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Chapter One


“Whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, Whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure; if there be any virtue … think on these things.”

NEW TESTAMENT, PHILIPPIANS, 4:8
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England, 1099

They meant to kill him.

The warrior stood in the center of the desolate courtyard, his hands roped together and tied to a post behind his back. His expression was devoid of emotion as he stared straight ahead, outwardly ignoring his enemy.

The captive hadn’t offered any resistance, allowing himself to be stripped to his waist without so much as a fist drawn or a word of protest spoken. His rich, fur-lined winter cloak, heavy hauberk, cotton shirt, stockings, and leather boots had all been removed and placed on the frozen ground in front of him. The enemy’s intent was clear. The warrior would die, but without a new mark added to his battle-scarred body. While his eager audience watched, the captive could look at his garments while he slowly froze to death.

Twelve men surrounded him. Knives drawn to give them courage, they circled and jeered, yelling insults and obscenities as they stomped their boot-clad feet in an effort to ward off the frigid temperature. Yet one and all kept a safe distance lest their docile captive change his inclination and decide to break loose and attack. They had little doubt he’d be capable of the feat, for they’d all heard the tales of his Herculean strength. Some had even witnessed his superior prowess in battle a time or two. And if he tore through the ropes, the men would be forced to use their knives on him, but not before he sent three, possibly even four of them to their own deaths.

The leader of the twelve couldn’t believe his good fortune. They had captured the Wolf and would soon witness his death.

What a reckless mistake their captive had made. Aye, Duncan, the powerful Baron of Wexton holdings had actually ridden into his enemy’s fortress completely alone, and without a single weapon for defense. He had unwisely believed that Louddon, a baron of equal land title, would honor their temporary truce.

He must believe his own reputation, the leader thought. He must truly think himself to be as invincible as the great battle stories exaggerated. Surely that was the reason he seemed so unconcerned over his dire circumstances now.

A feeling of unease settled in the leader’s mind as he continued to watch his captive. They had stripped the man of his value, shredded his blue and white crest proclaiming title and worth, making certain that no remnants of the civilized nobleman remained. Baron Louddon wanted his captive to die without dignity or honor. Yet the near-naked warrior standing so proudly before them wasn’t complying with Louddon’s wishes at all. He wasn’t acting like a man about to die. Nay, the captive wasn’t pleading for his life or whimpering for a quick end. He didn’t look like a dying man either. His skin wasn’t pale or covered with goose bumps, but sun-bronzed and weather-toughened. Damn, he wasn’t even shivering. Aye, they had stripped the nobleman, yet under all the layers of refinement stood the proud warlord, looking as primitive and as fearless as the whispered tales boasted. Before their eyes, the Wolf had been revealed.

The jeering had ceased. Only the sound of the wind howling through the courtyard could be heard now. The leader turned his attention to his men, huddled together a short distance away. Every one of them was staring at the ground. He knew they avoided looking at their captive. He couldn’t fault them for this show of cowardice as he, too, found it a difficult task to look directly into the warrior’s eyes.

Baron Duncan of Wexton land was at least a head taller than the largest of the soldiers guarding him. He was just as massive in proportions, with thick, muscular shoulders and thighs, and with his long, powerful legs braced apart, his stance suggested he was capable of killing them all … if he became so inclined.

Darkness was descending, and with it came a curtain of light snow. The soldiers began to complain about the weather in earnest then. “Ain’t no need for us to freeze to death right along with him,” one muttered.

“He won’t die for hours yet,” another complained. “Baron Louddon’s gone over an hour now. He’ll not know if we stayed outside or not.”

The agreement by the others with vigorous nods and grunts swayed their leader. The cold was beginning to irritate him too. His unease had grown as well, for he’d been convinced that Baron Wexton wasn’t any different from other men. He was sure he would have broken down and screamed in torment by now. The arrogance of the man infuriated him. By God, he looked bored with them all. The leader was forced to admit that he’d underestimated his opponent. It wasn’t an easy admission and one that sent him into a rage. His own feet, protected from the harsh weather by his thick boots, were nevertheless stinging in agony now, yet Baron Duncan stood barefoot and hadn’t moved or shifted balance once since being restrained. Perhaps there was truth in the tales after all.

The leader cursed his superstitious nature and gave the order to retreat inside. When the last of his men had departed, Louddon’s vassal checked that the rope was secure and then came to stand directly in front of his captive. “They say you’re as cunning as a wolf, but you’re just a man, and you’ll soon die like one. Louddon don’t want fresh knife cuts in you. Come morning, we’ll drag your body miles away from here. No one will be able to prove that Louddon was behind the deed.” The leader sneered the words, furious that his captive wouldn’t even look down at him, and then added, “If I had my way, I’d cut out your heart and be done with it.” He gathered spittle in his mouth to hurl into the warrior’s face, hoping this new insult would gain a reaction.

And then the captive slowly lowered his gaze. His eyes met those of his enemy. What the leader saw there caused him to swallow loudly. He turned away in fright. He made the sign of the cross, a puny effort to ward off the dark promise he’d read in the warrior’s gray eyes, muttering to himself that he was only doing the bidding of his overlord. And then he ran toward the safety of the castle.

From the shadows against the wall, Madelyne watched. She waited several more minutes to be certain that none of her brother’s soldiers were going to return, using the time well to pray for courage to see her plan carried through.

She risked everything. In her heart she knew there was no other choice. She was the only one who could save him now. Madelyne accepted the responsibilities and the consequences, knowing full well that if her deed was discovered, it would surely mean her own death.

Her hands trembled but her steps were quick. The sooner the deed was done, the better for her peace of mind. There’d be plenty of time to worry over her actions once the foolish captive had been released.

A long black cape covered her from head to foot, and the baron didn’t notice her until she was standing directly before him. A fierce gust of wind pulled the hood from her head, and a mane of auburn hair fell well past shoulders of a slender frame. She brushed a strand away from her face and looked up at the captive.

For a moment he thought his mind played tricks on him. Duncan actually shook his head in denial. And then her voice reached him and he knew what he was seeing wasn’t a figment of his imagination. “I’ll have you undone in just a moment or two. Pray don’t make a sound until we’re away from here.”

He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. His savior’s voice sounded as clear as the truest of harps and as beckoning as one of summer’s warm days. Duncan closed his eyes, resisting the urge to shout with laughter over this strange twist in events, considered giving the cry for battle now and be done with the deception, and then immediately decided against that idea. His curiosity was too strong. He determined to wait awhile longer, until his savior revealed her true intentions.

His expression remained inscrutable. He kept silent as he watched her remove a small dagger from beneath her cape. She stood close enough for him to capture with his unbound legs, and if her words proved false or her dagger moved toward his heart, he’d be forced to crush her.

Lady Madelyne had no idea of the danger. Intent only on setting him free, she moved closer to his side and began the task of cutting through the thick rope. Duncan noticed that her hands were shaking. He couldn’t decide if it was because of the harsh weather or fear.

The scent of roses reached him. When he inhaled the light fragrance, he decided the freezing temperature had certainly muddled his mind. A rose in the middle of winter, an angel inside this fortress of purgatory … neither made sense to him, yet she smelled of the flowers of spring and looked like a vision from above.

He shook his head again. The logical part of his mind knew exactly who she was. The description given to him was accurate in every detail, but misleading too. He’d been told that Louddon’s sister was of medium height and had brown hair and blue eyes. And pleasing to look upon, he remembered being informed. Ah, there was the falsehood, he decided. The devil’s sister was neither pleasing nor pretty. She was magnificent.

The rope finally gave way, and his hands were freed. He stood where he was, his expression well hidden. The girl came to stand in front of him again and gifted him with a small smile before she turned and knelt to gather his possessions.

Fear made the simple task awkward. She stumbled when she stood up again, straightened herself, and then turned back to him. “Please follow me,” she instructed him.

He didn’t move, but continued to stand where he was, watching and waiting.

Madelyne frowned over his hesitation, thinking to herself that the cold had surely frozen his ability to think. She clutched his garments to her chest with one hand, letting the heavy boots dangle from her fingertips, and then put her other arm around his waist. “Lean on me,” she whispered. “I’ll help you, I promise. But please, we must hurry.” Her gaze was directed toward the castle doors and the fear sounded in her voice.

He responded to her desperation. He wanted to tell her that they needn’t hide, for even now his men were scaling the walls, but he changed his mind. The less she knew, the better his advantage when the time came.

She barely reached his shoulder, yet she valiantly tried to accept some of his weight by taking his arm and draping it around her shoulders. “We go to the visiting priest’s quarters behind the chapel,” she told him in a soft whisper. “’Tis the one place they’ll never think to look.”

The warrior paid scant attention to what she was telling him. His gaze was directed to the top of the north wall. The half moon gave the light snow an eerie glow and outlined his soldiers climbing over the top. Not a sound could be heard as his men grew in numbers along the wooden walkway that circled the top of the wall.

The warrior nodded with satisfaction. Louddon’s soldiers were as foolish as their lord. The harshness of the weather had sent the gatekeepers inside, leaving the wall unprotected and vulnerable. The enemy had proven their weakness. And they would all die because of it.

He gave the woman more of his weight to slow her progress while he flexed his hands, again and again, trying to force the numbness from his fingers. There was little feeling in his feet, a bad sign, he knew even as he accepted that nothing could be done about it now.

He heard a faint whistle and quickly raised his hand high into the air, giving the signal to wait. He glanced down at the woman to see if she had caught his action, his other hand ready to clamp over her mouth if she gave the least indication that she knew what was happening. But the woman was busy struggling with his weight and seemed oblivious to the fact that her home was being penetrated.

They reached a narrow doorway and Madelyne, believing the captive to be in a dangerously weakened condition, tried to prop him up against the stone wall with one hand while she worked to get the door unlatched.

The baron, understanding her intent, willingly leaned against the wall and watched her juggle his garments and fight the icy chain.

Once she had the door opened, she took hold of his hand and led him through the darkness. A rush of frigid air swirled around them as they made their way to a second door at the end of a long, damp corridor. Madelyne quickly opened it and beckoned him inside.

The room they entered was windowless, but several candles had been lit, casting a warm glow to the intersanctuary. The air was stale. Dust covered the wooden floor and fat cobwebs dangled and swayed from the low-beamed ceiling. Several colorful robes used by visiting priests hung on hooks, and a straw pallet had been placed in the center of the small area with two thick blankets next to it.

Madelyne latched the door and sighed with relief. For the moment they were safe. She motioned for him to sit down on the pallet. “When I saw what they were doing to you, I prepared this room,” she explained as she handed him his clothing. “My name is Madelyne and I’m …” She started to explain her relationship to her brother, Louddon, and then thought better of it. “I’ll stay with you until first light and then show you the way out through a hidden passage. Not even Louddon knows it exists.”

The baron sat down and folded his legs in front of him. He pulled on his shirt while he listened to her. He considered that her act of courage certainly complicated his life, found himself wondering how she would react when she realized his true plan, and then decided that his course of action couldn’t be altered.

As soon as his hauberk was once again covering his massive chest, Madelyne draped one of the blankets around his shoulders and then knelt down, facing him. She leaned back on the heels of her shoes, motioning for him to stretch out his legs. When he had complied with her wishes, she studied his feet, frowning with concern. He reached for his boots, but Madelyne stayed his hands. “We must warm your feet first,” she explained.

She took a deep breath while she considered the quickest way to give life back to the starving limbs. Her head was bent, shielding her face from the watchful gaze of the warrior.

She picked up the second blanket, started to wrap it around his feet, and then shook her head, changing her mind. Without offering a word of explanation, she threw the blanket over his legs, removed her cloak, and then slowly inched the cream-colored chainse up over her knees. The braided leather rope she used as a decorative belt and a sheath for her dagger got caught up in the dark green bliaut that covered her chainse, and she took the time to remove it, discarding it next to the warrior’s side.

He was curious about her strange behavior and waited for her to explain her actions. But Madelyne didn’t say a word. She took another deep breath, grabbed hold of his feet, and quickly, before she could think better of it, slipped them under her clothing, flattening them against the warmth of her stomach.

She let out a loud gasp when his icy skin touched her own warm flesh, and then adjusted her gown and wrapped her arms around the outside, hugging him to her. Her shoulders began to tremble and the warrior felt it was as if she were drawing all the cold from his body and taking it into her own.

It was the most unselfish act he had ever witnessed.

Feeling was quick to return to his feet. He felt as if a thousand daggers were being thrust into the soles of his feet, burning with an intensity he found difficult to ignore. He tried to shift his position, but she wouldn’t allow it, increasing her hold with surprising strength.

“If there is pain, ’tis a good sign,” she told him, her voice no more than a husky whisper. “It will go away soon. Besides, you’re most fortunate to be feeling anything,” she added.

The censure in her tone surprised Duncan, and he raised an eyebrow in reaction. Madelyne glanced up just then and caught his expression. She hurried to explain. “You’d not be in this position if you hadn’t acted so carelessly. I only hope you’ve learned your lesson well this day. I’ll not be able to save you a second time.”

Madelyne softened her tone. She even tried to smile at him, but it was a puny effort at best. “I know you believed Louddon would act with honor. But that was your mistake. Louddon doesn’t know what honor is. Remember that in future and you might live to see another year.”

She lowered her gaze and thought about the dear price she’d pay for setting her brother’s enemy free. It wouldn’t take Louddon long to realize she’d been behind the escape. Madelyne said a prayer of thanksgiving that Louddon had left the fortress, for his departure gave her added time to carry out her own plan of escape.

First, the baron must be taken care of. Once he was safely on his way, she could worry about the repercussions of her bold act. She was determined not to think about it now. “What’s done is done,” she whispered, letting all the agony and despair echo in her voice.

The baron didn’t respond to her remarks, and she didn’t offer additional explanation. Silence stretched between them like a growing abyss. Madelyne wished he’d say something to her, anything, to ease her discomfort. She was embarrassed by having his feet nestled against her so intimately and realized that if he moved his toes at all, he’d be touching the undersides of her breasts. That thought made her blush. She dared another quick glance up to see how he was reacting to her strange method of treatment.

He was waiting for her to look at him and quickly, effortlessly, captured her gaze. He thought that her eyes were as blue as the sky above on the clearest of days, and considered, too, that she looked nothing like her brother. He cautioned himself that appearances meant nothing, even as he felt himself becoming mesmerized by her bewitchingly innocent gaze. He reminded himself that she was the sister of his enemy, nothing more, nothing less. Beautiful or not, she was his pawn, his snare to trap the demon.

Madelyne stared into his eyes and thought that they were as gray and as cold as one of her daggers. His face seemed cut from stone, for there was no emotion to be seen there, no feeling at all.

His hair was a dark brown, overly long and slightly curly, but that didn’t soften his features. His mouth looked hard, his chin was too firm, and she noticed that there weren’t any lines at the corners of his eyes. He didn’t look like the kind of man who laughed or smiled. No, she acknowledged with a shiver of apprehension. He looked as hard and as cold as his position demanded. He was a warrior first and a baron second, and she guessed that there wasn’t any place in his life for laughter.

She suddenly realized that she didn’t have the least idea of what was going on inside his mind. That worried her, not knowing what he was thinking. She coughed to cover her embarrassment, and thought to start the conversation again. Perhaps, if he spoke to her, he would seem less intimidating.

“Did you think to face Louddon alone?” she asked. She waited a long time for his reply, and at his continued silence she sighed with frustration. The warrior was proving to be as obstinate as he was foolish, she told herself. She had just saved his life and he hadn’t spoken one word of gratitude. His manner was proving to be as harsh as his appearance and reputation.

He frightened her. Once she admitted that fact to herself, she became irritated. She chastised herself over her reaction to him, thinking that she was now behaving as foolishly as he. The man hadn’t said a word, yet she trembled like a child.

It was his size, she decided. Aye, she thought with a nod. In the confines of the small room, he seemed to overpower her.

“Don’t think to return for Louddon again. It would be another mistake. And he will surely kill you next time.”

The warrior didn’t answer. He moved then, slowly sliding his feet from the warmth she provided. He took his time, edging down the sensitive skin on the tops of her thighs with deliberate provocation.

Madelyne continued to kneel in front of him, her gaze downcast as he put on his stockings and his boots.

When he was finished with his task, he slowly lifted the braided belt she had discarded and held it up in front of her.

Madelyne instinctively reached out with both hands to accept her belt. She smiled, thinking his action was a peace offering of sorts, and waited for him to finally speak his gratitude.

The warrior worked with lightning speed. He grabbed her left hand and tied the rope around it. Before she could even think to pull away, he looped the belt around her other wrist and bound her hands together.

Madelyne stared in astonishment at her hands and then looked up at him, her confusion obvious.

The expression on his face sent a chill of dread down her spine. She shook her head, denying what was happening.

And then the warrior spoke. “I didn’t come for Louddon, Madelyne. I came for you.”



Chapter Two


“Vengeance is mine; I will repay …”

NEW TESTAMENT, ROMANS, 12:19
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“Have you gone daft?” Madelyne whispered. Her voice sounded with astonishment.

The baron didn’t answer her, but his scowl suggested he had little liking for her question. He pulled Madelyne to her feet and then grabbed hold of her shoulders to steady her. She would have fallen back to her knees without his aid. Odd, but his touch was gentle for a man of his size, Madelyne thought, and that bit of knowledge confused her all the more.

His trickery was beyond her comprehension. He was the captive and she his savior, and certainly he realized that fact, didn’t he? Why, she’d risked everything for him. Dear God, she’d touched his feet, warmed them; aye, she’d given him all she dared.

He towered over her, this nobleman turned barbarian, and wore a savage expression that more than matched his gigantic proportions. She felt the power radiating from him, as forceful and stinging as the touch of a hot poker, and though she tried desperately not to flinch from the chilling look in his icy gray eyes, she knew she was trembling enough for him to notice.

He misunderstood her reaction and reached down for her cloak. When he placed the garment around her shoulders, his hand brushed against the swell of her breasts. She thought the touch was unintentional, yet she instinctively took a step back, clasping the cloak in front of her. The baron’s scowl deepened. He took hold of her hands, turned, and led the way down the dark corridor, dragging her behind him.

She had to run to keep up with him, else he’d be dragging her. “Why do you want to confront Louddon’s men when it isn’t necessary?”

There was no response from the baron but Madelyne wasn’t deterred. The warrior was walking toward his own death. She felt compelled to stop him. “Please, Baron, don’t do this. Listen to me. The cold has brittled your mind. They’ll kill you.”

Madelyne pulled against his hold then, hard, using all her strength, but he didn’t even slow his pace.

How in God’s name was she going to save him?

They reached the heavy door that led to the courtyard. The baron pushed it open so forcefully the hinges unbuckled. The door shredded into planks against the stone wall. Madelyne was pulled through the opening, into an icy wind that slapped her face and made a mockery of her fervent belief that the man she had untied less than an hour past was daft. No, he wasn’t daft at all.

The proof surrounded her. Over a hundred soldiers lined the inner courtyard, with more climbing over the top of the stone wall, all as quick as the rising wind and as silent as thieves, and every one of them wearing Baron Wexton’s blue and white colors.

Madelyne was so overwhelmed by the sight, she didn’t even notice her captor had stopped to look at his men as they gathered in numbers before him. She bumped into his back, instinctively reached out to grab hold of his hauberk to balance herself, and only then realized he’d let go of her hands.

He didn’t give the least indication she was there, hovering behind his back, clutching his garment as if it had suddenly become her lifeline. Madelyne realized she might appear to be hiding, or worse, cowering, and she immediately braved a step to his side so that one and all could see her. The top of her head reached the baron’s shoulders. She stood with her shoulders straight, trying to match the baron’s defiant stance, praying all the while her terror wasn’t discernible.

Lord, but she was scared. In truth, she wasn’t overly afraid of death; it was the dying that came before that terrified her. Aye, it was the thought of her own behavior before the foul deed was completed that made her feel so sick inside. Would it be quick or slowly drawn out? Would she lose her carefully nurtured control at the last minute and act the coward? That thought so upset her, she almost blurted out then and there that she wanted to be the first to feel the blade of death. But pleading for a quick end would also make her a coward, wouldn’t it? And then her brother’s prediction would be fulfilled.

Baron Wexton had no idea of the thoughts racing through his captive’s mind. He glanced down to look at her, took in her tranquil expression, and was mildly surprised by it. She looked very calm, almost serene, yet he knew her manner would soon change. Madelyne was about to witness his revenge, beginning with the total destruction of her home. No doubt she’d be weeping and begging for mercy before the deed was done.

One of the soldiers hurried over to stand directly before the baron. It was obvious to Madelyne that he was related to her captor, as he had the identical color of blackish-brown hair and the same muscular bearing, though he wasn’t nearly as tall. The soldier ignored Madelyne, addressing his leader. “Duncan? Do you give the call or do we stand here all night?”

His name was Duncan. Odd, but hearing his family name did help lessen Madelyne’s fear. Duncan … aye, the name seemed to make him a little more human in her mind.

“Well, brother?” the soldier demanded then, giving Madelyne their relationship and the reason the baron allowed such an insolent attitude from his vassal.

The soldier, surely a younger brother from his youthful appearance and lack of battle scars, then turned to look at Madelyne. His brown eyes mirrored his contempt for her. He looked as though he might hit her. Why, the angry soldier even took a step back, as if he wished to put more distance between himself and the leper she had suddenly become.

“Louddon isn’t here, Gilard,” Duncan told his brother.

The baron’s comment was given so mildly, Madelyne was immediately filled with new hope. “Then you will go home, milord?” she asked, turning to look up at him.

Duncan didn’t answer her. She would have repeated her question if the vassal hadn’t interrupted her by yelling a litany of crude remarks. His gaze was fixed on Madelyne as he spewed forth his frustration. Though Madelyne didn’t understand most of the foul comments, she could tell they were sinful just by the frightening look in Gilard’s eyes.

Duncan was about to command his brother to cease his childish tirade, when he felt Madelyne take hold of his hand. He was so astonished by her touch, he didn’t know how to react.

Madelyne clung to him and he could feel her trembling, yet when he turned to look down at her, she looked composed. She stared at Gilard. Duncan shook his head. He knew his brother hadn’t any idea how terrifying he was to Madelyne. In truth, Duncan doubted Gilard would care if he did know.

Gilard’s anger suddenly irritated Duncan. Madelyne was his captive, not his opponent, and the sooner Gilard understood how she was to be treated, the better. “Enough!” he demanded. “Louddon’s gone. Your curses won’t bring him back.”

Duncan suddenly jerked his hand away from Madelyne’s. He threw his arm around her shoulders, nearly knocking her over in his haste, and then pulled her up against his side. Gilard was so astonished by the obvious show of protection, he could only stare open-mouthed at his brother.

“Louddon must have taken the south road, Gilard, else you would have spotted him,” Duncan said.

Madelyne couldn’t stop herself from interfering. “And now you’ll go home?” she asked, trying not to sound overly eager. “You can challenge Louddon another time,” she suggested, hoping to take the sting out of their disappointment.

Both brothers turned to look at her. Neither answered her, but the look on their faces implied they thought she had a broken mind.

Madelyne’s fear began to intensify again. The chilling look in the baron’s eyes nearly made her knees snap. She quickly lowered her own gaze until she was staring at his chest, shamed to the core of her soul that she was proving to be so weak in character. “I’m not the crazed one,” she muttered. “You could still get away from here without being caught.”

Duncan ignored her comment. He grabbed hold of her bound hands and dragged her over to the very post she’d released him from. Madelyne tripped twice, her legs weak with fear. When Duncan finally released her, Madelyne leaned back against the splintered wood, waiting to see what he would do next.

The baron gave Madelyne a long glare. It was an unspoken command to stay there, Madelyne decided. Then he turned until his shoulders blocked her view of his soldiers. His muscular thighs were braced apart and his big hands were fisted on the tilt of his hips. It was a battle stance that clearly challenged his audience. “No one touches her. She is mine.” Duncan’s powerful voice rang out, washing over his men with as much force as the icy pellets hurling down from above.

Madelyne turned to look at the door to Louddon’s castle. Surely Duncan’s voice had reached inside, alerting the sleeping soldiers. Yet, when Louddon’s men didn’t immediately pour into the courtyard, Madelyne decided that the fierce wind must have swept away the baron’s voice.

Duncan started to walk away from Madelyne. She reached out and grabbed hold of the back of his hauberk. The circular steel links cut into her fingers. She grimaced in pain, yet wasn’t certain if her reaction was caused by the abrasive links or the infuriated look on the baron’s face when he turned back to her. He stood so close, his chest was actually touching hers. Madelyne was forced to tilt her head back in order to see his face.

“You don’t understand, Baron,” Madelyne blurted out. “If you’d only listen to reason, you’d see how foolish this plan of yours is.”

“How foolish my plan is?” Duncan repeated, astonished into bellowing by her brash statement. He didn’t understand why he wanted to know what she was talking about, but he did. Hell, she’d just insulted him. He would have killed a man for less. Yet the innocent look on her face, and the sincerity in her voice, indicated she wasn’t even aware of her transgression.

Madelyne thought Duncan looked as if he wanted to strangle her. She fought the urge to close her eyes against his intimidating stare. “If you came for me, then you’ve wasted your time.”

“You believe your value isn’t worthy enough for my attention?” Duncan asked.

“Of course. In my brother’s eyes, I have no value. ’Tis a fact I’m well aware of,” she added so matter-of-factly, Duncan knew she believed what she said. “And you are certain to die tonight. Aye, you’re outnumbered, by at least four to one by my count. There’s a second soldier’s keep in the bailey below us, with over a hundred soldiers sleeping there. They will hear the fight. What think you of that?” she asked, aware she was now wringing her hands but unable to stop herself.

Duncan stood there, staring at her with a puzzled expression on his face. Madelyne prayed the news she’d just shared with him about the second soldier’s keep would force him to see the folly of his plan.

Her prayers were in vain. When the baron finally reacted, it wasn’t at all what Madelyne expected. He merely shrugged.

The gesture infuriated her. The foolish warrior was clearly bent on dying.

“It was a false prayer to think you’d walk away from this, no matter what the odds, wasn’t it?” Madelyne asked.

“It was,” Duncan answered. A warm glint entered his eyes, surprising Madelyne. It was gone before she could even react. Was the baron laughing at her?

She didn’t have the courage to ask him. Duncan continued to stare at her another long moment. Then he shook his head, turned, and started to walk toward Louddon’s home. He’d obviously decided he’d wasted enough time on her.

There wasn’t the least hint of his intent now. Why, he could have been paying a social call if one judged by the mild look on his face and the slow, unhurried pace.

Madelyne knew better. She was suddenly so filled with dread, she thought she was going to be sick. She could feel the bile rising, burning a path all the way up to her throat. Madelyne took deep, gulping breaths while she frantically worked to undo the knots binding her hands. Panic made the task impossible, for Madelyne had just realized there were servants sleeping inside. She doubted Duncan’s soldiers would concern themselves with killing only those armed against them. Louddon certainly wouldn’t have made that distinction.

She knew she was going to die soon. That fact couldn’t be undone; she was Louddon’s sister. But if she could save innocent lives before her own death, wouldn’t that act of kindness give her existence some purpose? Dear God, wouldn’t saving one person make her life matter… to someone?

Madelyne continued to struggle with the rope while she watched the baron. When he reached the steps and turned back to face his men, his true purpose was obvious. Aye, his expression showed his fury.

Duncan slowly raised his sword into the air. And then his voice rang out with such force as to surely penetrate the stone walls surrounding them. His words of purpose were unmistakable.

“No mercy!”

    

The screams of battle tortured Madelyne. Her mind pictured what she couldn’t see, trapping her within a purgatory of obscene thoughts. She had never actually witnessed a battle before, only heard exaggerated tales of cunning and prowess from boasting victorious soldiers. But none of those stories included the descriptions of the killings, and when the fighting soldiers spilled out into the courtyard, Madelyne’s mental purgatory turned into a living hell, with the blood of the victims transformed into her captor’s fire of revenge.

Although the numbers heavily favored Louddon’s men, Madelyne soon realized they were ill prepared to fight Duncan’s well-trained soldiers. She watched as one of her brother’s soldiers raised his sword against the baron and lost his life because of it, witnessed another eager soldier thrust his lance forward and then stare in stupefaction when both lance and arm were severed from his body. An ear-piercing scream of agony followed the assault as the soldier pitched forward to the ground now soaked with his own blood.

Madelyne’s stomach lurched over the atrocities; she closed her eyes to block out the horror, but the images continued to haunt her.

A boy Madelyne thought might have been Duncan’s squire ran over to stand next to Madelyne. He had bright yellow hair and was of medium height, and so thick with muscles as to appear fat. He pulled a dagger and held it in front of him.

He paid her little heed, keeping his gaze directed on Duncan, but Madelyne thought he positioned himself to protect her. She had seen Duncan motion to the boy a short time before.

Madelyne desperately tried to focus on the squire’s face. He chewed nervously on his bottom lip. She wasn’t certain if the action was caused by fear or excitement. And then he suddenly bolted, leaving her unattended again.

She turned to look at Duncan, noticed that he’d dropped his shield, and then watched the squire race over to retrieve it for his lord. In his haste the squire dropped his own dagger.

Madelyne ran over, took hold of the dagger, and then hurried back to the post in case Duncan came for her. She knelt on the ground, her cloak hiding her action, and began to cut the rope binding her hands together. The acrid smell of smoke reached her. She looked up just in time to see a belch of fire explode through the open doorway of the castle. Servants now mingled with fighting men, trying to gain their freedom as they darted toward the gates. The fire chased after them, scorching the air.

Simon, first son of the Saxon reeve and an old man now, made his way over to Madelyne. Tears streamed down his leathered face, his thick shoulders stooped forward with despair. “I thought they’d done you in, milady,” he whispered as he helped her to her feet.

The servant took the dagger from her and quickly cut through the rope. Once she was freed, she cupped the sides of his shoulders. “Save yourself, Simon. This battle isn’t yours. Hurry now, away from here. Your family needs you.”

“But you …”

“Go, before it’s too late,” Madelyne implored him.

Her voice was harsh with fear. Simon was a good godfearing man who had showed her kindness in the past. He was trapped, as were the other servants, by position and heritage, tied by law to Louddon’s land, and that was sentence enough for any man to bear. God couldn’t be so cruel as to demand his life as well.

“Come with me, Lady Madelyne,” Simon begged. “I will hide you.”

Madelyne shook her head, denying him. “You have a better chance without me, Simon. The baron would come after me. Please, don’t argue,” she hurried to add when she saw he was about to protest again. “Go.” She screamed the order and gave it additional emphasis when she pushed against Simon’s shoulders.

“The Lord protect you,” Simon whispered. He handed her the dagger and turned to make his way to the gates. The old man had gotten only a few feet away from his mistress when he was knocked down to the ground by Duncan’s brother. Gilard, in his haste to attack another of Louddon’s soldiers, accidentally bumped into the servant. Simon made it back to his knees, when Gilard suddenly turned, as if he’d just realized there was another enemy closer at hand.

Gilard’s intent was obvious to Madelyne. She screamed a warning and ran over to stand in front of Simon, using her body to shield the servant from Gilard’s blade.

“Stand aside,” Gilard yelled, his sword raised.

“Nay,” Madelyne shouted back. “You’ll have to kill me to get to him.”

Gilard immediately raised his sword higher, suggesting he’d do just that. His face was mottled with fury. She thought Gilard was more than capable of killing her without suffering a moment’s remorse.

Duncan saw what was taking place. He immediately started running toward Madelyne. Gilard’s temper was known to be fierce, yet Duncan didn’t worry that his brother would harm Madelyne. Gilard would die before breaking a command. Brother or not, Duncan was Baron of Wexton holdings and Gilard his vassal. Gilard would honor that bond. And Duncan had been most specific. Madelyne belonged to him. No one was to touch her. No one.

The other servants, nearly thirty in all, also witnessed what was happening. Those not close enough to freedom hastened over to stand as a group behind Simon for protection.

Madelyne met Gilard’s furious stare with a composed expression, a tranquility that belied the destruction going on inside her.

Duncan reached his brother’s side just in time to observe Madelyne’s bizarre action. His captive slowly lifted her hand to her hair and then pushed the thick mass of curls away from the side of her neck. In a voice that sounded quite calm, she suggested that Gilard thrust his blade there, and if he pleased, to be quick about it.

Gilard looked stunned over Madelyne’s reaction to his bluff. He slowly lowered his sword until its bloodied point was facing the ground.

Madelyne’s expression didn’t change. She turned her attention to Duncan.

“Does your hatred for Louddon extend to his servants? Do you kill innocent men and women because they’re bound by law to serve my brother?”

Before Duncan could form an answer, Madelyne turned her back on him. She took hold of Simon’s hand and helped him to his feet. “I’ve heard that Baron Wexton is an honorable man, Simon. Stand beside me. We’ll face him together, dear friend.”

Turning back to Duncan, she added, “And we shall see if this lord is honorable or if he be no different from Louddon.”

Madelyne suddenly realized she held the dagger in her other hand. She hid the evidence behind her back until she felt a tear in the lining of her cloak, and then slipped the knife inside, praying the hem was strong enough to hold it. To cover her action, she shouted, “Every one of these good people has tried to protect me from my brother, and I’ll die before I see you touch them. ’Tis your choice.”

Duncan’s voice was filled with contempt when he answered her challenge. “Unlike your brother, I don’t prey on the weak. Go, old man, leave this place. You may take the others with you.”

The servants were quick to comply. Madelyne watched them run to the gates. His show of compassion surprised her. “And now, Baron, I’ve one more request. Please kill me now. I know I am a coward for asking, but the wait is becoming unbearable. Do what you must.”

She believed he meant to kill her. Duncan found himself astonished by her comments once again. He decided that Lady Madelyne was the most puzzling woman he’d ever come across. “I’m not going to kill you, Madelyne,” he announced before turning away from her.

A wave of relief washed over Madelyne. She believed Duncan had given her the truth. He’d looked so surprised when she’d asked him to get the foul deed over with … aye, he was giving her the truth now.

Madelyne felt victorious for the first time in her life. She’d saved Duncan’s life and would live to tell about it.

The battle was finished. The horses had been released from the stables, and chased after the servants through the opened gates seconds before new flames of destruction devoured the brittle wood.

Madelyne couldn’t summon up an ounce of outrage over the destruction of her brother’s home. It had never belonged to her. There were no happy memories here.

No, there was no feeling outrage. Duncan’s revenge was fitting retribution for her brother’s sins. Justice was being served this dark night by a barbarian dressed in knight’s clothing, a radical to Madelyne’s way of thinking, who dared to ignore Louddon’s powerful friendship with the King of England.

What had Louddon done to Baron Wexton to warrant such a retaliation? And what price would Duncan have to pay for his rash action? Would William II, upon hearing of this attack, demand Duncan’s life? The king was apt to please Louddon if he commanded that action. Louddon’s hold on the king was said to be unusual; Madelyne had heard it said that they were special friends. And only last week had she learned what the whispered obscenities really meant. Marta, the stablemaster’s outspoken wife, had taken great delight in revealing the vileness of their relationship late one evening, after she’d swallowed too many swigs of ale.

Madelyne hadn’t believed her. She’d blushed and denied it all, telling Marta that Louddon had remained unmarried because the lady he’d given his heart to had died. Marta had scoffed at Madelyne’s innocence. She eventually forced her mistress to admit to the possibility.

Until that evening, Madelyne hadn’t realized that some men could act intimately with other men, and the realization that one was her brother and the other reported to be the King of England made it all the more repulsive. Her disgust had turned physical; Madelyne remembered she’d thrown up her dinner, giving Marta quite a laugh.

“Burn the chapel.” Duncan’s order carried throughout the courtyard, pulling Madelyne’s thoughts back to the present. She immediately picked up her skirts and ran toward the church, hoping she’d have time to gather her meager possessions before the command was carried out. No one seemed to be paying her any attention.

Duncan intercepted her just when she reached the side entrance. He slammed his hands up against the wall, blocking her on both sides. Madelyne let out a startled gasp and twisted around to look up at him.

“There isn’t any place you can hide from me, Madelyne.”

His voice was soft. Lord, he sounded almost bored. “I hide from no one,” Madelyne answered, trying to keep the anger out of her voice.

“Then you wish to burn with your chapel?” Duncan asked. “Or perhaps you think to use the secret passage you told me about.”

“Neither,” Madelyne answered. “All of my possessions are inside the church. I was on my way to fetch them. You said you weren’t going to kill me and I thought to take my things on my own journey.”

When Duncan didn’t respond to her explanation, Madelyne tried again. It was difficult to form a coherent thought, however, with Duncan staring at her so intently. “I’ll not ask you for a mount, only my clothing from behind the altar.”

“You’ll not ask?” He whispered the question. Madelyne didn’t know how to react to it, or the smile he now gave her. “You truly expect me to believe you’ve been living in the church?”

Madelyne wished she had enough courage to tell him she didn’t care what he believed. Lord, she was a coward. Yet years of painful lessons in controlling her real feelings served her well now. She gave him a tranquil expression, forcing her anger aside. Why, she even managed to shrug.

Duncan saw the spark of anger ignite in her blue eyes. Such a mockery it was to the serene expression on her face, and so quickly gone, he was convinced he wouldn’t have caught it if he hadn’t been watching her so intently. She controlled herself with amazing skill for a mere woman.

“Answer me, Madelyne. Do you wish me to believe you’ve been living in this church?”

“I haven’t been living there,” Madelyne answered when she couldn’t stand his intense stare a second longer. “I only hid my things so that I could make my escape in the morning.”

Duncan frowned over her statement. Did she think him daft to believe such a fool’s story? No woman would leave the comfort of her home to journey during these harsh months. And where would she have him believe she was going?

He made the swift decision to prove her story false, just to see her reaction when her lie was discovered. “You may get your things.”

Madelyne wasn’t about to argue over her good fortune. She believed that by giving his approval, Duncan was also agreeing to her own plan to leave the fortress. “Then I may leave this fortress?” She blurted out the assumption before she could stop herself. And Lord, how her voice shook.

“Aye, Madelyne, you will leave this fortress,” Duncan agreed.

He actually smiled at her. Madelyne worried about the change in his disposition. She stared up at him, trying to read his mind. A futile undertaking, she quickly realized. Duncan masked his feelings very well, too well for her to decide if he was telling the truth or not.

Madelyne ducked under his arm and ran down the corridor into the back of the church. Duncan was right behind her.

The burlap satchel was just where she’d hidden it the day before. Madelyne lifted the bundle into her arms and then turned to look at Duncan. She was about to offer her gratitude, yet hesitated when she saw the look of surprise on his face again.

“You didn’t believe me?” Madelyne asked. Her voice sounded as incredulous as he looked.

Duncan answered her with a scowl. He turned and walked out of the church. Madelyne followed him. Her hands were shaking now, almost violently. Madelyne decided that the horror of the battle she’d witnessed was just settling in. She’d seen so much blood, so many dead. Her stomach and her mind rebelled, and she could only pray she’d be able to maintain her composure until Duncan and his soldiers left.

The moment she cleared the structure, fiery torches were hurled inside. The flames were like hungry bears, devouring the building with savage intensity.

Madelyne watched the fire a good while, until she realized she was clinging to Duncan’s hand. She immediately pulled away from him.

She turned and saw that the soldiers’ horses had been led inside the inner bailey. Most of Duncan’s men were already mounted and waiting for his order. In the center of the courtyard stood the most magnificent of beasts, a huge white stallion, nearly two hands taller than any of the other horses. The blond-haired squire stood directly in front of the animal, trying without much success to keep the reins in his hands. The fiesty animal no doubt belonged to Duncan, a fitting beast for the baron’s stature and rank.

Duncan motioned her toward the stallion. Madelyne frowned over his order, yet instinctively started walking toward the big horse. The closer she got, the more frightened she became. In the corner of her confused mind a black thought crystallized.

Dear God, she wasn’t going to be left behind.

Madelyne took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. She told herself she was just too distraught to think clearly. Of course the baron wasn’t going to take her with him. Why, she wasn’t significant enough to bother about.

She decided she still needed to hear his denial. “You don’t think to take me with you, do you?” she blurted out. Her voice sounded strained; she knew she hadn’t been able to keep the fear out of her voice.

Duncan walked over to Madelyne. He took hold of her satchel and threw it to his squire. She had her answer then. Madelyne stared up at Duncan, watched him swiftly mount, and then extend his hand down to her.

Madelyne began to back away. God help her, she was going to defy him. She knew if she tried to climb the distance to the top of his demon horse, she’d disgrace herself by fainting, or worse, screaming. In truth, she believed she preferred death to humiliation.

She was more frightened of the stallion than she was of the baron. Madelyne was sadly lacking in her education, and possessed none of the most basic riding skills. Memories of very young days, when Louddon had used those few riding lessons as a tool to inflict submission, still visited her on occasion. As a fully grown woman, she realized her fears were unreasonable, yet the fretful child inside her still rebelled with stubborn, illogical fright.

She took another step back. Then she slowly shook her head, denying Duncan’s assistance. Her decision was made; she’d force him to kill her if that was his inclination, but she wasn’t going to get on the stallion.

Without a thought as to where she was going, Madelyne turned and walked away. She was trembling so much, she stumbled several times. Panic was building inside until she was almost blinded by it, yet she kept her gaze directed on the ground and continued on, one determined step at a time.

She stopped when she came to the mutilated body of one of Louddon’s soldiers. The man’s face was horribly disfigured. The sight proved to be Madelyne’s breaking point. She stood there, in the center of the carnage, staring at the dead soldier, until she heard a tortured scream echo in the distance. The sound was soul-wrenching. Madelyne put her hands over her ears to try to block out the noise but the action didn’t help. The horrible sound went on and on.

Duncan spurred his horse forward the moment Madelyne started screaming. He reached her side, leaned down, and effortlessly lifted her up into his arms.

She stopped screaming when he touched her. Duncan adjusted his heavy cloak until his captive was completely covered. Her face rested against the steel links of his hauberk, yet he took time and attention to pull some of her own cloak forward so that the side of her cheek was cushioned against the soft sheepskin lining.

He didn’t question his desire to be gentle with her. The picture flashed before him of Madelyne kneeling in front of him, taking his near-frozen feet under her own gown to give them warmth. It had been an act of kindness, that. He could do no less for her now. After all, he was the one solely responsible for causing Madelyne such pain in the first place.

Duncan let out a long sigh. It couldn’t be undone. Hell, it had started out as such an easy plan too. Leave it to a woman to confuse it.

There was much to reevaluate now. Though he knew Madelyne wasn’t aware of it, she had certainly complicated the issues. He’d have to sort it all out, he told himself. The plan was changed now, whether he liked it or not, for he knew with a certainty that both amazed and infuriated him, that he’d never let Madelyne go.

Duncan tightened his hold on his captive and finally gave the signal to ride. He remained behind to form the end of the long procession. When the last of his soldiers had cleared the area, and only Gilard and the young squire flanked his side, Duncan took precious minutes to stare at the destruction.

Madelyne tilted her head back so that she could see Duncan’s face clearly. He must have felt her looking up at him, for he slowly lowered his gaze until he was staring directly into her eyes.

“An eye for an eye, Madelyne.”

She waited for him to tell her more, to explain what her brother had done to cause such a retaliation, but Duncan just continued to stare at her, as if willing her to comprehend. He wasn’t going to make any excuses for his ruthless-ness. Madelyne understood that now. The victorious didn’t need to justify.

Madelyne turned to look at the ruins. She remembered one of the stories told to her by her uncle, Father Berton, about the Punic Wars of ancient times. There were many tales handed down, most of them frowned upon by the holy church, but Father Berton had repeated them to Madelyne all the same, educating her in the most unacceptable fashion, punishable in fact by severe discipline if the church leaders had any inkling as to what the priest was doing.

The carnage she’d witnessed now reminded her of the story of Carthage. During the third and final war between two mighty powers, the victorious had thoroughly destroyed the city once Carthage had fallen. What had not burned to ashes had been buried beneath the fertile ground. Not a stone was allowed to top another. As a final measure, the fields were covered with salt so that nothing would grow there in the future.

History was being repeated this night; Louddon and all that belonged to him was now being desecrated.

“Delenda est Carthago,” Madelyne whispered to herself, repeating the vow made so long ago by Cato, an elder of ancient times.

Duncan was surprised by Madelyne’s remark. He wondered how she’d ever come by such knowledge. “Aye, Madelyne. Like Carthage, your brother must be destroyed.”

“And do I belong to Loud … to Carthage as well?” Madelyne asked, refusing to speak her brother’s name.

“Nay, Madelyne, you don’t belong to Carthage.”

Madelyne nodded and then closed her eyes. She sagged against Duncan’s chest.

Duncan used his hand to push her chin up, forcing her to look at him again.

“You don’t belong to Louddon, Madelyne. From this moment on, you belong to me. Do you understand?”

Madelyne nodded her head.

Duncan released his hold on her when he saw how frightened he was making her. He watched her a moment longer and then slowly, aye, gently, pulled the cloak up over her face.

From her warm hiding place against him, Madelyne whispered, “I think I would rather belong to no man.”

Duncan heard her. A slow smile crossed his face. What Lady Madelyne wanted wasn’t the least significant to him. Aye, she belonged to him now, whether she wished it or not.

Lady Madelyne had sealed her own fate.

She’d warmed his feet.



Chapter Three


“To do injustice is more disgraceful than to suffer it.”

PLATO, GORGIAS
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They journeyed into the north, riding hard and fast through the remainder of the night and most of the next day, pausing only twice to give their horses respite from the furious pace the baron set. Madelyne was allowed a few moments privacy, but her legs could barely hold her weight, making the task of seeing to her personal needs an excruciating ordeal, and before she had a chance to stretch her protesting muscles, she was lifted onto Duncan’s steed again.

Because there was safety in their large number, Duncan decided to follow the main road. It was a sorry broken path at best, with overgrown thicket and naked branches making the way a continual challenge to the most fit of knights. The men’s shields were up most of the time. Madelyne, however, was well protected, safely embraced beneath Duncan’s cloak and armor.

The soldiers were well served by their heavy equipment, save for those who wore the open-faced conicals and rode with bare hands, and the wilderness had little effect on them other than to slow down their progress somewhat.

The torturous ride didn’t let up for almost two days. By the time Duncan announced that they would spend the night in a secluded glen he had spotted, Madelyne was firmly convinced he wasn’t human. She had heard the men refer to their leader as a wolf and understood the odious parallel well enough; Duncan wore the outline of that terrible beast of prey in his blue and white crest. She fantasized now that her captor’s mother must have been a demon from hell and his father a great, ugly wolf, and that was the only reason he could keep up such a grueling, inhuman pace.

By the time they stopped for the night, Madelyne was sick with hunger. She sat on a boulder and watched the soldiers care for their horses. A noble’s first concern, Madelyne decided, knowing that without his steed, the knight would be completely ineffective. Aye, the horses came first.

Small fires were started next, with eight to ten men surrounding each, and when all the fires had been ignited, there were at least thirty separate flames, all outlining the weary shoulders of men ready for rest. Last came the food, a meager offering consisting of crusty bread and yellowed cheese. Horns filled with salty-tasting ale were also passed around. Madelyne noticed the soldiers only drank a sparse portion, though. She thought caution might have overridden their desire to indulge, for they would surely need their wits about them this night, camped as they were in a vulnerable position.

There was the ever-present danger of roving bands of men, displaced misfits who had turned into vultures waiting to pounce on anyone weaker than they, and there were wild animals roaming the wilderness, too, with much the same intent.

Duncan’s squire was ordered to see to Madelyne’s needs. His name was Ansel, and Madelyne could tell from the frown on his face that he had little liking for his assignment.

Madelyne consoled herself with the knowledge that each mile north was a mile closer to her own secret destination. Before Baron Wexton interfered with her plans, Madelyne had been planning for her own escape. She was going to journey into Scotland to her cousin Edwythe’s home. She realized she’d been naive to think she was capable of such an undertaking. Aye, she realized her folly now, even admitted that she wouldn’t have lasted more than a day or so on her own, riding the only mare in Louddon’s stable that wouldn’t unseat her. The mare, swaybacked and quite old, wouldn’t have had the stamina for such a journey. Without a strong horse and suitable clothing, the escape would have been a form of suicide. And the hastily drawn map from Simon’s faulty memory would have led her in circles.

Though she admitted it was a fool’s dream, she decided she’d have to hold on to it. Madelyne grasped at the glimmer of hope simply because it was all she had. Duncan surely lived within shouting distance of Scotland’s border. How much farther could it be to her cousin’s new home? Perhaps she could even walk there.

The obstacles would overwhelm her if she allowed them leverage. Madelyne pushed reason aside and concentrated instead on the list of what she’d need. A capable horse came first, provisions second, and God’s blessing last. Madelyne decided she had the order of importance twisted, put God first and horse last, when she caught sight of Duncan moving to the center of the camp. Lord, wasn’t he the biggest obstacle of all? Aye, Duncan, part man, part wolf, would be the most difficult obstacle to get around.

Duncan hadn’t said one word to her since they’d left Louddon’s fortress. Madelyne had worried herself sick over his fiercely made statement that she now belonged to him. And just what was that supposed to mean? She wished she had the courage to demand an explanation. Yet the baron was so cold, so remote now, and much too frightening for her to approach.

Lord, she was exhausted. She couldn’t worry about him now. When she was rested, she’d find a way to escape. It was the duty of a captive, wasn’t it?

She knew she was unskilled in such matters. What good was it that she could read and write? No one would ever know of her unusual ability, as it was highly unacceptable for a woman to have such schooling. Why, the majority of noblemen could not write their own names. They relied on the holy men to do such meaningless tasks for them.

Madelyne certainly didn’t blame her uncle for her lack of training. The dear priest had taken great pleasure in teaching her all the ancient stories. Her favorite was the tale about Odysseus. The mythological warrior had become Madelyne’s companion when she was a young girl and terribly frightened all the time. She’d pretend Odysseus was sitting beside her during the long, dark nights. He helped her ease her fear that Louddon would come and take her back home.

Louddon! Even his black name made her stomach tighten up. Aye, he was the true reason Madelyne lacked all the skills necessary for survival. She couldn’t even ride a horse, for God’s sake. He was to blame too. Her brother had taken her riding a few times, when she was six years old, and Madelyne still remembered the outings as clearly as if they’d taken place the day before. Why, she’d made such a fool of herself, or so Louddon screamed, bouncing around the saddle like a clump of hay barely tied in place.

And when he realized how frightened she was, he’d tied her to the saddle and slapped the horse into racing through the countryside.

Her terror had excited her brother. It wasn’t until Madelyne finally learned to mask her fear that Louddon stopped this sadistic game.

For as long as she could remember, Madelyne knew her father and her brother disliked her, and she tried every way she knew how to make them love her just a little. When she turned eight years old, she was sent to Father Berton, her mother’s younger brother, for a short visitation that turned into long, peaceful years. Father Berton was the only living relative on her mother’s side of the family. The priest did his best to raise her, and he constantly told her, until she almost believed him, that it was her father and her brother who were lacking, not her.

Oh, her uncle was a good, loving man, whose gentle ways spilled over into Madelyne’s character. He taught her many things, none of them tangible, and he did love her, as much as any real father could love his daughter. He explained to her that Louddon despised all women, but in her heart Madelyne didn’t believe him. Her brother cared about his older sisters. Both Clarissa and Sara had been sent to fine manors to gain their proper education, and each had an impressive dowry to take to their marriages, although only Clarissa had married.

Father Berton also told Madelyne that her father wanted nothing to do with her because she looked so much like her mother, a gentle woman he’d married and then turned against almost as soon as the vows had been exchanged. Uncle didn’t know the reason for her father’s change in attitude, but placed the blame on his soul all the same.

Madelyne barely remembered the early years, though a warm feeling filled her when she thought about her mother. Louddon hadn’t been there very often to taunt her, and she’d been well protected by her mother’s love.

Only Louddon held the answers to her questions. Perhaps he’d explain it all to her one day and then she’d understand. And with understanding would come the healing, wouldn’t it?

Lord, I must put these dour thoughts aside, Madelyne decided. She scooted off the boulder and then walked around the campsite, keeping well away from the men.

When she turned and went off into the dense forest, no one followed, and she was able to take care of her body’s demands. Madelyne was on her way back when she spotted a small stream. The top was crusted over but Madelyne used a stick to break through the ice. Kneeling down, she washed her hands and her face. The water was frigid enough to make her fingertips wrinkle, but the clear liquid tasted wonderful.

Madelyne felt someone standing behind her. She turned, so quickly she almost lost her balance. It was Duncan towering over her. “Come, Madelyne. ’Tis time to rest.”

He didn’t give her time to answer his command but reached down and pulled her to her feet. His big, callused hand enveloped both of hers. His hold was firm, yet his touch gentle, and he didn’t let go of her until they’d reached the opening of his tent, a strange-looking affair consisting of wild animal skins braced into an arch by thick, unyielding branches. The skins would block the rising wind. Another gray fur had been placed on the ground inside the tent, obviously meant to be used as a pallet. The glow from the nearest fire cast dancing shadows on top of the skins, making the tent look warm and inviting.

Duncan motioned for Madelyne to get inside. She quickly complied. She couldn’t seem to get settled though. The animal skins had absorbed much of the ground’s dampness and Madelyne felt as if she were draped upon a block of ice.

Duncan stood there, his arms folded against his massive chest, watching her try to get comfortable. Madelyne kept her expression contained. She vowed she’d die before offering him one word of complaint.

All of a sudden Duncan pulled her to her feet again, very nearly upsetting the tent in his haste. He took her cloak from her shoulders, knelt down on one knee, and spread the garment on top of the animal skins.

Madelyne didn’t understand his intent. She had thought the tent was for her, but Duncan settled himself inside, stretching out to his full length, taking up most of the space. Madelyne started to turn away, infuriated over the way he’d claimed her cloak for his own comfort. Why hadn’t he just left her back at Louddon’s fortress if he meant to freeze her to death, instead of dragging her halfway across the world?

She didn’t even have time to gasp. Duncan snared her with lightning speed. Madelyne fell on top of him and let out a groan of protest. She’d barely gotten fresh air and new outrage back into her chest before Duncan rolled to his side, taking her with him. He threw his cape over the two of them, trapping her inside his embrace. Her face was up against the base of his neck, the top of her head caught just under his chin.

Madelyne immediately tried to get away, horrified by such an intimate position. She used every ounce of energy she possessed, but Duncan’s hold was too strong to be broken.

“I cannot breathe,” she muttered against his neck.

“Yes you can,” Duncan answered.

She thought she heard amusement in his voice. That infuriated her almost as much as his overbearing attitude. How dare he decide if she could breathe or not?

Madelyne was too upset to be frightened. She suddenly realized her hands were still free of restraint. Madelyne slapped his shoulders until her palms were stinging. Duncan had removed his hauberk before entering the tent. Only a cotton shirt covered his massive chest now. The thin material was stretched snugly over his wide shoulders, outlining his thick muscles. Madelyne could feel the strength radiating through the soft fabric. Lord, there wasn’t an ounce of fat to grab hold of and pinch. His skin was as inflexible as his stubborn nature.

There was one distinct difference, however. Duncan’s chest felt warm against her cheek, almost hot, and terribly inviting to snuggle up against. He smelled good, too, like leather and male, and Madelyne couldn’t help but react. She was exhausted. Aye, that was the reason his closeness was having such an unsettling effect on her. Why, her heart was racing.

His breath heated the side of her neck, comforting her. How could that be? She was so confused; nothing was making sense to her anymore. Madelyne shook her head, determined to shake the sleepy feeling invading her good intentions, and then grabbed hold of his shirt and began to pull on it.

Duncan must have become bored with her struggles. She heard him sigh just seconds before he trapped her hands and slid them under his shirt, flattening her palms against his chest. The thick mat of hair covering his warm skin made her fingertips tingle.

How could she feel so warm when it was so cold outside? His nearness was an erotic, sensual pull to her senses, flooding her with feelings she hadn’t known she possessed. Aye, it was erotic, which certainly made it sinful, obscene, too, because his pelvis was smashed up against the junction of her legs. She could feel his hardness there, nestled so intimately against her. Her gown proved inadequate protection against his manhood, and her inexperience gave her no protection at all against the strange, bewildering feelings he provoked. Why didn’t she feel sickened by his touch? In truth, Madelyne didn’t feel sick at all, only breathless.

A horrid thought entered her mind and she gasped out loud. Wasn’t this the hold a man used when he coupled with a woman? Madelyne fretted over that thought a long moment and then discarded the fear. She remembered the woman had to be flat on her back, and though she wasn’t certain of the exact way of it, she didn’t believe she was in real danger. She’d overheard Marta visiting with the other servants and remembered that the coarse woman had always begun every lusty adventure with the remark that she had been flat on her back. Aye, Madelyne recalled with acute relief, Marta had been most specific. “Flat on me back I was,” she always began. Madelyne regretted now that she hadn’t stayed to hear the rest of the woman’s bold tales.

Lord, she was lacking in that area of her education too. She got angry then, for a decent lady shouldn’t have had such a worry anyway.

It was all Duncan’s fault, of course. Did he hold her so intimately just to mock her? Madelyne was close enough to feel the strength in his powerful thighs trying to flatten her own. He could crush her if he had a mind for it. Madelyne shivered over that picture and immediately quit her struggles. She didn’t want to provoke the barbarian. At least her hands protected her breasts. She was thankful for that much. Her gratitude was short-lived, however, for as soon as she thought to be appreciative, Duncan shifted his weight, and then her breasts were plastered up against him as well. Her nipples hardened, shaming her all the more.

Duncan suddenly moved again. “What the devil …” He roared the unfinished question against Madelyne’s ear. She didn’t know what caused his outburst, only that she was going to be deaf for the rest of her life.

When Duncan jumped, muttering an expletive she couldn’t help but catch, Madelyne moved away. She watched Duncan out of the corner of her eye. Her captor had lifted himself up on one elbow and was searching for something underneath him.

Madelyne remembered the squire’s dagger she’d hidden in the lining of her cloak just as Duncan lifted the weapon.

She couldn’t help but frown.

Duncan couldn’t help but grin.

Madelyne was so surprised by his spontaneous smile, she almost smiled back. Then she happened to notice his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. She decided she’d best not smile after all.

“For a timid creature, you’re proving to be resourceful, Madelyne.”

His voice was so mild. Had he just given her praise or was he mocking her? Madelyne couldn’t make up her mind. She decided not to tell him she’d forgotten about the weapon. He’d certainly think her foolish if she admitted that truth.

“You’re the one who captured me,” she reminded him. “If I’ve proven to be resourceful, it is only because I am honor bound to escape. ’Tis the duty of a captive.”

Duncan frowned.

“Does my honesty offend you, milord?” Madelyne asked. “Then perhaps it would be best if I didn’t speak to you at all. I would like to go to sleep now,” she added. “And I’m going to try to forget you’re even here.”
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