Truth be told, whoever the father of this child, she would treasure it regardless. She would defend and protect it until her dying day.

A knock at the door shook her from her thoughts, and she bid them enter.

“You summoned me, your majesty?” Matthew bowed low. His young face smeared with dust and dirt. His rough hands twisted his cap.

“Aye, Matthew. I require you to travel to my mother’s cottage and bring her to the castle post haste.” A calm settled in the depths of her soul as she issued the directive.

“At once, ma’am.” Matthew bowed once more and retreated from the room.

Ruby detested using the young man as her own personal messenger, but she trusted no one more than she did the young blacksmith. She came to the aid of his family on multiple occasions and gave him a position within the castle to ensure his family a comfortable life. In response, they swore fealty to her. A fact she chose not to exploit. However, in her desperation, she required someone who could be trusted completely and knew where to find Marian.

Until she spoke to her mother, she would remain in her chamber. Vivienne would certainly be understanding and supportive if she chose to trust her with this revelation, but she required the comfort and advice of a woman who knew the depths of her soul like no one else.

Marian would know what path to take. How to best reveal the news to Crispin and the kingdom. But this conversation would entail revealing the sinful details of the night of passion spent with both Henry and her husband. Could she face the shame of revealing such information to her mother?

She bit her lip. Perhaps she had been hasty in summoning Marian, but it was too late. She would need to reveal the truth sooner or later. If anyone could understand without passing judgment, it would be her mother.

After retrieving her now cold tea, she settled before the hearth and stared into the flames. The moments drifted away until the sun set beyond the window and darkness filled her chamber. When Ivy arrived with some bread and dried fruit, she nibbled on the fare and found it fortified her without making her ill.

Before she drifted off to sleep, Matthew arrived breathless at her door. “I did as you commanded, my queen. But the cottage was empty.”

Disappointment gripped her heart but it also gave way to relief. “My thanks, Matthew. Please find something to eat in the kitchens before returning to the smithy.”

“Many thanks, ma’am.” His youthful grin infected her with hope.

Once Matthew took his leave, Ruby prepared for bed. On the morrow, she would visit her mother. Crispin was not present to dictate the boundaries of her royal prison and determine whether she could leave the castle grounds. She would take two guards and make the journey without incident.

For the first time in weeks, a sense of peace settled over her. Perhaps she merely needed to escape the confines of these stone walls. Ruby could not run forever, but she could embrace the opportunity to forget for a while.

Comforted by her plan, Ruby nestled beneath the blankets. Soon Crispin would return, turning her whole world upside down once more. While she longed for his return and the comfort of his touch, his presence hung like a shadow over the castle.

In truth, they were still so little acquainted and newlywed. There was still much to learn from and about one another. But one thing she knew for certain. She would never be able to keep a secret from the King of Meradin. Especially not one with such monumental consequences.
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Chapter Two
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After traveling across the country for nigh on two months, Crispin arrived at a solid conclusion. There were most certainly traitors in their midst. When Henry’s family vacated the castle the day after his marriage and coronation, it solidified his suspicions about their involvement in something more nefarious than mere treason. He had hoped to confront them about their involvement in the raid set to kill his bride years ago, until they disappeared into the night without an explanation.

Henry urged his horse into a trot, bringing his blood bay gelding alongside Crispin’s dappled gray. “We should arrive at the castle by late afternoon, sire.”

The soldiers both ahead and behind them lay far enough to ensure their conversation remained somewhat private. Crispin shifted in the saddle, glancing over his shoulder to be certain his words would not be overheard.

“When we arrive, nothing of our journey will be discussed until I have taken the opportunity to speak with my bride. Is that understood?”

“Aye.” The firm set of Henry’s jaw belied his irritation.

“Once I speak with her, we will convene with the privy council to address the information our journey uncovered.”

“And what, pray tell, would that be precisely?” Henry rounded on Crispin. “’Tis my impression we uncovered nothing of value and are left with more questions than answers.”

Crispin smirked. “’Tis more an observation of what we did not find than what we did.”

Henry’s attention shifted to the small cluster of knights riding ahead. His silence spoke adequately enough for Crispin to place the direction of his thoughts.

“I do not hold you responsible for the treasonous actions of your family.” His voice carried low between them. “However, they will be punished for their part in past actions.”

“My father and brothers have not the mind nor the inclination to betray the crown. They acted solely out of greed. The idea was placed in their minds by someone with power and influence. Mind you, I am not standing in defense of their actions. They should be held accountable for their role in the raid.” Henry shifted uneasily in his saddle. “There is more to this than we are privy. I sense there may be trouble brewing on the horizon, sire.”

“I am of the same mind.” Crispin allowed his gaze to roam through the trees along the road. During the extent of their journey, he anticipated an ambush of some kind or at the very least a confrontation. Yet at every estate, every village, they were welcomed with grace and warmth, extending congratulations on his marriage and bestowing felicitations of health and prosperity.

When they reached Henry’s familial estate, they found it vacant. In Crispin’s mind, this solidified their guilt. Over the following weeks, they visited every holding of his vassal lords, making inquiries and forming bonds that should be maintained to ensure the kingdom’s safety from outside influence. Their input merely confirmed his assertion that the baron and his sons were in league with someone to bring chaos to the kingdom of Meradin. ’Twas treason for certain, but more lay beneath the muddied surface if they could only clear the waters.

“Why do you wish to speak with the queen before you address the council?” Henry’s question broke through his thoughts.

“As the Lady of the Forest, she spent much of her time among the peasantry. She possesses information about the brigands and thieves who roam through these forests. Perhaps she knows of someone who could lead us to uncovering the hole in which your family has crawled.” His grip tightened on the reins. When he found them out, they would wish he had run them through while their bellies were full of his fine wine. Death would be too good for them. They would talk, and then they would pay the price for treason in flesh.

“You expect her to betray her fellow outlaws?” Henry chuckled at his assumption. “Her loyalty runs deeper than most.”

“Still, ’tis the last possible path before I put a bounty on your family’s head.” He held Henry’s gaze. “Once I reveal their involvement, it will tarnish your reputation, no matter what I decree to be the truth.”

Henry squared his shoulders. “I am prepared for their censure. It matters not. My life is in service of the king and to protect the people of Meradin. My family has no loyalty to the crown or the kingdom. They chose their path, therefore let them reap the consequences of their decisions.”

“Even if it casts your character into doubt?” Crispin studied his companion’s reaction carefully. In all their years together, never had he seen Henry as committed to his conscience as in this moment.

“Aye. Put the price on their heads. Bring them before the council and let them suffer their fate.” Henry turned his stoic gaze toward the road. “Had you arrested them at the wedding feast, we would not have to chase their shadows across the country.”

Crispin glowered at the observation. “Would you have me ruin my wedding and coronation? Cast it into infamy with the arrest of my High Steward’s family for crimes against the crown and treason?” He tutted. “My bride deserved to have the memory of such a momentous day free from the horrors of her past.”

“My apologies, sire.” Henry shook his head and pulled the flagon from the saddle to take a drink. “I only wish to avenge the wrongs done to my queen at the hands of my family.”

With a nod, Crispin accepted the flagon. “Aye. ’Tis a noble pursuit.” He drank heartily of the spring water they gathered that morning. “I had not anticipated the cowards would flee before the morning light.”

“We will uncover their location and reveal the depths of this plot before it can bring more harm to the kingdom and the queen.” Henry’s statement sounded much like a vow.

“What of your king?” Crispin teased him.

Henry bowed half-heartedly in the saddle. “I mean no offense, sire, but after all these years, I should not have to prove my loyalty to you. If our past exploits do not speak for themselves, then nothing I say now will quell your demand for fealty.”

“’Tis the honest truth.” Crispin allowed himself a laugh. “When we were young, I often wondered why you chose to spar against me rather than Simon or Francis.” It was the first time he mentioned the name without bracing for the impending judgment of being compared to his saintly elder brother.

Henry’s bark of laughter echoed through the trees. His horse danced beneath him, tossing his head in irritation at the noise. “Francis always held back when we sparred. And Simon, well, he always waited for the moment of weakness to strike. For him it was not about learning, it was about domination.” He lost himself in the memories. “None of the other knights in training came close to providing a challenge.”

“Then why choose me?” The question pulled at his conscience. He could almost see the day they formed their unbreakable bond, clear as a painting in his mind.

“We were the same. Two younger sons desperate to prove ourselves.” Henry shrugged his shoulder as though the confession did not matter.

It struck the soft flesh of Crispin’s soul and twisted. A tenderness poured forth, one Crispin had not anticipated. Even though they both had brothers of flesh and bone, they chose to form a bond even stronger than family.

“But ’tis more than likely I chose you because you overcompensate when you fight, allowing your aggression to cloud your judgment.” Henry laughed. “’Twas quite simple to bait you with a taunt or a jab. Made the fight unpredictable. I learned more from battling you than I learned from the best knight-at-arms.”

Whatever tenderness he discovered for Henry dissipated at those words. “Perhaps I should put a price on your head as well.”

Henry sobered, his grin transforming into a scowl. “For answering your question honestly?”

“Nay, for admitting your king’s faults.” He relished the look of pure dismay on his companion’s face.

“My apologies, sire. I meant no disrespect.” Henry steeled his jaw. “But you have faults aplenty. No man is without fault. Not even your brother, God rest his soul.”

At the mention of Francis, his heart hardened. Since childhood, he made no effort to hide his disdain for his elder brother. The perfect prince. The bastion of honor and chivalry. The legend of his brother’s heroic actions and sainted generosity rang throughout the land. The country mourned his death just as his parents had.

All the while, Crispin sat quietly while he secretly celebrated his brother’s demise. ’Twas nothing personal. He loved his brother, although he loathed the expectations placed upon him by Francis’s angelic shadow. Once he was dead, Crispin was free, and moreover, he was the heir.

“Francis was no saint.” Crispin clenched his teeth, the words hissing at the strain he placed upon them. “But he was a good man.” The thought of his brother being king and possessing Ruby near drove him to frenzied madness. He shook his head. “God rest his soul.”

The ease of their banter shifted into a tense silence almost as if the ghost of Francis reached from beyond the grave to tarnish his victory. Crispin’s mood darkened with every passing league. The sun began its descent over the horizon, casting long shadows across the road.

They passed through several small villages and wove around Skye Lake. When they reached the king’s road leading into Culver, Crispin’s spirits lifted. Even Henry noticed the improvement and began to sing a ditty.

“Oh where the stone is cold and lonely, there I shall find my lady fair.” Henry carried a tune better than the bard who frequented the castle.

“Methinks you are in hope of finding a willing wench to warm your bed this eve.” Crispin teased him.

“Aye.” Henry’s easy smile faded. “What of you, sire? Are you not anxious to see your bride?”

The world faded around him as he envisioned his Ruby stripped bare and sprawled across his bed. Her body flushed with need. Lips parted and begging. Unbidden, his cock pressed insistently against the constraints of his clothing. Any longer in the saddle while burdened with this state and he would go mad. He shifted and pushed the vision of his erotic beauty aside.

“What think you?” He tugged at the leather covering his cock.

Henry laughed. “At least you can be certain of the pleasure awaiting you.”

“Aye.” Crispin spied the castle through the trees ahead. He wished to urge his horse into a gallop and finish the distance in half the time, yet, he refrained. The king spurred on by the thought of his queen would never instill respect and authority. He smoothed his hand over Ghost’s shoulder and gave the horse a gentle pat.
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