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Perth, Scotland

Spring 1160




The best thing about being a nun was the invisibility.

Eve tucked a stray wisp of her chestnut hair under her plain white veil. She lowered her eyes to the damp sod, her manner dutiful, humble. With her tresses hidden, and her feminine curves obscured by a nondescript gray habit, she was completely unnoticeable. Dull. Ordinary. No more conspicuous than a dead autumn leaf blowing along the ground.

Now she could venture wherever she willed without drawing attention. Which was how she managed to steal her way into the middle of the angry throng gathered before Perth Castle.

No one gave her a second glance as she wove her way through camps of striped clan pavilions, sparring soldiers, and muttering lairds. She attracted no attention as she shuffled past them all. Men-at-arms sharpening their weapons. Horses in harness stamping the sod. Maids in greasy aprons cooking oatcakes over scattered fires.

She’d learned about the siege at Perth at the nunnery. Her convent sisters might not be the most worldly women. But they had an ear for news and a penchant for gossip.

Word was King Malcolm had at last returned from abroad and was back home in Scotland.

Many of his lairds, however, were unhappy. They felt young Malcolm had made too many gestures of friendliness toward King Henry of England. At Toulouse, he’d even dared to side with Henry against Scotland’s ancient ally, France.

Rumor had it Malcolm had courted Henry’s affections simply for the honor of being knighted by the powerful king. If that had been the end of it, his moment of youthful vanity and hero worship might have been forgiven by the lairds. But to further appease Henry, Malcolm had offered to return to the English king some of the Scots lairds’ hard-won clan lands.

Six of the malcontent lairds had therefore gathered troops to lay siege to Perth Castle, where the Scots king currently resided. They hoped to force Malcolm to renounce his alliance with Henry and to secure the return of their holdings.

It was a challenging situation. King Malcolm could hardly go back on his word and undermine his new friendship with Henry. But as Eve passed through the ranks of clansmen, she heard their bitterness, their animosity. They felt betrayed by their king. The king to whom they’d once sworn an oath of fealty.

As Eve saw it, there was just one thing that transcended loyalty to king and clan.

One force that could unite them all.

One entity capable of returning peace to the realm.

God.

A sennight ago, sitting in her humble cell, packing her things, Eve had felt sure she could be a much-needed agent of change. She could bring the Lord God to these negotiations. Certainly she had the diplomacy to broker peace between the king and the clans. To be the instrument of His will.

It was what she always hoped. Spreading the word of God was her duty as a nun, after all.

Unfortunately, the abbess at the convent didn’t always agree with Eve’s liberal interpretation of God’s will. So Eve usually had to do the Lord’s work on her own, without the abbess’s knowledge.

Of course, Eve always confessed to whatever liberties she’d taken. Eventually. Then the abbess would furrow her brow, chew at her lip, and shake her head. But the large stipend Eve’s father sent to the convent was usually enough to keep the abbess from protesting too much.

It wasn’t that Eve was intentionally willful. She simply couldn’t help her sense of conviction. She got bored with the everyday charity the sisters practiced. Collecting alms for the poor. Feeding the hungry. Praying for the sick.

Eve was meant for more. She could feel that, even though the abbess warned her that was only the sin of pride whispering in her ear.

Eve didn’t believe that. She simply wanted to do good in the world. To right wrongs. To balance injustices. To take a stand for those who couldn’t defend themselves.

It was the reason she’d agreed several days ago to help an old acquaintance, Sir Hew du Lac of Rivenloch. The poor lovelorn Sir Hew had been torn from the object of his affections, Lady Carenza. Due to a series of unfortunate circumstances, Carenza had been mistakenly betrothed to Hew’s cousin, the illustrious Sir Gellir Cameliard. Natually, Hew was devastated.

As for Eve, she’d been more than happy to help untangle the star-crossed hearts. Praying for God’s blessing on her good deed, she’d stolen the bride-to-be right from under the bridegroom Gellir’s nose and spirited her away to the convent to marry Sir Hew in a clandestine wedding.

Had her intervention been a wee bit daring? Aye.

Had abducting the bride of a Rivenloch warrior come with risk? No doubt.

But Eve didn’t mind danger when it came to steering the course of fate. Especially when it was clearly God’s intention and in the best interests of everyone. When it came to the Lord’s good works, Eve felt it was her calling to help Him carry them out.

As was this.

After all, God couldn’t possibly intend for King Malcolm to be welcomed home from France by six irate lairds with drawn swords.

Obviously what was needed here was divine intervention. Proving to both parties that there were more important things at stake than who owned what or who was friends with whom.

They just needed to be convinced that God favored the Scots and smiled on King Malcolm.

That all parties wished for the same thing—peace in the land and harmony among the clans.

That God meant to bless the Scots with health and wealth and prosperity.

It wasn’t exactly untrue, though Eve suspected God left men largely to their own devices. He was too busy moving heaven and earth to care much whether men warred among themselves.

Still, it was certainly true that a people at peace were more productive and happy. So she was certain God would approve.

Before she could make her way toward the gathering lairds, however, a skirmish broke out. Caught up in the clamor, Eve was elbowed aside as warriors rushed forward with their weapons drawn.

Peering between the crush of bodies, Eve was astonished to glimpse a familiar figure. It was the groom she’d disappointed by stealing his bride. The magnificent Sir Gellir of Rivenloch. What was the great knight doing here?

He appeared to be wielding his mighty sword. In defense of the king. And against the lairds.

All six of them.

Singlehandedly.

Her breath caught. One man against six? The Rivenloch warriors certainly got embroiled in some perilous undertakings.

Then she noticed Sir Gellir wasn’t quite alone. An odd-looking monk battled at his side with surprising expertise.

Eve could tell, long before the monk’s hood fell back, spilling free a waterfall of fiery curls, that the fierce fighter was a woman. She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised. After all, the Rivenloch clan was known for its fighting females.

Still, she was no Rivenloch lass that Eve recognized.

There seemed to be a bond between the two fighters. Gellir was resolute in his efforts to protect the woman from their foes. And the lass battled like a vixen defending her mate.

A smile curved the corner of Eve’s lip. It appeared the spurned bridegroom had wasted no time finding a new ladylove. This was further proof Eve had done the right thing in absconding with Gellir’s betrothed. Lady Carenza was never meant to be his. This was obviously the woman with whom Gellir belonged. A happy ending like this pleased Eve and made the messy details unimportant.

At least she hoped they would have a happy ending. They were still two against six.

But soon, incredibly, it appeared the pair of sparring sweethearts were beginning to win the upper hand.

Suddenly a bold shout rang out from the crowd. “Audite!”

The combatants began to lower their weapons. The skirmish dwindled and slowly came to a halt.

“Audite!”

All eyes were drawn to the tall monk inviting them to listen.

He peeled back his cowl, revealing his face.

Eve took in a sharp breath. And suddenly she couldn’t take another.

She’d never seen a man so perfectly made.

So handsome.

So heavenly.

So heart-melting.

This must be the man God had fashioned in His image.

He was broad-shouldered. Imposing. Confident, with an air of calm authority.

Dark curls framed his flawless face. His square jaw, cleanly shaved, was resolute. His chin lifted proudly, and yet he seemed to look down his nose at no one.

His expressive brows lowered fervently above eyes that glittered with the spark of passion and life. Eyes that could melt a woman’s heart. Or penetrate a woman’s soul. Or convince a woman to forget all about her religious calling.

Only then did Eve remember to breathe.

In the silence, he spoke in a low, rich, rolling voice colored by a soft foreign accent. A voice that made her think of the delicious wassail Sister Eithne served at Christmas. The concoction that warmed Eve to her bones and left her delightfully dizzy.

“I have brought word from Roma,” he announced, “from His Holiness.”

The crowd gasped. Eve’s heart skipped a beat.

Was it true? Had the man come from Rome?

No wonder he looked so divine. He was a messenger from the Pope.

He lifted a rolled parchment in one hand. His sleeve slipped up a few inches, exposing a well-muscled forearm.

With his free hand, he solemnly made the sign of the cross.

Reflexively, Eve mirrored the gesture.

All at once, King Malcolm called down to him from the tower of Perth Castle. “You there! Did you say His Holiness?”

“Si! Il Papa Alexander III!” the monk called back. “You are Rex Scotiae?”

“We are,” the king confirmed.

“Then, Signore, the missive is for your ears as well.”

A message from the Pope to the king? Could he intend to broker peace?

Her mind reeled. Then, as soon as she could think straight, a reprehensible idea slipped into Eve’s brain.

Never mind that the holy monk was handsome and compelling and persuasive.

He was about to undermine her ambitions and foil her plans to save the day.

Of course that thought was beneath her. Prideful. Ridiculous. Did it matter who handled the negotiations? As long as the results were beneficial, what difference did it make who initiated them?

If the Pope wished to claim credit for solving the conflict, so be it. After all, she’d said it herself. A happy ending made the details unimportant.

Yet the thought kept biting at her like a determined flea.

For months, she’d longed to do something important.

More important than rescuing pups from abusive owners.

More significant than praying over sick children.

More heroic than helping a knight elope with his true love.

And now, when she finally had an opportunity to prove her worth, who had shown up to ruin her plans? None other than the esteemed representative of the Pope himself.

She sighed.

It was an unspeakably selfish thought. She knew that. Selfish and unworthy of her station as a nun. The abbess had even told her so. But she’d always had a hard time controlling her wayward thoughts.

Like the wayward thoughts she was having now as she let her gaze course down the monk’s impressive form.

His cassock, belted below his waist, clung to his narrow hips and trim buttocks. The powerful gestures he made as he spoke to the lairds belied the sedentary life of a monk. His hands were muscular, closing into fists and then opening with strength and grace. He held one commanding finger aloft to make a point. Then he clasped his hands together like a warrior celebrating his victory.

She could imagine those manly fingers running through her hair…caressing her cheek…brushing her lips…

She started as he turned to follow the lairds, across the bridge from the bailey to the motte. Of course. King Malcolm wasn’t coming to them. He’d naturally conduct negotiations privately, in the comfort of his keep. A place a mere nun couldn’t follow. No matter how invisible she was.

Shite.

She’d hoped to make the acquaintance of the Pope’s representative. After all, he was an important man in the church.

She frowned.

Then she straightened with determination. She could fix this.

She’d simply wait for him to emerge, she decided, and strike up a conversation with him. Inquire about some biblical interpretation or request moral direction. Before they parted, she’d whisper her name in his ear and ask him to pass it along to the Pope. Perhaps, with holy guidance from on high, Eve could find her Greater Purpose.

It was a worthy notion.

However, her plans to wait patiently among the pavilions were foiled when a contingent of Rivenlochs suddenly arrived.

Sweet Saints! Had they followed her?

Eve dared not let them see her. Any of the Rivenloch clanfolk might recognize her. She was the nun who’d been at Darragh Castle for the clan wedding, after all—right before Sir Gellir’s betrothed had mysteriously disappeared.

Nuns might be invisible, but the Rivenlochs were clever and discerning. With the exception of Sir Hew, of course. Hew, not realizing Eve was a nun, had once tried to court her.

In any event, she needed to slip out of sight and watch from afar.
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The worst thing about being a Rivenloch, Adam decided, was the visibility.

The clan was so well-known, it was nigh impossible for a Rivenloch man to blink an eye without someone reporting it to the town crier.

Yet, despite being the nephew of the laird, Adam la Nuit had somehow escaped the curse of Rivenloch fame. His cousins and even his sister were renown for their words and deeds. But no one really saw or remembered Adam. Which was how he was able to pose as the emissary of the Pope.

He supposed any other man would have been shaking in his boots to commit such sacrilege.

But Adam wasn’t afraid. Situations like this seldom frightened him. Indeed, his unflappable nature made his Rivenloch kin assume he was fearless.

That wasn’t quite true.

There were things Adam feared. Rabid wolves. Debilitating sickness. Being permanently marked by a scar that would make him forever identifiable.

But feigning to be the messenger of the Pope? That didn’t scare him.

After all, he reasoned, no one in Scotland knew what the Pope’s emissaries looked like. If indeed the Pope even had such emissaries.

Adam spoke passable Latin, and he could feign a respectable Roman accent.

Besides, he’d played lofty roles before. The French artist Godefroid de Claire. The German Minnesänger Meinloh von Sevelingen. The mystic Hildegard of Bingen. To obtain free lodging, he’d once posed as the right hand man of young King Malcolm himself, while his cousin Brand pretended to be the king.

Adam was confident of his skills. He was a good mimic. He had a forgettable face. And it didn’t hurt that he was the son of spies. No doubt Lady Miriel and Sir Rand had passed on to him their natural talents for stealth and secrecy.

Of course, he’d met King Malcolm before—as himself, Sir Adam la Nuit of Rivenloch. The Rivenlochs were some of the king’s most loyal and valuable vassals. They’d protected Scotland’s southern border for centuries.

But garbed as a monk in holy robes? The king failed to recognize Adam, even in the close quarters of his great hall.

Adam had originally come here on a rescue mission. After his cousin Gellir was abandoned at the altar by his betrothed, the despondent bridegroom had headed to Perth, determined to fight for the king’s honor. Or die trying.

It was that second part that had spurred Adam to follow Gellir.

Adam had worked hard all his life to measure up to the standards of the Rivenloch clan. To be as dedicated as Brand. As fierce as Hew. As magnificent as Gellir.

In the end, he’d had to come to terms with the truth. He would never be as noteworthy or celebrated as his cousins. He would always stand in their shadows.

Eventually he realized the truth. By keeping to the shadows, he could better protect them. His weapon was his anonymity. A weapon he wielded with great skill.

This time he’d used it to keep Gellir from making a foolish sacrifice.

He’d brought along Merraid the maidservant, also disguised as a monk. He knew the lass had feelings for Gellir. Perhaps she’d help persuade Gellir to abandon his self-destructive fight.

Instead, Merraid proved her affections by joining the battle at Gellir’s side. Thankfully, she could hold her own. Trained by Adam’s sister, Feiyan, Merraid had considerable warrior skills.

As it turned out, she also had an impressive gift for words. She managed to scribble out for Adam a diplomatic missive, ostensibly from the Pope, meant to forge peace between the lairds and the king.

And it had worked.

Adam had delivered the message. The king was content. The lairds were mollified. And Gellir was out of danger.

All Adam needed to do now was destroy the evidence and tie up the loose ends.

Passing by a small campfire, he discreetly dropped the scrawled missive into the flames, where it was quickly consumed.

As far as witnesses, Gellir and Merraid were the only ones who could identify Adam.

He knew Merraid wouldn’t breathe a word.

And his cousin Gellir would never disclose his identity. Indeed, Gellir had aided him, taking Adam’s satchel for safekeeping while the “Pope’s messenger” handled the negotiations in the keep.

But as Adam brushed past his cousin to surreptitiously retrieve the satchel, he spotted an entire company of familiar faces.

Shite.

His whole clan was here.

Seizing the satchel and pulling his hood low over his eyes, he reversed direction and turned back toward the castle.

Damn.

A pair of puffing, red-faced monks were swiftly waddling his way. No doubt they wished to speak with the esteemed emissary of the Pope, hoping His holiness would rub off on them.

Adam angled again, striding off toward the forest so abruptly that he knocked someone aside.

A swift glance told him it was a wee figure in gray.

A second glance revealed it was a lass. A lass whose breathtaking face was instantly engraved on his mind.

He hesitated, intending to apologize, but unable to form words.

A third glance revealed she was a nun.

She opened her mouth to speak, and panic widened his eyes.

He whirled to make a hasty escape.

The naive King Malcolm had been easy to impress. A pair of awestruck monks he could handle. But a nun?

Nuns were notoriously well-educated. A nun might ask him questions he couldn’t answer. Questions about scripture. Or Rome. Or what the Pope ate for supper.

He needed to get to a place of concealment and divest from his vestments before anyone grew the wiser.




Eve arched a brow as the Pope’s emissary fled in terror.

How rude, she thought. He’d bumped into her. Made no apology. And then set off again as if pursued by demons.

She frowned in disappointment. Perhaps that was the way of those close to the Pope. Perhaps they had no time for ordinary folk.

Or perhaps Roman law forbade men of the cloth to speak with women.

Or maybe he thought the collision was her fault, that she’d planted herself in his holy way.

At any rate, his stride was too long for her to attempt to chase after him. She feared the effort would have been useless anyway. Gazing at him at such close range had left her utterly tongue-tied.

She wondered if all Romans were so handsome. His sun-kissed skin had glowed from the shadow of his hood. His dark eyes had gleamed with divining interest. His mouth had softened and then tensed as he turned to go. It was a face she’d never forget.

Then she blew out a dissatisfied breath. She supposed she’d come to Perth for nothing. She was no closer to performing a great act of service than before. She’d been unable to even send along her best wishes to the Holy Father.

As for the Pope’s man, he’d apparently achieved what he’d come for. The king and the lairds were all smiles when they emerged from the castle. Spying from the back of the crowd, she learned King Malcolm had even granted Sir Gellir and his loyal maidservant Merraid permission to be wed.

At least someone was enjoying a happily-ever-after ending.

Lingering a bit longer, she overheard the soldiers talking about an upcoming tournament in a fortnight. The king had insisted Sir Gellir’s nuptials take place at Perth. And because it was a Rivenloch affair, a tournament would naturally follow.

Eve smiled to herself as a new plan formed in her head. Perhaps all was not lost after all.








Chapter 2
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Adam squinted through the slit of his jousting helm.

A fortnight had passed since he’d shown up at Perth as the Pope’s emissary. Long enough for the king to forget his face. Still, it was wise to keep his identity secret. Particularly since most of his clan was here to celebrate Gellir’s marriage with a royal tournament.

He eyed up his opponent across the list.

It was his cousin Brand, mounted on his destrier, impatient for battle. Even with a great helm covering his face and his lance at rest, Brand had an ominous presence that made him look ready to kill.

But Adam wasn’t afraid. Brand’s growl was worse than his bite. Besides, Brand had recently discovered that ladies preferred knights who were merciful over those who were ruthless. Adam was confident Brand would cause him no intentional harm. Not at a friendly wedding tournament.

There was a good chance Brand would knock him off his horse. Adam had had to purchase an inferior beast he’d never jousted on before. And jousting wasn’t his best event. He preferred contests that required dexterity and speed rather than brute force.

He also preferred to fight under an assumed name. Which was why today he’d been introduced only as Le Goupil, the Fox, of Paris. He had donned weathered leather and pitted armor, a helm swathed in russet silk, and a dark blue surcoat featuring a snarling fox.

Competing anonymously allowed him to engage in the challenge of combat without the risk of bringing dishonor to the Rivenloch name.

He’d already come to terms with the fact that he would never be the warrior his cousins were. He would probably never even best his older sister, Feiyan, who had trained with their mother’s master from the Orient, Sung Li.

Adam certainly had no wish to disappoint his parents at a public tournament, especially one overseen by the king. If he competed as Adam la Nuit, he’d be judged by Rivenloch standards. But fighting as an unknown, he might be praised for his talents.

Adam did have considerable combat skills. He was observant. He learned by studying. By mimicking the battle techniques of his kin—Gellir’s fine swordsmanship, Feiyan’s dexterity, Hew’s skill with an axe, Jenefer’s archery—he had come close to mastering them. So it was a rewarding challenge to do battle with his cousins.

He had to admit he also derived a certain satisfaction from deceiving his clan with his many costumes.

“Sir Brand Cameliard o’ Rivenloch,” the herald announced.

An enormous cheer went up from the clan as Brand lifted a hand in acknowledgment.

“Ridin’ against Le Goupil o’ Paris.”

Adam lifted his hand. There were a few polite shouts of encouragement.

Then both riders watched for the herald to drop the silk that would begin the joust.

The scarf drifted down, and Adam spurred his horse forward.

It was over in one pass.

All Adam could remember afterward, lying in the dust on his back with the wind knocked out of him, was a brief thunder of hooves, a jarring blow to his chest, and the sensation of flying over his horse’s arse.

Brand leaped from his horse, tore off his helm, and rushed over, offering him a hand.

Adam took it gladly. Wrenched upright again, he was able to cough and catch his breath.

Brand clapped him companionably on the back, then waved his hand to accept the men’s cheers and the ladies’ impressed sighs at his honorable behavior.

It was customary for a man who unhorsed his opponent to claim the horse as his prize. But Brand had access to dozens of horses in the Rivenloch stables. They were far finer than the one Adam had purchased. So Brand made another virtuous gesture.

“I wish to give the animal I’ve won to the newly made bride and knight, Lady Merraid.”

The women erupted in another round of jubilant cries.

That was clever, Adam decided. Clever and amusing. Growing up, his cousin had taken no interest in the fairer sex. Brand had deemed lasses inferior, useless, and troublesome. It was only in the past few months he’d decided they might be worth his time and attention.

The gift was perfect. Merraid was delighted to own her first horse. And Gellir was pleased with his brother’s gesture.

Seeing their faces shining with joy, Adam was truly glad he’d been able to play a part in bringing them together.

They came forward to claim her prize. Neither of them recognized Adam in his helm. But Merraid took the horse’s reins and placed a hand on Adam’s arm.

“Thank ye, sir. I shall treat her with kindness.”

Adam bowed his head.

Gellir came near enough to murmur, “You rode well, sir. Not many can stand against my brother’s lance.”

Adam, who never ceased to be amazed when his own kin couldn’t recognize him, watched them lead the horse away. Then he limped from the lists, wondering if he’d ever find a love like Merraid and Gellir shared. If he’d ever have a grand wedding with a tournament like this.

He grimaced as a sharp pain cut across his ribs.

It might have been from the impact of Brand’s lance.

Or it might have been his heart flinching in response at the painful truth.

Adam would never find a bride.

No woman would ever fall in love with him.

Not only was he forgettable. He wasn’t the same man from day to day.

How could a woman want a man when she’d never know who he truly was?




“Jehan from Rouen!” the herald announced.

Beneath her hood of forest green, Eve adjusted the brown linen cloth over her face so only her eyes were showing. Then she strode forward with the bold steps and outthrust chest of a cocky lad, waving at the crowd with her free hand. Her woolen cloak covered a nut brown tunic and hose. A leather bracer protected her left forearm. A pair of worn boots two inches too big completed her garb. Slung over one shoulder was a yew longbow and a quiver of arrows.

To all appearances, she was who she claimed to be. Jehan from Rouen. A young French archer.

Today she didn’t intend to be invisible.

Today she planned to win an archery prize.

Since this was a Rivenloch tournament, and since King Malcolm himself was hosting, the prizes had been quite generous. The winner of this competition would receive a gold medallion engraved with a longbow. The second place would win a similar medallion of silver.

Thus far, Eve had advanced through the ranks of archers. Now she was left with one final opponent. Jenefer mac Giric of Rivenloch.

Eve didn’t stand a chance of winning. Jenefer of Rivenloch was legendary for her skills. But Eve was a fairly good shot. She would be content to come in second.

Stopping at the limit line, she swung the bow off her shoulder, eyeing the straw target.

In boring stretches at the convent, to the abbess’s dismay, Eve often made a habit of practicing with a bow, shooting at rotten wine barrels, carcasses left over from supper, and once, at a straw effigy she’d made of a local priest who had ruthlessly impregnated a number of novices.

For his transgressions, the priest had paid no penance. At least not in this life. For her sin of crafting the effigy, however, Eve had been commanded to make a pilgrimage to St. Andrews. A pilgrimage that had turned out to be more enjoyable than punitive.

What the abbess didn’t know about Eve’s archery practice was that she perfected her skills in order to hunt deer in the forest for the hungry crofters. The king’s law would have called it poaching. But Eve saw the surplus of deer and her talent with a bow as God’s way of providing for his faithful servants.

Eve plucked an arrow from her quiver and nocked it into the bowstring. Due to her size, she couldn’t wield a heavy warrior’s bow. But what she lacked in power, she made up for in accuracy. She hoped to prove that now. She inhaled, then held her breath.

In one smooth motion, she lifted the bow, pulled back the bowstring, and let loose the arrow.

It landed a scant inch from the center.

The crowd applauded.

“Jenefer mac Giric o’ Rivenloch,” the herald announced.

Because Jenefer was a battlefield archer, she was accustomed to hitting targets on the run. With almost no preparation, she stepped to the line and shot. The arrow sailed straight and hit dead center.

Her clanfolk cheered.

Eve hoped she’d never meet Jenefer in battle. She stepped up to take her second shot, reminding herself of her motivation for winning.

She meant to deliver her prize to Prior Isaac at nearby Scone Priory. She’d made a visit to the priory last year, hoping to meet with the prior regarding funds for the convent’s library. While she was waiting for an audience, she happened to note the coldness of the nave and the lack of peat on the hearth. In her efforts to correct the situation, Eve started a fire that quickly escaped the hearth and burned out of control. A fire which ended up destroying several tomes and documents, including the original foundation charter of the priory.

She’d naturally fled. Not for her own sake. But for that of her convent. She wouldn’t dream of bringing that kind of shame upon them.

Still, she carried the weight of that debt on her shoulders. So today, if she won a silver or—even better—a gold medallion, she intended to compensate the prior for his losses in the form of a donation from an anonymous wealthy patron.

With holy purpose in her heart, she drew back her bow. This time the arrow arced and dropped, striking so close to Jenefer’s that the fletching quivered.

The crowd oohed. Now the match was afoot.

Undaunted, Jenefer stepped to the line, scowling at the target, and nocked her arrow.

What she didn’t realize—and what Eve could see clearly—was a bee had landed on her shooting arm and was crawling its way toward her hand.

Eve wanted to call out, to warn her. But it was too late. Jenefer had already planted her feet and was raising the bow to her cheek.

The bee hopped onto her face just as Jenefer loosed her arrow. Smashed between her cheek and her hand, it stung her thumb. It wasn’t enough to completely ruin her aim. But after Jenefer cursed and brushed away the pesky beast, she saw the shaft had missed the center by an inch.

Now they were tied.

But Eve thought perhaps it hadn’t been a fair contest.

“Madame,” she said in the low, hoarse voice of a French youth, “the Devil sent that bee. You may shoot again, if you wish.”

But Jenefer, normally renown for her fiery temper, simply shook her head. “If I can be distracted by a wee bee, I don’t deserve to win.”

Eve thought that was a very Rivenloch thing to say. The clan was known for their sense of honor. So she nodded and stepped up to the line for her final attempt.

Sending up a prayer that God would keep His wee bees at bay for one moment, Eve drew an arrow from her quiver.

Then she happened to glance off to the side of the field, where the crowd stood watching. Her eyes paused on a knight in a dark blue surcoat emblazoned with the figure of a fox. He held a jousting helm in the crook of his arm. His head was coifed in padded linen which was tied to cover the lower part of his face as well. Only his eyes showed above the coif. Staring at her. But she would have recognized them anywhere.




Adam narrowed his gaze.

It couldn’t be.

And yet he was so sure those were the eyes imprinted on his brain. The lovely, wide, beautiful brown orbs of the nun he’d nearly trampled in this very place a fortnight ago.

Surely he was wrong.

This was no nun. This was a young lad. An archer. French, if the calls of “Jehan!” were meant for him.

The lass he’d run into had most definitely been a nun. And though she’d said not a word, she’d had a wild Scottish look about her. Fair skin with a smattering of freckles. Fine, dark brows that had arched in judgment. An unruly lock of chestnut hair that had escaped her veil to curl upon her delicate cheek.

If it wasn’t the nun, perhaps it was a relative of hers. He furrowed his brow and watched.

Though he hadn’t been following the archery, a quick glance at the target showed it was a close match. The lad must be good if he was keeping up with Jenefer.

It certainly wasn’t apparent from the lad’s manner now. He dropped his arrow. And when he went to pick it up, the whole quiver slipped down over his arm.

Flustered, ducking his head, the lad retrieved the arrows and slid the quiver back onto his shoulder. Then he blew out a forceful breath and approached the shooting line again.

He nocked the arrow and drew. But he seemed to have trouble steadying the bow. And the longer he hesitated, the more his muscles trembled. And the more his aim strayed.

When he finally let loose the shaft, it sailed far wide of the mark, lodging outside the target in the margins of the straw. The crowd ahhed in disappointment.

Jenefer had the final shot. As usual, she spent no time in preparation. She swiftly and easily added another arrow to the cluster in the center to win the match.

“Hey, Goupil!” someone called out from the crowd, distracting Adam. “Are ye fightin’ in the melee?”

The melee was the last event of the tournament. It was the most dangerous. It was also the most fun. A free-for-all mock battle with blunted weapons that could nonetheless do damage in the right hands.

Adam’s ribs were already aching from the joust. Even a light tap would mean a few days of coddling his injuries.

Still, he had enough Rivenloch spirit to accept the challenge. “Mais oui!”

The melee was also risky for another reason. In close combat, Le Goupil was much more likely to be recognized. He’d therefore continue to wear his padded linen coif to conceal his face and replace his jousting helm with a coif of chain mail.

He needed to return to his pavilion to prepare. The melee was next.

He turned back to the archery field in time to see the second place winner accepting a silver medallion from the king. Adam shook his head. He must be imagining things. That was no nun. The king stood a yard away from the archer. Surely he could tell the difference between a lad and a lass.

It was only that the face of that nun had haunted Adam for a fortnight now. And he didn’t know why.

Did he know her?

He didn’t think so.

But he knew her angelic face was going to plague him until he figured out who she was.




There was no way Eve was going to take part in the melee. She did many brave things, but the idea of willingly entering a field of combat to be pummeled half to death was not her idea of courage. It was foolhardy.

Besides, she’d achieved what she’d come to achieve. She’d won the silver medallion. Now she could repay Prior Isaac.

Peering down at her chest where the medallion hung, she rubbed her thumb over the engraving of a longbow. She’d have to have a silversmith melt the piece down into something more religious. Perhaps a decorative cross with the popular Latin saying which advocated a life of poverty, Nudus nudum Christum sequi, though the irony of engraving that on a silver cross wasn’t lost on her.

She smirked. Since the cross was recompense for the fire she’d started, perhaps it would be more fitting to engrave it with Quid pro quo.

She patted the medallion. The sooner she had the work done, the sooner she could return to the convent. For that, she’d need to visit the silversmith in Scone. And she’d have to change her identity again. She’d travel in the guise of the Irish noblewoman, Lady Aillenn Bhallach.

That was just as well. Despite fooling Jenefer of Rivenloch and King Malcolm, Eve had the uneasy feeling she’d been discovered. That knight in the crowd—the one who looked so much like the Pope’s emissary that it had unnerved her and ruined her shot—had been staring at her. Not so much staring as piercing through her disguise into her very soul.

It couldn’t have been the same man. She knew that. The emissary was likely on his way to Rome already. And this man was a weathered fighter with a jousting helm. Besides, his face had been shrouded in a linen coif. Only his eyes had been visible.

But the way he’d looked at her, as if in recognition, had rattled her to her core.

Perhaps he’d only realized she was a lass, not a lad. Perhaps that was what had made him gape.

Either way, it was time for her to change into another guise and flee. She hadn’t survived this long by being careless.

A hue and cry went up from the field. Suddenly, dozens of combatants surged forward, colliding with a bone-jarring crash. Now was her moment to escape.

As she made her way past the spectators who clung to the wattle fence, cheering on their favorites, her eye was caught by the flash of a blue surcoat in the midst of the fighting.

It was him again. The knight. The one who looked like the emissary.

This time he wore a chain mail coif and carried a blunted broadsword. He was hacking away at one of the Rivenloch warrior maids. She was dodging every blow.

Unable to tear herself away, Eve watched him thrust and block, whirl and lunge, desperate for any sign that would dispel the notion he was the man she’d seen before.

His fighting was superb. He battled with great insight, as if he knew what his opponent’s next move would be. He was obviously a seasoned warrior.

The idea that he might be the same man, that he might have been the messenger from the Pope, was absurd. There was a similarity perhaps. But no dedicated man of God could possess such combat skills.

So she convinced herself. And so she believed. Until, in the middle of a lunge, he turned his head toward her, and she saw those piercing eyes again.

She gasped.

He looked as startled as she felt.

He paid for his instant of inattention. The warrior maid he was battling took advantage of his distraction to push aside his shield. Then she planted her boot in the middle of his chest and gave him a great shove.

He folded in half with an “oof” and fell back onto his arse.

Eve’s eyes widened.

She had to get out of there. She didn’t know what was happening. Who he was. Why he looked so much like the man she’d seen a fortnight ago. How he seemed to recognize her, even with her face completely covered.

She definitely didn’t want to be anywhere near the battlefield when he recovered, sword in hand, and started looking for the one to blame for his defeat.

Once she got to her pavilion and transformed into Lady Aillenn, she’d be safe.

At least, she hoped she’d be safe. An expensive crimson velvet gown, gold jewelry, and her loose tresses adorned with pearls would surely hide the fact that, mere moments ago, she’d been the young archer Jehan of Rouen, and a fortnight ago, a humble nun.








Chapter 3




[image: scene]




Adam didn’t care that the melee wasn’t finished. He didn’t even care that his ribs were throbbing where his cousin Hallie had booted him to the ground.

He had to know who that archer was.

He’d almost convinced himself that he’d imagined the resemblance between the lad Jehan and the nun. That at most they might be brother and sister.

But the shocked recognition he’d glimpsed in those familiar brown eyes staring at him in mid-melee was not a figment of his imagination. It had been real enough to cost him the battle.

He’d seen something else in those eyes as well. Alarm.

Why?

By the time Adam struggled to his feet, dodging the mayhem around him, the archer was gone.

Suddenly the melee lost its appeal. Adam used his sword and shield to pummel his way through the combatants to the outside of the main battle. Then he leaped over the wattle fence bounding the tournament field just in time to glimpse the archer hurrying toward the pavilions.

The lad was definitely fleeing. No doubt he’d gather his things from his pavilion, pack up, and make his way out the palisade gate.

Adam dared not follow in his battle gear. He’d be too conspicuous. The pavilions were deserted. Everyone who wasn’t sorely wounded was attending the melee, watching or fighting.

But once the lad emerged from his pavilion, Adam could be waiting for him at the gate.

Since the archer would be expecting Le Goupil of Paris, Adam would don another disguise.

Thankfully, his satchel contained everything he needed. Indeed, its capacity was the subject of much teasing in the clan. His youngest sister Merewen thought the satchel was magic. His aunt Deirdre claimed he could carry a full retinue of knights in it. His cousin Ian said it defied geometry.

None of that was true. But he did manage to stuff a substantial number of useful items in it. In his line of work, it was essential to be prepared for anything.

So when he emerged from the pavilion moments later, he’d packed his chain mail away and put on the tattered rags of a beggar. One eye was covered with a patch. His chin sported a fake, gray, ratty beard. His hair he covered with a grimy coif. And he limped along on a low wooden crutch, bent under the weight of his enormous satchel.

Near the gate, he dropped his satchel beside the wooden palisade and reclined against it, feigning sleep. He watched the exit through the lowered lashes of his uncovered eye.

He almost overlooked the archer making his escape. Because it wasn’t an archer.

Nor was it a nun.

Sweeping toward the gate with the grace of a windblown rose was a vision in scarlet. Her sumptuous velvet skirts hugged her legs as she strode forward at a rapid clip, her pendant and a girdle of gold links lashing her surcoat. An oversized satchel bounced on her hip with every hurried step. Her dark hair, bedecked at the crown in pearls, streamed out behind her in curls that rippled like a rain-swollen stream as she rushed to freedom.

Adam almost let her pass. He hadn’t seen the noblewoman at the tournament. She must be some lord’s wife, uninterested in the fighting, who’d remained behind in their pavilion. Or some knight’s noble courtesan, fleeing home before his wife could catch her. Indeed, she may have well been the king’s mistress, so beautiful and richly-appointed was she.

She spared him not a glance. Which wasn’t surprising. He looked more like a pile of rags than a human. But even though he saw her only through his one uncovered eye, when she drew near, his breath caught.

She was the one he sought. The archer. And the nun.

How was that possible?

She scurried through the palisade gate and out of sight.

Adam unfurled, coming to his feet, and shouldered his satchel. He shuffled forward on his crutch with a limp that was only half feigned after falling to Brand’s lance and Hallie’s boot. Then he passed through the gate and eyed the road in both directions.

There she was on the northward path, racing like a hare pursued by hounds.

Still, he hung back. There was no need to alarm her. Unless she took a turn, the road ran directly to the ancient bridge across the Tay.

She probably meant to cross the river. But he doubted she’d go far after that. It was already late in the day. It would be unwise for a woman so richly appointed to journey alone after dark. Indeed, it was unwise enough for a woman so eye-catching to travel alone by day.

Even if he hadn’t been tracking her, Adam would have likely followed the foolish lady for her own protection. Outlaws lurked around every corner.

He was well-versed in handling outlaws. He knew all their tricks. Indeed, he was the son of such an outlaw. A mysterious woodland thief who robbed from the rich and gave to the poor. He occasionally enjoyed such pursuits himself.

The lady slowed as she crossed the bridge. He likewise slackened his pace.

On the other side she continued on the north road.

Adam was careful to hobble harmlessly along the path, keeping his head bowed. He didn’t want to arouse her suspicions.

Still, every now and then she turned nervously, as if she sensed she was being followed.




Eve couldn’t shake her suspicion that the old, crippled beggar doddering along behind her was following her.

Honestly, it was absurd. Why should she fret? This was a public road. He was simply a traveler.

Besides, why would an old, crippled beggar be following her?

Clearly, encountering that knight who had the same eyes as the Pope’s emissary had unsettled her. She needed to pull herself together before she started jumping at shadows.

The poor old man walked with a crutch, for heaven’s sake. By his raggedy clothes and his raggedy beard, she guessed the satchel he carried contained all his worldly possessions. The load bent his back into a severe hunch. Under other circumstances, Sister Eve would have offered to carry it for him at least a mile or two.

But she wasn’t Sister Eve now. She was Lady Aillenn. A refined Irish noblewoman of wealth who was accustomed to getting what she wanted. And she wanted to get to Scone before the silversmith closed his shop.

So she satisfied herself by maintaining a safe distance. Surely in his condition, he wasn’t planning on traveling to Scone anyway. It was a three-mile journey.

He must have been fitter than he looked. Against all odds, he did indeed manage to shadow her all the way to Scone.

Now she definitely had to lose him. He could be a thief. If he wasn’t considering robbing her already, he’d be inclined to do so if he saw her visiting a silversmith. And she absolutely couldn’t have him following her to her place of lodging.

So once she entered the village, she intentionally dawdled, stopping in at several shops to make small unnecessary purchases. A ribbon here. A pair of gloves there. Herbs for the bath.

But always when she exited a shop, he was there.

He no doubt imagined himself inconspicuous among the crowd of villagers. Lounging against a wall. Sorting through his satchel. Examining the wares at a craftsman’s counter.

But his ubiquitous presence was too coincidental. He must have marked her for theft. She needed to shake him once and for all.

Walking briskly, she turned left down a narrow street between shops and then made an immediate right. She pressed herself against the plaster wall, waiting to see if he would follow.

She heard the clop of his crutch and the scrape of his boots as he came down the street. She held her breath, waiting for him to arrive.

She would do him no harm. She only meant to scare him. To make sure he learned she was not a lady to be victimized.

So when he stepped past her place of hiding, she sprang out, shouting, “Off with ye!”

To her astonishment, he wasn’t all that surprised. He blinked a few times. But he wasn’t frightened off at all.

Perhaps he was simpleminded. Perhaps he’d only followed her the way a duckling follows its mother.

Still, she didn’t want him tagging along behind her. She led a clandestine life. She couldn’t afford to interact with strangers.

To make her point clear, she furrowed her brows and in her best Irish accent, bit out, “Leave me be, sirrah.”

He only stared, seeming not to understand.

Then she noticed his beard was drooping oddly from his chin on one side.

It wasn’t real, she realized.

The knave was wearing a disguise.

She’d worn such fake beards twice before. Once when she’d posed as Mahmud the Arab spice trader. And once as King Arthur of Tintagel’s bastard son.

With a gleam of revelation in her eyes, she reached up and gave it a sharp yank.

The man cried out in pain and surprise as the beard tore off his chin, plopping onto the palm of her hand like a fat, furry squirrel.

She beamed at him in triumph, anticipating his look of outrage.

But it was she who was astonished.

“Ye,” she breathed, searching his vibrant brown eyes. It was him. He was the Pope’s emissary. And the knight. “’Tis ye.”




Adam paled.

His skin stung where she’d ripped the beard away. And now she knew his secret.

But how had she recognized him? His disguises were unparalleled. He’d never been unmasked before. Never. Not even by his own kin.

“How did you…?” he began. But he remembered he had a more pressing matter to address. “You’re that archer.”

Her face betrayed no emotion. “Archer? What archer?”

He narrowed his eyes, searching hers for a glimmer of deception. There was none.

Was he wrong? Did she only look similar to the archer? The archer had been from Rouen. This lass had a distinctly Irish lilt to her voice.

Then he remembered. “And the nun.”

She held his gaze. “Me? A nun? Ye must have me confused with someone else.”

Adam frowned. He could usually tell when a woman was telling a lie. They glanced away. Or licked their lips. Or fussed with their sleeve.

This woman did nothing. She looked at him directly, without artifice, as if she were telling him God’s truth.

“So ye didn’t win second place in the archery contest?” he asked, crossing his arms in challenge. “And ye weren’t at Perth durin’ the siege?”

“I don’t know what ye’re talkin’ about.”

She seemed sincere. She hadn’t even lowered her gaze.

It was true, now that he thought about it, the nun had been much plainer than this elegant noblewoman.

And no archer lad could look so beautiful. The king, at least, had believed he was a lad.

Why then was Adam’s memory insisting they were all the same person? Were his powers of observation dwindling?

“But what about ye?” she challenged, holding up his fake beard between a thumb and finger. “Can ye explain this?”

He held out his hand. She dropped the beard into his palm.

To his chagrin, lies always came readily to mind. “Verily, I was hired by the king to follow ye.”

“Follow me? Why?”

“He was concerned for your safety.”

“The king? Concerned for me?” A furrow creased her brow. Apparently, the woman didn’t believe that. Perhaps she had a strained relationship with the king.

He continued. “Aye. King Malcolm posted us at the gate with instructions to see any unaccompanied ladies to their destination.”

“Is that so?” The subtle arch in her brow indicated her skepticism. “Then why the disguise? Why not send a knight in full battle dress bearin’ the king’s arms?”

That did make more sense. Damn, the lady was clever. He liked that. Even if it made his deception more challenging.

“’Tis less threatenin’.” He shrugged. “And most people don’t even notice old crippled beggars. They’re—”

“Invisible.”

“Right.”

“But I saw ye.”

“Aye, ye did.” That was remarkable. He’d grown so accustomed to disappearing into the shadows, melting into the crowd, moving unseen through the world, it was strange to be noticed.

“Well, ye’ve done your duty,” she decided. “Ye may return to the king and tell him I arrived safely.”

She was sending him away. Which was a pity. Despite her having him at a disadvantage by uncovering his disguise, he would have liked to get to know her better.

She was not only beautiful. She was bright. She was also bold, tugging on a stranger’s beard like that.

He rubbed his chin. For that offense, the least she could do was tell him her name. Then he wouldn’t make the same mistake again and confuse her with another.

“From whom shall I send word to the king?” he inquired.

She straightened proudly. “Lady Aillenn Bhallach.” It was a good Irish name. He was rolling it around in his mind when she added, “And ye are?”

He took a breath to reply. Then, to his alarm, he hesitated. Who was he? Was he William the beggar? Le Goupil of Paris? “Adam…”

Ballocks! He’d given her his real name. Why had he done that? He never gave strangers his real name. It was like handing a dagger to a thief.
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