







“So, Lady Evelyn, what shall I do with you?”


 

Aiden smiled at Evelyn and leaned back against the table, a casual, cat-like pose that made his legs look even longer, his shoulders even more broad.

“What do you mean, Lord Aiden?” she asked, determined to keep her nerve. He was just a man, and men were born to be managed. But would this man, cruel and proud and beautiful himself, be susceptible to beauty? “Why should you be obliged to do anything with me at all?”

“I am a knight of chivalry, my lady,” Aiden pointed out, watching as a thousand different emotions passed over her lovely face. “Say I find you charming. Say your plight has touched my heart. Say I want to help you.”

“Say that, then,” she answered, a challenge in her eyes. “What would you suggest?”

He smiled, and Evelyn shivered. Many men had looked on her with lust, but none had ever dared to smile at her like this one did or speak to her with such warmth.

“A dangerous question, my lady….”
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Historical Note


 

 

 

Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine were real people, as were Richard I and Prince John. Everyone else in this book is a fictitious creation, including Princess Katherine.






Prologue


 

Falconskeep Castle

1180

 

William Aiden Brinlaw knelt at the edge of the cavern’s crystal pool, bathed in silver light. The icy water lapped over his hands as he reached out to it, and hot tears slid down his face. “I have to go away,” he spoke to the light shining up from the bottomless depths. “I have to be a knight.”

“And what is a knight?” The spirit’s voice was like a whisper in his ear, a murmur from inside his own mind. The first time he had found this cave, he had been afraid—the spirit had always hated men. But now he loved her, the same as he loved magic. He believed she loved him, too, the same as she had his grandmother, mother, and sister and all the women of Falconskeep before them.

“A knight is a man, a warrior,” he tried to explain. “My father is a knight.”

“Your father…” Her voice was cold, contemptuous, almost laughing, and the light gathered in a knot far below the water’s surface, shrinking back from him. His mother said the spirit saw in all men the first who had come to these cliffs and driven the ancients into darkness. “Your father is a dragon,” she said now.

“I don’t know what that means,” he answered. “And I don’t have time to learn.” His father was Lord Brinlaw, another William. His castle was far from here, to the north and east, a pleasant place near a river. He had rebuilt Falconskeep for his wife, Alista—it was her ancient keep, burned twice in her lifetime—and for his daughter, Malinda, who was her heir. Brinlaw Castle was new by comparison, built during the reign of King Henry’s grandfather. But the name Brinlaw was old, traced back to a Saxon chief. “My brother, Mark, is waiting to take me to London. I’m going to live with the king.”

“And be a knight,” she answered, the light expanding outward again, illuminating his face and glittering on the shining, mottled walls. Spells and stories were carved into the stone from floor to ceiling in the faery tongue, and he had read them all, or as many as he could reach. He could read and speak the faery language as well as his sister, better than his mother, as well as French or English. He could work the spells. But some of the words were strange even to him—the creatures they described seemed more like mountains and waters than people, and their actions made no sense. He read them, and the spirit tried to explain, but her words were as strange as her carvings.

“I have to,” he said. “I can’t stay with Mama and Papa forever; I have to find my place in the world.” He was the second son; he would never be Lord Brinlaw unless Mark died, an unimaginable horror. As a squire at the royal court and a companion to the king’s youngest son, he would have a chance to distinguish himself, to carve out his own greatness the way his father had. “My brother will be a lord; I can’t just be nobody.”

“Nobody?” He had never heard her laugh before, and chills danced down his spine. It was not an altogether pleasant sound. “The first wizard in a thousand generations is not nobody.”

“Magic is for girls,” he answered, blushing hot. He wasn’t supposed to be able to read faery language; he wasn’t supposed to be able to work spells. Falconskeep belonged to the women of his family, its castle and its magic. When his mother had first seen what he could do, making snowflakes fall in a design by simple force of will, she had been so frightened she could barely speak. And his father was ashamed. He never said it, but Willie could tell—every time the subject of his magic came up, his father stopped talking altogether, would leave the room if he could. Brinlaw didn’t like that Malinda, Willie’s older sister, was a sorceress, or that their mother was, either, but he knew there was nothing he could do about it; it was their heritage, their curse. But he had never expected one of his sons to be so afflicted. “I have to go,” Willie said, starting to get up.

“Little wizard.” The light began to coalesce again, gathering brighter just below the surface. “Give me your hand again.” The shape of a woman formed, a beautiful woman with hair the color of flames billowing over her shoulders. Her eyes were blue, as blue as Willie’s own, and her pale skin glowed with light. She seemed to be swimming upward, as solid as he was himself, reaching up to him, her fingertips almost breaking the surface of the water. “Aiden,” she murmured, her voice changing, a strange, almost-singing lilt. “Come and take my hand.”

He knew he shouldn’t do it. This spirit had tried to drown his father once, and his sister’s husband, Tarquin. For years his parents had tried to forbid him to come here at all for fear she meant him harm. But he couldn’t resist her. “I am my mother’s son,” he spoke in the faery language as he put a hand into the freezing water. “I am not afraid.”

Her hand closed over his wrist, drawing him closer, but she didn’t drag him into the water, and her smile was soft and kind. “Dragon,” she said, the word echoing around them, the old voice he remembered echoing with the new. “You will be the dragon.” A sudden, searing pain seemed to burn from her icy palm, a shackle of fire around his wrist. He opened his mouth to cry out, then stopped with barely a gasp. He was not afraid. “You will be greater than all of them.”

“Yes,” he answered, his eyes falling closed, and his voice was different, too, deeper and calm, a man’s voice from his twelve-year-old lips.

Suddenly she let him go, the pain stopping as quickly as it had begun, the force of her hold dissolving so quickly, he slipped and almost fell face first into the water. He opened his eyes just in time to see the woman-shape dissolve as well, melt into pure white light. “Little dragon,” she called as the light sank away, the same, strange voice he had come to know and love. “Remember what you learned.”

“I promise.” He looked down at his wrist, his heart beating faster. The shape of a dragon was burned into the flesh, a drawing like the ones Malinda made to conjure, the tail twisted around his arm, the head reared and snarling on the back of his hand. “I will always remember.”
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London

1196

 

A letter from Sir Aiden of Brinlaw to his parents, Lord William and Lady Alista


My dearest lord and lady—

You will no doubt be surprised to learn that Prince John has chosen to bestow on me the honor of marriage to his youngest sister, Katherine. That he does so purely to annoy his kingly brother, Richard, in his absence on holy Crusade in no way diminishes my joy. While I have only been acquainted with the princess twice in our lives, both times while she was in nappies and could barely speak, I remember her with great fondness and have no doubt our union will be an unqualified success. She has expressed a resolve to never leave the side of her queenly mother, Eleanor, while she lives, and as the presence of that royal personage tends to afflict me with a strange malaise leading often to vomiting and hives, I suspect we will be livingquite frequently apart. But I am resolved to give her new estates in Scotland my most loving husbandly attention.

Our betrothal will be finalized in writing in three weeks’ time, on July the twenty-fifth. You should not by any means feel bound by duty to attend—I know how little this marriage will please you and how little you love the royal court. In any case, I will be leaving immediately thereafter for the Scottish highlands to secure a castle there, Glencairn, which Richard has presented to his sister and John has made the chief portion of her dowry. I do not know what I will find there, as the former lord has died with Richard in the Holy Land after an extended absence from his home estates. Therefore, I cannot say when I will return or when I will actually be married.

Try not to despair of me completely, and remember me in your prayers.

Your loving son,

Aiden



Aiden studied his reflection. “Not bad,” he congratulated his squire, rubbing his freshly shaved chin.

Robin looked back from laying out his master’s best black tunic for the betrothal rite. “Not bad?” He laughed. “After four days drunken in the stews, I call it a miracle.”

“I meant your shaving, Master Spite-Tongue,” Aiden retorted, smiling himself. “Not my face.” He braced his hands on the mirror frame, the eyes of the dragon he had carved there level with his own. The mirror was a magic spell, the first grand conjure he had worked after he left Falconskeep. He had carved the dragon frame from a single trunk of oak and rubbed his own faery blood into the grain to give the wood a dark red sheen, then ground the glass from sand in fire, breaking it and starting over time and time again until the surface was smooth and the magic was complete. “But my head is killing me.”

“I shouldn’t wonder,” Robin agreed. He brushed a thick layer of dust from Aiden’s best mantle with an expression of disgust—somehow it had found its way under a tavern’s table to a very dirty floor at some point the night before. “You should ask Lady Alista to brew you up a cure.”

“I would, if she were here,” Aiden answered, getting dressed.

“She is,” Robin said. “She has been for the past two days, and Lord Brinlaw, too.” Aiden tore his way through the collar of his linen shirt to stare at him, aghast. “And Sir Mark, your brother, arrived from Brinlaw Castle last night,” the boy finished, a look of angelic innocence barely masking a grin.

Aiden put his arms through his sleeves, the better to strangle his squire. “And why did you not tell me?” he asked, forcing his voice to sound calm as he advanced.

“I did,” Robin insisted, backing away but laughing all the same. “The very day they arrived.” He ducked behind a chair as Aiden lunged for him. “You were in Cheapside, tupping that Sadie creature, and I came in, remember?” Aiden froze, confused. “I told you that your lady mother would be horrified to see what you were doing,” Robin pointed out, as if this justified him for all time. “You threw your boot at me and told me if you saw my face again before you came home on your own—”

“I would slit your throat and drop you in the Thames,” Aiden finished grimly. “You don’t really mean to say you thought I would have done it.”

“I’ve seen you do worse,” the boy retorted, but the twinkle in his eyes gave him away. “So I came home and told them you were indisposed.”

“Knave,” Aiden muttered, grabbing up his tunic as he turned away. “I ought to whip you for a wretch and send you packing to your mama.”

“She would only send me back,” Robin answered. “And if you whip me, your mama will never forgive you.”

“No doubt,” Aiden muttered. He pulled the tunic over his head and turned back to the mirror to tie the laces. “So what did they say? Was my father angry?”

“No, my lord,” Robin said, sobering as he fetched his master’s boots. “In truth, they didn’t seem surprised.”

Aiden smiled at his reflection in the mirror, the darkly humorous grin that made maidens’ hearts go a-flutter. “No,” he admitted. “I suppose they wouldn’t be.” After thirteen years in London, tearing up the town, even his parents had to know what he had become, at least to the world at large. His mirror was perfect; with a single word in ancient faery-speak, he could make it show him his dreams. But standing before it now, he could only see the shell the world could see, the handsome trickster, the seducer, the prince’s favorite rogue. He could not see himself.

He heard the door open behind him, then a woman’s voice. “For now we see as through a glass, darkly,” his mother said, making him smile. Of all the noble ladies in London this morning, only Alista of Falconskeep would tease her son in Latin—with holy writ, no less. “Careful, Willie. Vanity is still a sin.”

“So is blasphemy,” he answered, turning to her. “And I am Aiden now, remember?”

“Oh, yes,” his mother sighed. “I do remember.” She accepted his kiss with a hug of her own. “Your father still hasn’t forgiven you completely for giving up his name.”

“I didn’t give it up,” he joked. “I’m saving it for later.” In truth, he had dropped his first name, William, after his father, the very day he arrived at court, and King Henry had heartily approved. I’ve been plagued with one Will Brinlaw all my life, he had laughed. I have no need for another. The king had taken the young squire from Falconskeep completely to his heart, including him for good and ill in the wellspring of jealous love he felt for his flawed youngest son. By the time Aiden was knighted and Henry was dead, leaving John’s older brother Richard on his throne, every trace of young Willie Brinlaw had long since disappeared, at least in his outward appearance. “I’m glad you’ve come,” he told his mother now, hugging her again before he let her go. “But we have to go to the Tower—John will be waiting.”

“Let him wait,” she smiled, a twinkle of her own brand of mischief shining in her eyes. As a child, he had been utterly dazzled by her, and in truth, she was still just as beautiful as ever. Dark brown curls still peeked from the edges of her veil, refusing to be tamed, and her dark brown eyes were still as bright. No one who didn’t know her well could have believed she was nearly sixty years old. Faery magic, Aiden thought. But he saw sadness in her eyes behind the teasing, sadness for him. “You look very like my father,” she said, reaching up to barely touch his cheek. “He was probably vain as well.”

“I doubt it,” Aiden answered. “He was too busy to be vain.” His grandfather, Lord Mark, had fought for King Stephen in the dark days of civil war. His wife, the sorceress Blanche, had conjured her own death trying to bring him home. Her ghost had told the child Aiden of their love, telling him he favored Mark much as his mother did now.

“She loved him more than life,” Lady Alista said, following his thoughts as easily now as she had in the days when he had dogged her every step. “That’s one of the few things I can still remember about her, how deeply she was in love. Even when her mortal body died, she stayed with him as a falcon because she couldn’t give him up.”

“I know,” he answered, surprised to hear her speak of such things. His mother had never loved her faery magic, would have denied it if she could have. The memory of her mother’s pain had always haunted her, and she avoided it like the wages of sin.

“That same love lives inside you,” she went on, her tone turning urgent. “You are a child of Falconskeep as much as of Brinlaw—”

“More,” he promised, taking her hands in his. “I am your son, Mama; Mark belongs to our father.”

“You both belong to both of us, and to yourselves most of all,” she answered. “All of you were born of love, a love that never fades.”

“I know that, too,” he smiled. No one who had seen his parents together could doubt their passion even now.

“Then how can you want this betrothal?” A tiny line appeared between her brows, as always the first warning of her anger. “You do not love this woman; you said yourself you barely even know her.”

“Katherine is a princess,” he said, pulling free of her grasp. “Prince John honors me greatly by offering me her hand.” Robin brought a stool, and he sat down to let the squire lace his boots.

“John’s gifts are very like his father’s,” she said bitterly. “More to the good of the giver than the man who receives them. You said it yourself in your letter—he means to annoy his brother, Richard, by giving his favorite sister to…” She let her voice trail off.

“You can say it, Mama,” Aiden grinned. “John is giving Richard’s pet to a scoundrel, a godless drunkard and seducer who cares nothing for chivalry and for morals even less.” He had managed over the years to keep most of his more scandalous sins secret from his parents, first with the help of King Henry and later as a co-conspirator with Prince John. He had learned the ways and charms of women from the king’s own cast-off mistresses, soft, pretty creatures with laughing eyes and a talent for discretion. But a recent dustup involving his seduction of another knight’s promised virgin bride had been too heinous to keep hidden. The silly girl had decided she loved him and had spilled her secret to the world (and, more important, her intended) in hopes of forcing Aiden to marry her himself. It hadn’t worked, but the subsequent uproar had been loud enough to reach the ears of Brinlaw.

“You are hardly godless,” his mother scolded now, “whatever you may pretend.”

“It doesn’t matter why John is giving me Katherine.” He stood up again, and Robin buckled on his sword. “If I make this marriage, I get Glencairn, a castle of my own—”

“In Scotland, where you will not be wanted,” she cut him off. “If what you want is a castle, your father has three with lands for more besides—”

“All of which belong to my father.” He should have known they would never trust him to know what was best for himself. If he were to be crowned Holy Roman Emperor, they would question the wisdom of the Pope. “Brinlaw will be Mark’s, and Falconskeep must go to Malinda whether she wants it or not. Mary must have a dowry.” He stopped for a moment, softening his tone. “I am making my own way in the world, making my own fortune,” he finished. “Isn’t that what you want? I know it’s what Papa has always wanted; that’s why he sent me to London.” He’s ashamed of me, Mama, he suddenly wanted to say. He’s ashamed, and I can’t stand it. But he couldn’t say it; he couldn’t even think of it for longer than a moment. He never could.

“Your father does not want you promised soul and body to a woman you can never love any more than I do,” she said. “Do you truly believe you could come to love this princess?”

“Better you should ask can Katherine love me,” he retorted, turning away. His reflection stared back at him again, now angry and impatient. The image was handsome, no question—many a maid had sworn as much, melting in his arms. He had his mother’s glossy curls, but his eyes were piercing blue, and in body, at least, he was the perfect shape of a knight, a head taller than the tallest of his friends with the broad, strong shoulders to match. And his mother was right; he had inherited her heart, tender and quick to love, as hard as he struggled to hide it. He wanted the kind of love she spoke of more than almost anything, burned for it with a near-religious fervor. But his years at the royal court had taught him well that a prayer was not a truth and that appearances could lie. There was something else inside him, a truth more secret than his heart and more vital than his blood. A truth he could never reveal to anyone outside his own blood kin. “How could she love me?” he asked softly, still facing his face in the magical mirror conjured with fire and the blood they shared. “Can a woman love what she can never understand?”

“Every woman does.” His mother smiled, teasing him.

“You ask me why I marry without love.” He turned back to her, his heart plain in his eyes. “I’m a wizard, Mama. I don’t have a choice.” I’m a man, he wanted to say, I won’t have a husband to hide behind. But of course he could not. He thought again of all the lovers he had known, noble and peasant and bawd. Who among them could have seen his magic and not denounced him for a demon? What woman could know his heart in all its darkness and not turn away in fear? You will be greater than all of them, a voice whispered in his memory. You will be the dragon. “It doesn’t matter if I love Katherine or if Katherine loves me,” he finished. “I can’t have what you and Papa have, so I may as well have a princess.”

She wanted to argue with him; he could see it in her eyes. But as little as they saw each other now, she still knew when to give up. “My darling stranger, Aiden,” she sighed, surrender in her tone.

He hugged her close for a moment, enveloping her in his arms. “Not a stranger, Mama,” he promised, pressing a kiss to her forehead and wishing it were true. “Or a fool.” He let her go with a smile. “Will you come with us to the Tower?”

“Thank you, no,” she answered with a shudder that was only half in jest. She had always had a horror of the royal court. “Your father and Mark will go.”

“Oh, joy,” he muttered. “And the miller’s daughter? Must I present her as well?”

“Mark’s wife stayed home at Brinlaw with the children,” his mother frowned. “Don’t be a snob, Sir Aiden. It isn’t becoming.” Robin draped his freshly brushed mantle over his shoulders, and Lady Alista smiled. “And you’re such a pretty thing.”

“Mama, really,” he scolded, offering her his arm.

Brinlaw and Mark were waiting downstairs, cloaked and ready to depart. “Finally,” Mark grumbled, coming to meet them. “What were you doing so long?”

“Hello, Brother,” Aiden said, embracing him. As a child, he had climbed Mark like a tree; now he could look him in the eye. He turned to his father. “Hello, Papa.” Like his wife, Brinlaw looked barely more than half his age, his dark hair just starting to go gray. And Mark looked just like him, a second casting of the same fine statue. “Thank you for coming.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Brinlaw joked, embracing him as well.

“You mustn’t blame Aiden,” his mother said. “I kept him hostage, trying to make him see reason.”

“I suspect you had no luck,” Brinlaw said, letting him go. “So who is this woman you say you mean to marry?”

“Katherine, princess of England,” Aiden said, masking his annoyance with a grin. “Daughter of Henry the Second; sister to Richard the First—perhaps you’ve heard of them?”

“Pawn of Prince John the Usurper,” Mark pointed out with a scowl.

“Mark,” Lady Alista warned gently, putting a hand on his arm.

“Careful, Mark,” Aiden said easily. “John is beginning to take that sort of thing to heart.” Robin opened the door as the grooms were bringing up the horses. “And he hates to be kept waiting.”

“So I’ve heard,” Brinlaw muttered with a sigh as he gave his wife a kiss. “Very well, then. Let’s go.”

The betrothal documents were signed in Prince John’s audience chamber in the Tower rather than a church. “For privacy,” the prince explained as his clerk spread the scroll on the table. Aiden looked up at his father and brother, standing like sentries on either side of him, wearing identical expressions of distrust that made them look even more alike. “But the good bishop will bear witness for us here as well as in the cathedral,” John finished with a smile.

“I don’t doubt it,” Brinlaw said before Aiden could speak for himself. “But where is Princess Katherine?”

“In a convent in Aquitaine with our lady mother,” John said easily. “I will sign for her—I would in any case.”

“It doesn’t matter, Papa,” Aiden said, shooting his royal friend an apology with his eyes. “We can’t be married until I secure Glencairn—”

“Which raises my next question,” Brinlaw said, the steel-blue of his eyes more telling than his diplomatic smile. “What is this Glencairn, and why must it be secured? I thought the king sold Scotland back her freedom before he left England on Crusade.”

“Scotland is its own country, yes,” John said, an edge coming into his tone. “But Glencairn is an English castle, built after my brothers’ rebellion. You’ll recall the Scottish king tried a bit of treason of his own while my father was distracted and got himself imprisoned for his trouble.”

“I was one of those who captured him,” Mark answered. “But if this castle is English, why must Willie secure it? Why can you not give it to him outright?”

“Charles of Glencairn has died on Crusade,” Aiden explained, his voice calm only with an effort. Willie, indeed. He wasn’t a child, or an imbecile, for that matter. In fact, he suspected his wits were rather sharper than Mark’s own. “He was a young man and an only son—there is no heir. But the castle is in Scotland, and it has been without a master for some time.”

“The Scots may well have overrun the place by now,” John agreed. “But Aiden can soon put it back in English hands, I think. It’s worth having, my lord, I can assure you. My father spared no expense in its original construction, and the builder who designed it drew the plans for my mother’s own house in Aquitaine.”

Brinlaw scowled, obviously unconvinced. “So this document makes the castle Aiden’s?”

“This document makes my sister Aiden’s,” John answered with a scowl of his own. His throat was beginning to redden; he would soon fly into a rage, the spoiled brat who loathed to be questioned breaking through the fragile crust the years had barely constructed around him. “But until their actual marriage, Glencairn belongs to her.”

“So if the marriage never happens, Glencairn is won for England, but my son gets nothing at all,” Brinlaw finished, never one to hesitate to infuriate his king or even his king’s usurper brother. “Very clever, John—your father would be proud.”

“The marriage will happen,” Aiden said, turning to face his father. “I will make it happen.” Mark’s face turned pale, but Brinlaw’s didn’t change—filial insolence scared him no more than royal rage. “I will sign this betrothal, and I will marry the princess, with or without your permission.” He was bluffing, of course. If Brinlaw should disown him, he would lose what little status he had. Not even John would let him marry Katherine then, and they all knew it. But his pride wouldn’t let him be silent. He couldn’t allow his father to destroy his plans, even with all good intentions. He didn’t trust John any more than his father did; he had already considered the possibility Brinlaw raised. But he had resources not even his father could guess.

He met Brinlaw’s eyes with his own, his face a stony mask. “Glencairn Castle will be mine.”

“You dare?” Mark said softly—even at thirty-eight, he would have died before he defied Brinlaw’s judgment. “Our father means to protect you, idiot—”

“Aiden knows what I mean,” their father cut him off, his scowl melting into a tiny smile. The sadness Aiden had seen in his mother’s eyes now shone in Brinlaw’s as well. “And I do understand him.” He took the quill from the fascinated clerk and held it out to Aiden. “Sign it, then,” he said. “And you will have my blessing.”

“Thank God,” John grumbled.

“Thank you, Papa.” Aiden took the quill and signed the scroll, barely scanning its text. I will have the castle, he thought, remembering the spirit’s promise. I will be the dragon.
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Glencairn Castle

A letter of Charles, Lord Glencairn, to the damsel Evelyn, his betrothed bride


Greetings and all faith,

I cannot think how this word will reach you from so far away, but since your own has found me in the desert of the infidel, I must trust in God’s grace that it will. In regards to your letter, lady, I must chastise you for your childish lack of discretion. While the sentiments expressed by you were naturally most pleasing to my lover’s heart, I must insist in future that you hold them in silence until my return for the sake of your own modesty. I can only imagine the embarrassment of the clerk who penned the missive on your behalf; indeed, I wonder much that you managed to prevail upon him to do it. But never mind—such beauty as yours can be forgiven all the world.

In reference to the plainer matter of your letter, I must remind you that I am on Crusade, fighting forthe liberation of Jerusalem from the heathen. My mind and sword are fixed as one upon Almighty God. I cannot be expected to fret upon the petty ills of housekeeping at home. If you find yourself in difficulty, I suggest you call upon your own kinsman and laird, Malcolm, for assistance. As to the other matter you mention, I am naturally pleased at the prospect, but I caution you most gravely against giving your hopes free rein. These matters very often do not come off, or so I have often been told, and I would not have you grieved by disappointment. If we are to be so blessed, I cannot think but God would wish to wait until we are married. In any case, when I return in sacred triumph from my labors here there will be time enough to think upon such things.

I shall commend you to my Lord in prayer and ask no more in return.

Charles, Lord Glencairn



Sir Alan, marshal of the garrison at Glencairn, handed the scroll back to Evelyn, his honest face red as a berry. “The parchment looks quite tattered, mistress,” he ventured. “Perhaps I misread Lord Charles’s meaning in some bits.”

“No,” she answered, forcing a smile. “In faith, it sounds just like him.” Somehow she resisted the urge to crumple the parchment into a ball and fling it into the fire for the sake of her dignity. She and this noble knight were standing at the very center of Charles’s great hall, and while Sir Alan had tried most chivalrously to keep his voice down as he read, the entire household was watching.

“Perhaps it was written in haste, in the very heat of battle,” the marshal persisted. “In any case, it must have been written many months ago.”

“No doubt,” she laughed. “The ‘matter’ he didn’t wish to speak of is now a full year old.”

“And a fine little lad he is, too,” the knight said staunchly, making her smile in earnest. These Sassenach nobles didn’t respect her, for all her father had been a Highland laird for fifty years, but they could be kind, particularly Sir Alan. He had never once failed to acknowledge that the child she had borne beneath this English roof was half an English nobleman himself. “In truth, mistress, I think he writes with great affection, for all his fussing,” the marshal said now. “When he returns and you are married, he will be most proud of his son.”

“Of course he will,” she nodded. “How could he not be?”

“Mistress Evelyn!” Molly, one of the youngest and lowliest of the English servants, came running in from the courtyard like the forces of the Hun were at her heels. “I’m so sorry,” she wept, babbling before she’d even reached her. “I was only gone for a moment, I swear.”

“Sorry for what?” Evelyn said, putting a hand on her shoulder.

“Ella,” Molly answered tearfully. “She’s gone. She’s run away.”

“Ella?” Sir Alan repeated, confused. “Who—?” “My milk cow,” Evelyn explained with a sinking heart.

“Ah,” he nodded, relieved.

“I had taken her up into the hills, like always,” Molly explained. “You’re right, mistress; the grass is better there, and she likes it. But I…” She stopped, blushing scarlet and staring at Sir Alan.

“You left her for a moment,” Evelyn finished for her, stifling a sigh. She feared she knew too well what must have happened—Molly was a very pretty girl.

“Only for a moment,” Molly gratefully agreed. “But when I came back, she was gone. I’ve been searching and searching…” She melted into tears again.

And where is your fine swain now? Evelyn thought, though she supposed she was hardly one to criticize. “Hush now, lass, for pity,” she said aloud. “ ’Tis only a cow, after all.” A cow she had to have to feed her son, but let that lie—the poor chit was already hysterical. “Have you looked on the mountain?”

Molly stared at her, wide-eyed. “No, mistress,” she said slowly. “I couldn’t…it’s nearly dark.”

“Bollocks,” Sir Alan laughed. “It’s high summer and not even dinnertime—the sun has barely started to set.”

“Molly is afraid of the mountain because of the standing stones,” Evelyn explained. “She thinks that if she walks among them in the gloaming, the faeries will carry her off.”

“Ridiculous,” the knight scoffed, making Molly shrink miserably behind Evelyn, all but clinging to her skirts.

“That well may be, but I can’t make her go if she believes it,” Evelyn replied. “And if the cow has strayed as far as the mountain, she could fall over the cliffs.” She touched Sir Alan’s arm. “I have to have that cow, sir knight. If you sent out a patrol—”

“Mistress, are you mad?” he said, aghast. “You can’t really be suggesting I send noble knights in search of a cow.”

“And why not?” she demanded, her redhead’s temper getting the better of her ladylike discretion. In all their blasted stories, knights-at-arms were forever going on quests for noblewomen for stupid things like a feather from the phoenix. But when she asked them to go after something practical, something her child could not live without, something they could retrieve in no time and be back in their hall for dinner, he looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. “What great work are they doing that cannot be abandoned for an hour? Dicing? Polishing their swords? Chasing the housemaids?” At this, Molly let out a little gasp, and Sir Alan’s expression turned sour, but she couldn’t resist one more jab. “Or are English knights afraid of faeries, too?”

“No, mistress, they are not,” he answered coldly, every trace of sympathy gone. “But neither are they cowherds. If your son needs milk, I suggest you send this silly creature down to the village to fetch some.”

Her son. Her problem. “The villagers need their milk for themselves, or hadn’t you noticed, Sir Knight?” Evelyn retorted, lowering her voice but sharpening her tone. “And what about tomorrow?”

He looked away, reddening under his beard as he muttered, “Be that as it may.”

“Indeed,” she said sarcastically, but in truth, she was giving up. He wasn’t going to help her, and the longer they argued, the darker it would be and the harder her quest would become. She turned away from him, catching Molly by the arm as she went. “When we both break our necks in the dark, I hope your conscience hurts you.” Glaring at another knight who had ventured close enough to eavesdrop, she stalked out of the hall and across the courtyard, dragging the poor girl behind her.

“I am sorry, mistress, truly,” Molly said, stumbling as they crossed the drawbridge. “Are you very angry?”

“Furious,” Evelyn answered. “If I were to beat you as soundly as I’d like to, I’d probably scar you for life.” She stopped for a moment, dropping Molly’s wrist and squeezing her hand instead. “But since I don’t believe in beatings, I suppose I can’t,” she finished with a weary smile.

Molly smiled back, the panic leaving her eyes. “Thank you, mistress,” she said, following meekly as Evie started off again.

The castle was built on a peninsula that stretched into the loch with a narrow strip of rocky land as the only access. “So who is he?” Evelyn asked as they reached the end of this and started down the road. One way led southward, to Edinburgh and England beyond it; the other led up into the hills toward the village of Evelyn’s clan. They turned this way, starting up the gentle slope that would grow steeper as they climbed. “Your suitor,” Evelyn pressed. “Who is he?”

“A Scottish boy,” Molly finally answered. “My mum would kill me if she knew.”

“No doubt,” Evelyn smiled. “Those Scots are a nasty lot.”

“I didn’t mean that,” Molly hastened to assure her. “You’re beautiful, mistress, as fine as any English lady, and much nicer, from what I hear. And Angus…” A blush rose in her cheeks. “Angus is lovely.”

“Is he, in faith?” Evelyn teased. The only Angus she knew from home who would be of an age with Molly was skinny as a reed with a neck so long he looked like he carried his head on a pike. But each lass to her liking, she supposed.

“Yes,” Molly giggled. “But he always seems to be getting me in trouble.”

“Oh, aye,” Evelyn agreed. “Lads are bad for that—you can take my word.”

“Oh, no,” Molly protested. “Nothing like that! I couldn’t. I’m a good girl….” She let her voice trail off, her blush burning brighter. “I’m sorry, mistress,” she muttered.

“You are a good girl, Molly,” Evelyn answered, giving her shoulder a pat to show she wasn’t offended. “See you stay that way.” The road ahead curved sharply back to the right, skirting the cliffs above the loch to reach the Scottish village. Below them, she could see Glencairn Castle, the grand English fortress that would someday belong to her son, and above them rose the mountain, a great, green crag crowned with spikes of gray—the faery stones. The sun was going down behind them, and a thick, white mist was already beginning to rise from the heights—dragon’s breath, her father would have called it, only half in jest. But Evelyn wasn’t afraid. “Come along, then,” she said, leaving the road and starting up the slope. “I want to be home before it gets completely dark.”

“Me, too,” Molly answered, following more slowly. “You think I’m a perfect ninny, don’t you?”

“For being afraid of the wee folk?” Evelyn said, turning back to give the girl a smile. “Nay, love, not a bit.” The girl trudged a bit more bravely to catch up, and she offered her a hand—the little Sassenach was already panting, for all she was years younger. “They’ve stolen many a plainer lass than you,” she teased.

“Truly?” the girl said, wide-eyed. “Then why aren’t you afraid?”

Evelyn smiled. “My father’s folk are descended from the faery,” she explained. “My clan was born on the mountain.” She could still remember her father’s eyes as he told of the days of glory when the ancients ruled the Highlands and the English still lived in caves in France. Her mother had scoffed at his stories—the devil’s kirk, she had called the standing stones, a place of evil. She had forbidden Evelyn and her older sister, Rebecca, ever to go there, and Rebecca had been happy to oblige. But Evelyn had slipped off to the mountain whenever she got the chance, thinking the beatings she received whenever she was caught well worth it for the escape. The stones had been her castle then, her own magical hall; among them, she was a queen. Leave her be, her father would laugh. Just look at her—she’s half a faery herself. But he was dead now, and her mother, too, and Rebecca’s husband, Malcolm, was the new laird of their clan. And Evelyn lived with the English.

“I didn’t come this far before,” Molly said, breaking into her thoughts. “Maybe we should call her.”

“Aye,” Evelyn said, stopping. “We should.” She looked around the rolling green humps of the slope for a glimpse of the cow’s red hide. “Ella!”

“Ella!” Molly echoed. “Ella, please come home!” They stopped and listened for the bell the cow wore around her neck. “Where can she be?”

“Miserable beast,” Evelyn muttered. If the cow really had fallen over a cliff, what would she do? She had no money to buy another, even if one could be found. Ella had been a gift of charity from her sister, sent along with Max’s ancient nursemaid, Margaret, when the child was born and Evelyn found she could make no milk of her own. The castle had a dairy, but it was very poorly managed, and the milk it produced went to feed the English garrison their cheese and butter. Max was a year old now; he needed more milk every day, pure, fresh milk from a cow well grazed on the wholesome grass of the Highlands, not some skinny beast fed on molded corn.

“Ella!” Molly shouted again, climbing onto a rock to get a better view. “Let us find you! We won’t be cross, I promise!” They had reached the last curved shoulder of the mountain before the final slope, and the standing stones rose just above them, pale and forbidding in the failing light, cloaked in their mantle of mist. “Ella, please!” Suddenly they heard it, a bell ringing out from above. “Oh, no,” Molly said in dismay.

“Wait here,” Evelyn ordered. “Sit down right here on this rock and wait for me.”

“Mistress, please,” Molly begged, catching her by the arm. “Don’t—”

“Lass, don’t be daft,” she cut her off. “I’ll be right back, I promise.” Shaking off the girl’s hand, she headed up the final slope.

The fog closed in around her almost at once, soaking her through with its chill. “All right, Lady Ella, you’d better stop where you are,” she called, her voice coming back to her as the cries of a stranger, twisted in the mist. The poor beast would be exhausted from her climb and probably frightened as well. “It’s time we went home where it’s warm.” She tripped on a loose pebble and nearly went sprawling. “And safe.” The sun that just a moment before had floated well above the horizon was suddenly almost gone, its last rays barely penetrating the fog, and the stones that had still seemed far away suddenly loomed before her like the gate to a hall of giants, and she stopped, confused. Had they ever seemed so big before? Could the dusk make such a difference?

She walked between the pillars, craning her neck to try to see their tops, and a sense of desolation closed around her, thicker than the fog. Charles doesn’t love me, she thought, venturing deeper. He doesn’t want our son. She had come here for a reason, but suddenly she couldn’t remember what it was. Why should she be on the mountain in the middle of the night? But it wasn’t the middle of the night, it was barely sundown, and she was looking for…something. She just couldn’t remember what. “This is wrong,” she whispered, fear tightening her heart into a fist. It was dark; she could barely see her hand before her face, and the stones were all around her, paler shadows against the black of night. She looked up at the sky, and a tiny slice of death-white moon appeared among the clouds, then disappeared—a midnight moon. A bell rang in the distance, and for a moment, lucidity returned—the bell was what she was seeking, the reason she had come. But why was she chasing a bell?

“I have to go home,” she insisted, barely caring she was talking to herself. “My baby needs me home.” Somehow she had lost her reason, talking to the mist. The music of the bell was gone, replaced by something else, something more complex—a harp played on the wind. A melody emerged, plaintive and sweet. Perhaps a minstrel had lost himself as she had. But then the harp was joined by other sounds, a flute like birdsong, and voices singing through the mist. Madness…she was on the mountain; no one else would come here. Rebecca wouldn’t come; it was forbidden. Her father was dead, and everyone else was afraid.

Just beyond the mist a glow began to rise, light behind a curtain. She smelled smoke, torches and a hearth fire, and someone was laughing—a merry hall, a haven in the dark. She was wanted there; she was invited. “Dreaming,” she whispered, closing her eyes. Somehow she was sleeping. Somehow she had wandered into a dream.

My love… The voice was masculine, deep and resonantly tender, words in a language she should not have understood like a caress against her cheek. But she did understand him; an answer rose to her lips in the same language. She had to hold her hand over her mouth to keep the words from coming out, squeeze her eyelids more tightly shut to keep herself from seeing. The presence moved behind her, and hands caressed her shoulders, a man’s hands, warm and hard, but gentle, almost reverent, like no touch she’d ever known. I love you, he insisted in his ancient tongue, and she shivered to her bones. She felt his kiss against her cheek, warm breath against her skin. We are meant. Even with her eyes still closed, she could see the light brighten around her, feel the air turn warm. Even the curtain had fallen; she was inside the dream. If she opened her eyes, she would be there. She would see his face.

“I cannot,” she spoke in good, plain Gaelic that echoed in her ears. “You have to let me go.” She pressed her fists against her eyes, willing the dream to fade. “My baby needs me. I have to stay with Max.” A killing sadness rose inside her, and tears spilled down her cheeks. “You have to let me go.”

Cold wind rushed suddenly around her, the warmth of a lover’s arms swept away in an instant. A terrible clanging assaulted her ears, and something warm and heavy crashed into her, knocking her to the ground. She screamed, opening her eyes as she fell, certain she was falling into hell….

Ella the cow was standing over her, gazing down with wide brown eyes as she chewed. The sun had barely slipped behind the mountain, its last rays glinting off her clanging bell. “There you are….” Evelyn climbed to her feet, catching hold of the rope around the animal’s neck. She was still shaking; she was still…but no. It must have been a dream. “Come along, you,” she ordered, giving the cow a tug. “We’re going back where we belong.”
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Aiden pulled his horse to a stop at the crest of a hill, his breath cut short by the beauty of the land before him. Dawn was breaking over the green of Glencairn. The hills rolled away before him like waves on an emerald sea, their crests foaming with mist. A tiny ribbon of silver glinted in the newborn light—the river that would flow to the very foot of his castle to make its moat a natural lake—or loch, as it was called here. He followed the river with his eyes as it twined along the muddy track that passed for a road until he found a spire of reddish brown peeping over the shoulder of a hill. “There,” he said softly, barely louder than a whisper. “There is my Glencairn.”

The rest of his party was still encamped some half a mile behind him, his squire and some five dozen men, knights and foot soldiers all totaled. He hoped to find his castle peaceably held for England when he got there, but if not, he wanted to be ready. His father had fought the Scots on numerous occasions and had warned him to be careful. “We called them berserkers,” Brinlaw had told him. “Madmen—once they start a fight, they won’t stop until every man is dead on your side or theirs. They don’t hold lands as we do, but what they have, they will defend, and they have no love for outsiders, particularly the English. The farther north you venture, the less welcome you will be.” This last had been intended to scare him into reason, make him give up his quest. Glencairn was farther north than Brinlaw himself had ever been. But Aiden couldn’t give it up; seeing the valley now, he was even more certain. This wild land was meant to be his.

He wheeled his horse around, headed back to roust the camp, and suddenly a tiny figure sprang up from the road like a sprite leaping out of the earth. “Stop, brigand!” the boy shouted, if human child he was. He was dressed in a dirty shirt and a kilt of green and gold—a Scotsman’s tartan. His hair was flaming red, braided into two tiny braids that stuck out from the back of his head and quivered with righteous fury. “Ye’re not wanted here!”

Aiden tried not to smile. “Not wanted by whom?” he inquired, letting the reins go slack. If this infant decided to hop around some more, he wanted the horse free to step over him without trampling him to pulp.

“Step down from that horse, Sassenach, and I’ll show you,” the boy swore, drawing a sword barely longer than Aiden’s own dagger.

“Will you, in faith?” His father had called the Highlanders fierce and unfriendly, but this was ridiculous. He had no wish to hurt this child, but he wouldn’t be put off the road by him, either. “Very well, then.” He got down slowly from his horse, one hand on his sword hilt as a warning. “Show me who you are.”

Suddenly hoofbeats crashed through the brush on either sloping side of the road, and a pair of riders blocked his path to the boy. “His name is Hamish, son of Laird Malcolm of Glencairn,” the tallest of these said, a boy of about sixteen with the same red hair and wearing the same tartan as little Hamish. The third boy was somewhere between the other two in age, the middle brother, no doubt. He said nothing, but he drew his sword and pointed it at Aiden’s throat. “You’re trespassing on our father’s lands, Sassenach,” the oldest boy finished. “You should have stayed in England.”

“I have no quarrel with the laird, your father,” Aiden answered evenly, his ear adjusting quickly to the boy’s lilting accent. He was fairly certain he could put an end to this standoff in about a minute, but not without killing or maiming at least one of these pups. And that hardly seemed diplomatic. “But I am not trespassing.” The boy holding him at sword point was sweating, and Hamish had climbed on to his oldest brother’s horse as if he craved his protection. They were frightened—no doubt they had seen his troops. “My name is Aiden Brinlaw.” He took his hand from his sword hilt. “I am lord of the English castle at Glencairn—”

“Liar!” Hamish shouted. “My auntie—”

“Hush yourself,” his oldest brother stifled him, clamping a hand over his mouth. “Glencairn Castle has a lord already, Aiden Brinlaw; we have seen him.”

“Not lately, you have not,” Aiden shot back. “He has been on Crusade with King Richard. He has died there.” All three of their faces showed shock in different ways and to a different purpose. Little Hamish’s eyes were frankly dismayed, his mouth dropping open. The boy who held the sword let it drop, turning to his brother as if for direction. But in the oldest one’s eyes, Aiden saw more speculation than surprise. One English lord was already dead; another was seemingly in his power. This boy was forming a plan. “Prince John has sent me to take his place,” Aiden finished, reaching for his sword, diplomacy be damned.
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