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“ Stay with me”

He was brooding handsome, feral intensity. She understood then that here was not the man she
knew—nhe had gone past someinner edge, past a point she could not know or even guess &.

Shedid not seelove on him. She saw danger, and her destruction.

“No.”

“Too lateto deny it. You care for metoo. | think it so. | saw you inthe bailey. | saw your face.”
“No.” She shook her head again, taking another step away.

“Lily...” Hesmiled at her, that subtle grace, and the wicked curve to hislips came back, the promise of
pleasure there, of heartlessintent. He moved toward her, tall, stealthy, dmost athreat draped across him.
She glanced frantically around the room and saw no comfort—shut doors, alooming bed. A castle
beyond, filled with people ready to betray her.

He caught her then, easily, dmost gently, caught her up in hisarms and kept her there despite her Sartled
jerk. His head dipped down to hers.

“No!” She could not think, she could not breathe—this could not be happening, hiswords, her
fedings—hewaskilling her, hewould kill her with this, she could not fed thisway for him again—

“Too late,” Tristan said once more. He kissed her then, drowning her in him, tagting her, aravishment, al



gentlenessgone....

Prologue

Safere Manor

1349

T HE LATCH TO THE GATE CAME OFF IN HISHAND.

Tristan stared down at it in some surprise, speckles of rust dotting his skin like dried blood. The soldered
seam meant to hold it in place had corroded through; he was damned lucky he hadn’t cut himself on any
of the flaking metal. No doubt the result of the seaair in this god-forsaken place.

He remembered now. Nothing lasted here.
Carefully Tristan dropped the ruined latch to the gravel beside him.

The gateitsdlf did not gppear much more promising. One half of the barred grille hung at adrunken tilt
againg the other, offering paltry defense against anyone who actualy wished to enter the estate.

It made him want to laugh suddenly. Who would truly want to come here, after all”? Safere wasthe
outermost edge of the world—far, far past any prayer of civilization. Only the banished or theinsane
dwelled here, surdly.

The thought was so particularly apt that he did laugh now, low and mirthless, but the wind merely
snatched it away from him. It pushed up off the ocean nearby, a steady tearing at his hair, hisskin, drying
hiseyesto grit. On the journey here Tristan had found himsdf congtantly squinting against the guststo
discern theland around him, asif that might clarify matters. It had not.

He cupped ahand to his mouth and called out a greeting past the iron bars. It faded off against the bare
wadlls of the buildings beyond. No one responded.

Perhaps there was no one here, after al. Perhaps Safere was as deserted as it appeared to be. He could
not fathom why anyone would want to stay here, anyway.

If ever aland wasrocky and formidable, it wasthis place. Whichever of his esteemed ancestors had
claimed this seaside territory obvioudy had not been bothered by the lack of greenery. Perched onits
lonely outcrop of rock overlooking the ocean, Safere seemed better suited for a prison than a stronghol d:
barren, remote, breath-takingly desolate. The water was asteady roar againgt the cliffs below. Thewind
never ceased.

He fancied he could hear wordsin it now—athin, berating wail that wrapped around him, relentless.
She'sgone.. .they' reall gone...shame...shame....

He gave the gate vicious kick. The broken half shuddered in place. The other haf did not move at al.



Tristan did not like Safere; he never had. Even now, in the peak of summer, vegetation wasrare and
treesrarer fill. Thefarther he had ridden to it, the less and | ess hogpitabl e the land became. Dirt paths,
endless and winding. Paetufts of grass struggling for life. Faraway birds, tangling into fantastic shapes
amid the blue of the sky, dark againgt white clouds....

But mostly there were rocks. White rocks, golden rocks, even onestinted pink, which he decided were
hisfavorite. The pink ones did something with the light, atrick of dusk and dawn, capturing the color to
create aglow, suffusing the very air around them with warmth. Y es, the pink ones were—

Tristan caught himself with amental shake, and turned back to the problem of the gate.

He might be able to squeeze through near the bottom of it. The gap from the angle of the digointed half
was just enough that he could make it, with agood hit of crawling. Hewould haveto leave his horse
behind.

Wonderful. The Earl of Haverlocke crawling back to hiswife. What a pretty sight that would be. And
nothing less than he deserved.

It was the reproving wind, perhaps, that made Tristan straighten, glancing around him again. Many might
laugh at the sight of him on hishands and kneesin the dirt, but it would not be the ghosts of this place.
There had to be another way in. He thought he remembered a garden gate somewhere. ...

He took the reins of the gelded brown rounsey and began to walk around the walls that enclosed the
estate. From here he could see the top portion of the manor house, stone and wood, bleached with
sunlight. No banner flew to welcome him home. In fact, he couldn’t even see the staff for it. The edges of
the roof dipped and curved in placesit was not supposed to; afew of those shadows might have been
gapsin the beams. If the main house was as dismaly neglected as the gate had been, he supposed he
might be fortunate to find shelter at dl tonight.

Onthefar sde of the stronghold the salted rock wall came periloudy close to the edge of the cliff,

eroded away under the constant assault of the eements. He kept the reins of hishorsefirmly grasped in
one hand, alowing the other to dide dong the rough stones of the wal—athinilluson of security. It
would not help if elther of them stumbled, but the fed of something solid benegth his palm gave him some
comfort.

The gelding snorted and tossed his head against the wind. Tristan pulled him on.

Nothing. No garden gate—only this long, unbroken expanse of wall, stretching on and on. How
ridiculous to imagine there might have been another gate. He must have been thinking of one of the other
edtates. Merlyff, perhgps. Or Layton. They were al mixed up in his head now, indistinguishable. Mayhap
none of them had agarden, or agate. Another fantasy, whirled up out of nothingness.

The wretched porta of the entrance loomed before him once again. Full circle, Tristan thought, and for
some reason the phrase stuck in hishead.

With asigh he approached the gate, releasing the reins, grasping the rusted metd of the broken half and
lifting with dl his might. He was rewarded with a hideous squealing sound, the hinges protesting thisrough
handling. After along while and agreat ded of swesting effort, the gap was wide enough to fit through
without crawling.

He dropped the gate, panting, and absently wiped his hands down the front of histunic. Rust left
smudges of darkness againgt the gray of it. He had no gloves.



Tristan entered his estate.

Onceingdethewals, the howling of the wind was dragticaly reduced, a sudden respite that rangin his
ears, closeto pain.

No one cameto greet him. There was only more dirt before him, and buildings and sky.

Hetook a deep breath, then called out again—and again he gained no response beyond the mournful cry
of thewind.

Shame, shame...

An ungentle push from behind reminded him of hishorse. The gelding had followed him in and now stood
impetiently, tossing his head once more.

Y es. Tristan had stolen a mount—he should not have forgotten that. The horse would be hungry. He
must see about feeding him. The stables must ill be here somewhere.

Saferewasfairly sizable, for an enclosed estate. The manor itsalf took up most of it, long with amodest,
nest garden—no gate—growing adong one of thewalls. Here at last were living plants, herbs and
vegetables, even a scattering of flowers near the back, a decent effort againgt the thin soil. He supposed it
was some sgn of hope that there might be more than just ghostsin this place.

Thankfully, he did not have to remember where the stables were. There was only one other structure of
any sgnificance on the grounds, and at first glance it gppeared as abandoned as everything else. He
found areasonably clean stall and led the rounsey into it, then had to stop and think about what he must
do next.

Hay. Water. Odts, if he could find them.

A rustling sound came from nearby. The delicate head of a bay topped the door of the stall opposite,
eyeing him suspicioudy.

When he was finished with hishorse Tristan got acloser look at the other one. It wasamare, aswestly
formed thing, redlly, with clean lines and a shining flank. One more hopeful sign.

He left the animas examining each other with trembling hodtility, walking back out into the bright sunshine
of the day.

“Amiranth?’

No one answered him. There was no one here. Not aserf, not a servant. Certainly not her. He had
cometo the end of the world and found it just as he had | &ft it so long ago—forgotten.

But the thought of seeing her again after so long gpart kept him moving, listening, looking. Hiswife was
the only reason he had managed to come so far. She wasthe only reason he was till dive a dl. He had
planned this reunion countlesstimesin hismind. What he would say. How shewould turn to
him—astonished, amazed—and then laugh with pure joy, lifting her handsto him—

A smdl noisein the distance caught his attention. Tristan swung around, startled. It might have come from
the depths of the manor. Aye. He went toward it.

Theinterior of this place was darker than he recalled, cool and musty. A dim halway of stone and wood
paneling stretched out before him, closed doors on both sides. He had to pause to alow hiseyesto



adjudt, until the shadows lightened from black to soft charcod. The scent of something that might have
been beeswax lingered faintly in the air. But the only sound to be heard now was his own breathing, and
the occasional cresking of the wood beams above him.

Tristan ventured deeper insde.

One by one he opened the doors, taking care to throw frequent glances over his shoulder—was he truly
alone? Wasthere truly no one else here? No one had followed him, he had made certain of that. No one
would be ableto trace him here, surely, to thislonely bit of earth....

There was never anyone behind him; Safere echoed with emptiness. All hefound, in fact, in this soulless
place were deserted chambers and scattered furniture covered in afine layer of dust. Ashesinthe
fireplaces, long cold. Windows encrusted with dirt. Every single thing spoke of abandonment.

Ashewaked hetried to envison her living here, how her lifewould have been. He knew, logicaly, that
he had hardly achance to know her before he left. But in his mind she had blossomed over the years, dl
her secretsreveded; in time hisunfamiliar wife had become asfamiliar to Tristan as he himsdlf.

So he knew that she would have endured the wind and the heat of this place with tender patience. She
might have even thrived amid it, thet fair-haired girl with the shy smile....

Another chamber, more dust, the creaking silence, phantom cobwebs suspended all around.

Aye, Tristan decided abruptly, closing his eyes againgt the sight. She had liked it here. She would have
liked it. He had to believe that. And soon he would find her, and Amiranth would welcome him home,
and oncein her amsfindly al would beright in the world. She would forgive him their past. Shewould
accept him anew, and with her help he would become whole once more. He would never haveto be
gpart from her again. They would have therest of their daysto truly learn each other.

In anew room he discovered hisfirst smal clueto her life, an elegant little tableau set up: apair of chairs
brought close around alow table of polished wood, the empty hearth just beyond. The edges of a
wooden screen closed off acorner of it, creating intimacy. A length of embroidery lay askew acrossthe
seet of the chair closest to him, needle and thread placed negtly on top, asif the seamstress meant to
return a any moment.

Tristan picked up the cloth—a dreamlike scene of the night sky and stars, a swan on amoonlit
lake—then shook it. Dust erupted around him in acloud, clogging his senses. He gave arough cough,
tossing thelot of it back to the chair.

The needle dropped from the side and swung gently back and forth, bright silver suspended by a
sapphire thread.

Had hiswife begun this piece? What would have caused her to discard it so nearly completed, forsaken
to the mustiness of thisroom?

Hefdt achill and shook it off, continuing his exploration.
She would be here. She would be.

Therewasfood in the buttery. That had to be good. Not much, granted: some bread and cheese, flour,
roots, dried fruits and herbs—from the garden, he guessed. Certainly not enough to feed al the people
who should be dwelling here. . .but enough for afew people, for awhile.

Again camethat dusive noise, outsde now, just past the kitchen door. Y et when he walked back into the



sunshine there was nothing there—only the dirt of before, an empty sky, the mocking wind. Tristan
closed his eyes once more and let out his breath, setting his teeth.

Alone, done again. She was not here, no one was. Perhaps she never had been. Perhaps he was not
even married at all—it had all been just another dream of his, adelusion conjured up by hismind, that
girl, the soft touch of her hand, the sweetness of her lips—

No. It had to have happened. It had to have been redl. He had kept her close to him every miserable
day of the past eight years, had gone over and over hismemories of her until each smal moment was
burned deep into his heart...even after he could no longer remember her face. Even after the pitch of her
voice had faded from his mind, surrendered to the hungry silence of hiscell.

Throughit dl, Amiranth had kept him sane. Tristan had sworn by every oath he knew that if he could just
come home again, he would be worthy of her. He would change completely, he would be the best, the
most devoted husband. He would make her glad every day for the rest of her life that she had wed him.
By God, hewould.

Shewasred, and somewhere, he knew, she was waiting for him. If not here, then at another estate. He
would find her. It didn’t have to be this place, empty Safere. ...

But when Tristan rounded the next corner he discovered that he had been mistaken; Safere was not so
empty after dl. At thefoot of anew garden was a statue of amarble girl seated upon amarble bench,
posed to stare out thoughtfully at the few trees and bushes pressed up against the outer wall.

At firg he didn’'t understand what he was seeing. A marble girl on amarble bench...but she wore ablack
gown that rippled in the breeze. Why had they clothed a statue? Why was her hair so golden?

The marble girl turned her face and gazed back at him, till thoughtful.
Tristan Geraint, Earl of Haverlocke, stopped in sheer surprise.
The woman—not agirl, and not marble, but flesh—aquickly stood, taking a step away.

“No—wait.” Tristan held out his hands, his palms streaked with rust. “1 won't harm you.” He scanned
the area around them, seeing nothing but more of the garden, the pale stone walls beyond that. She was
the only sign of life, thisfigure of gold and white and black.

“Amiranth?’ he asked, but did not think it was she.

Thiswoman's hair was darker than he remembered hiswife sto be, more of ahoneyed blonde than the
slvery curlsthat young girl had had. She woreit loose and free—strange for agrown woman to reved
her hair so openly—but Tristan would not regret the sight of it, not when it shimmered in the sunlight asit
did, shades of amber and burnished gold, richly layered.

She had not run away, but her hands had come up to shield her eyes from the bright sun; he saw only full
lips stained red, like the sunset, and a sweetly curved chin. Long, e egant neck. Thetaill end of thewind
dipped over the wdll, pressing back the shadowed black of her gown, revealing adender shapein

teasing glimpses.

If God had placed a desert flower amid this vast emptiness, it could not have looked more out of place
than thiswoman did.

He asked again anyway, “Amiranth &. Cl—Geraint?’



Thewoman dowly shook her head in denid, alowing the sunlight to send sparks weaving through her
hair. Tristan fought a sharp disgppointment. She was not Amiranth. He had battled back from hell itself
only to find the wrong woman.

A new thought cameto him: This could be her servant. A handmaid, perhaps.

“Whereisshe?’ he asked, taking another step forward. The woman did not back away thistime, but to
reassure her he added in acalm voice, “I am her husband. Y ou may direct meto her.”

The handmaiden lowered her hands, not even blinking againgt the sun. She was undeniably familiar. He
might have seen her at the wedding, al thoseyearsago....

“Whereisshe?’ he asked again, motionless.

Her head bowed; adight frown marred her forehead. He watched as one of her handslifted, very pae
againg the black deeve of her gown, her finger pointing into the garden.

Tristan turned, searching past the trees. There was no one esethere. Was shejesting? Did she think to
test him somehow?

When he glanced back at her she was il pointing mutely to the garden, her stare now direct to his,
unflinching. With her golden hair streaming past her shoulders, she was as stern and solemn as any

avenging angel.

Hefdt astrange sense of helplessness come over him. Thiswas the end, then. Thiswaswhat he
deserved, after al.

Tristan looked again at the garden.

Thereit was. A smple plaque amid the plants—actudly just aflat rock of that pink shade he had
favored, afew words carved roughly into the stone.

Her name had been written clumsily. No doubt it had not been easy to chisdl the marker.

Amiranth, Countess of Haverlocke
1326—1349

Peace, sweset friend

Chapter One

Eight years earlier: Iving Castle
1341



I T WASGOING TO BE THE MOST GLORIOUS DAY OF her life.

Today, Lady Amiranth St. Clare was to become awoman. She was fifteen years old, and abride.
His bride. Tristan Geraint, Earl of Haverlocke.

She had loved him for years already. It was deegp and heady and thrilling, and completely without reason,
she knew. Amiranth had not told anyone of it, not even her cousin Lily, her most trusted friend. It was as
if to share this feding with anyone d se—anyone—would tarnish it, turn it from shining slver totin.

She did not darerisk that. It was too wonderful a suffering, too dear and ddlightful and agonizing to give
up.

Amiranth had seen him her very first time at court, when she wasjust achild. Only nine yearsold, and the
moment she picked him out from the line of squireslingering by awall in the king’ s antechamber she had
felt it—her breathing stopped, her heart stopped, her entire existence. .. stopped.

He was dressed asthe rest of the young men around him were, in fine tunics and colorful hose, each
wearing the heraldry of the lord they served. He blended in wdll with them. Wereit not for just one stray
beam of sunlight diding aong the floor, she might not have noticed him at dll.

But the sunlight was there, danting down from awindow high above, and &t just the moment when she
glanced hisway hetook ahalf-step into thelight, jostled by afriend, the two of them laughing softly
together.

Shefdt asif she had stepped, unsuspecting, into avat of honeyed nectar, thick and swest, filling her,
suspending her even asshe died withinit. A blissful desth—or an excruciating life—to gaze upon him, to
bear witness to this beauty disguised as an ordinary squire. Amiranth had never before seen such dark
splendor, such gracein aboy. By heavens, she had never even noticed aboy before now.

It wasin thisincredible moment that she felt arecognition sound through her, resonating from the depths
of her truest, truest heart: Here was the person destined to complement her soul.

She had not known his name then, of course, or anything else about him, but that he was asquire and so
had to be at least four years older than she. All Amiranth had seen was adender youth with sunlight
covering his shoulders, gleaming across him. Hewastaler than most of the rest, with black hair that fell
into dishevement, and lipsthat curled up at the edges when he laughed, asif he might be holding back
more than mirth.

His eyeswere brown, like her own—but no—darker, closer to jet. Mysterious eyes, holding secrets and
spellsin their depths; intense eyesthat did not laugh with him, but rather scanned the room, watchful. He
waswaiting for something, she could tell.

Hisgazefdl upon her and then skimmed past her, uncaring, and Amiranth could not even beginto
summon asmilefor him, so shaken was she.

She had not been alowed to stay that day to see what it was he anticipated. She had been in the
company of Constanz, her sster-in-law, who kept ahard grip on her hand and smiled very tightly at the
people who came near. Constanz had never been easy in crowds. When Amiranth' s brother arrived, the
three of them |eft the gathering nearly at once.

Amiranth managed to throw the sun-gilded youth one last ook over her shoulder. A corner of him
remained in the light, but he had turned away from it, speaking with his hands to the person next to him.



She had theimpression she could still see hisface, tanned and dert, with hisdight smile and sparkling jet
eyes.

That had been thefirst time.

She had had to wait another year and ahdf for her next opportunity. She was eleven by then, and very
proud that shewasfinaly allowed to put her hair up al thetime. Amiranth remembered that day with
vivid clarity, because it was avery brisk October evening, and she had worn agown just finished for her,
ivory and gold, to match her hair. It had seemed almost a shameto wear avell, but she had doneit
anyway, too enthraled with growing up to leave it off.

They had been on their way to London again. Her brother Augustin went to the king' s court at least
twice every year, and recently had allowed that Amiranth could accompany him and hiswife on aregular
basis. Amiranth was good with the baby, dear little Emile, and even Constanz agreed that she could be
useful. Lily’ s parentswere dill dive then, so she had not yet cometo live at Iving.

They put up a arugtic inn for the night. The sun was gill shining rosy gold over the horizon, but they
stopped anyway, because the baby was fussy. Augustin had gone to speak with the innkeeper, and
Constanz had retired to the room with her son, but Amiranth was restless and soon persuaded her
nursemaid to take awalk with her outside.

Thear wasfresh and clean. Most of thetrees till held their autumn leaves, and when they caught the
breeze, sunlight made them wink at her in flashes of scarlet and orange. Amiranth was lifting her skirtsas
she stepped carefully over a puddie of mud when the commotion began in the courtyard.

Riders, five of them, with foaming horses and thundering hooves, splashing past Amiranth and her Sartled
nurse with nary alook.

But Amiranth had been looking. He wasthere, in the middle of them. His hair was|onger now,
windblown and mussed. He was speckled with mud and laughing at something one of the others had
said. Hisface was angled away from her. He did not see her.

Amiranth had felt time stop again, every bit of her fixed on him. Theway hishands held thereinsto his
steed, his glovestaut over hisknuckles. The ruddy flush across his cheekbones, darkening his swarthy
skin. Eventhefaint curl to hislips, still suggesting something beyond his laughter, something bright and

compelling inthe black of hiseyes.

No, hedid not see her at al. He and his group dismounted in the courtyard and barged their way into the
inn, shouting for the innkeeper, trampling mud everywhere.

The stableboys who had come out to take control of the mounts exchanged sour words, and her nurse
was saizing Amiranth by the arm with scandaized exclamations, pushing her back insdeto their private
chamber, away from the rowdiness of his crowd.

That night, with acasudly ddiberate inquiry over supper, Amiranth discovered hisname: Tristan Geraint.
Middle son of the Earl of Haverlocke.

Wild and impetuous, Augustin had pronounced, dicing firmly into his mutton. An uncontrollable youth, the
despair of hisfather. No good at all.

Tristan, Amiranth thought, closing her eyes, savoring the sound of it. She didn’t even mind that he had
splashed mud Al over her new gown.

There came other times as she grew older, al of them brief, and dl of them within the confines of the



London court. She would sometimes see him drinking or talking, and worshiped him from asilent
distance. On very good days she might pass him in ahalway with hisfriends, aswan amid acrowd of
peacocks. If only she might reach out her hand, just abit, she could brush againgt him, pretend it was an
accident...but oh, she did not dare.

Hewas rarely without companions, yet it seemed to her that Tristan Geraint was always alone. It wasthe
way he held himsdlf, perhaps, that suggested restraint, or caution, or mayhap something darker. She
could not say what. Y et even as he would smile and gesture and game with his peers, part of him looked
aways separate from the moment, nearly doof. The corners of his mouth, so sensua and fine, held him
back just enough.

Amiranth imagined that she done could perceive this aspect of him, that somehow she held the magic key
to knowing him, the secret to reveding his hidden heart. That only she, in fact, could banish that loneliness
about him.

It was her destiny.

He never saw her. No matter how hard she prayed, Tristan never even glanced at her, save when she
was in some mass of people, and even then, only in passing. And she, for dl her certainty of him, never
quite gathered up the courage to speak to him first.

And so Amiranth watched him from afar and dreamed and planned and practiced kissing the back of her
hand, imagining how he might do it, were they ever introduced.

They were not. But it did not stop her from dreaming.

One year, something bad happened. No one would speak of it openly, but she knew that his parents had
died of anillness, and then, very soon after, hisolder brother waskilled in ahunt. There were rumors
about him now, unpleasant things. His younger brother was whisked away to the countryside by a distant
branch of the family; some said it was to spare him the sickness. . . others muttered of more dire
circumstances. Shefelt deeply for Tristan. Her own parents had died in an accident when she was but
three. Her love was now an orphan, just as she and Lily were. Amiranth knew very well how it felt to be
orphaned.

Shedid not see Tristan again for avery long time,

And then, by sheer luck—or asaresult of al that prayer—she wasin London for hisknighting
ceremony.

It wasto bearegd, stuffy affair, the bestowing of knighthood upon agroup of the most noble and
worthy of young men; it happened every year, exactly the same. Heated chamber. Perfumed air. Adults
invivid colors, speaking in whispers above her head. The quiet, rumbling voice of the king, too distant to
hear well.

Augustin dways had seats assigned near the back of the crowded hall. Despite their exemplary
bloodlines, the taxes from their estate were never enough to grant anything closer.

Amiranth sat there, bored and fitful, unable to even see beyond the massively plumed hat of themanin
front of her, when the squires began their procession down the wakway.

Out of habit she searched for Tristan, and when he passed by, she dmost could not believe it wastrue.
She stood in place, prompting Constanz to press arestraining hand upon her arm, but Amiranth was
staring at the retreating back of Tristan’s head, so familiar and dear she wanted to cry out agreeting to



him.

Constanz pulled her back down to her seat, scolding softly. Amiranth only nodded as her mind whirled
with possihilities. Sheleaned back in her chair, fanning hersaf now with one hand, murmuring an excuse.
Her sster-in-law leaned in closer, frowning; Amiranth dumped down more, trying to look faint. Her heart
was pounding with excitement, and the room was very warm. It was not difficult to feignillness.

When Congtanz dismissed her, Amiranth quickly moved away, pretending to look for an attendant. Once
out of sight, she managed to dip into the crowd standing along the walls, using the people to hide her.
She knew that even if Augustin had seen where she went, he could not call out for her, not during such a
gregt ceremony.

Amiranth ducked and weaved through the assembly nearly unnoticed, and contented hersalf with a spot
not too far from the king' s dais, tucked discreetly behind the velvet robes of some royd adviser.

Hewas here! Her beloved, at last, approaching King Edward. And now she was close enough to see
Tristan’ s profile as he bent his head before the king. Close enough to see his hands, loose a hissidesas
he knelt, tanned and eegant, and to be blinded by the quick gleam of Edward' s sword asit cut through
the stained-glass sunlight to rest upon Tristan's shoulders. Close enough to see hisglossy black hair,
longer than ever, the ends till curling past the leather strand he had used to tie it back.

Close enough to see hislowered eyes, hislashes|long and dark againgt his skin, his expression reverent
asthe king spoke his name.

Her heart filled then, brimming with emotions she could not name or explain. Pride, joy, adoration, even
pain. The sunlight fell acrossthe splendid colors of the chamber and Amiranth felt it swim amid her tears,
sending everything around her into ablur, only the shape of Tristan steady before her.

She had daydreamed of that moment ever since, seeing him, fedling that sharp dation suffuse her at just
the memory of it.

And that had been the last time she had seen him, one year ago.
Until today—her wedding day.

“Stand up straight!” Constanz’ sfingers pinched Amiranth at the shoulders, forceful. *Y ou look the very
kitchen wench when you douch s0.”

“Yes, Condanz.”

Even her agter-in-law could not bother her. Not this morning, only hours from having her degpest, most
delicious dreams manifest. He was coming for her even now. Tristan would be here at Iving Castle soon,
and they would wed, and she would be the happiest woman ever to live.

So Amiranth stood patiently next to Lily in the chamber they shared, both of them listening with carefully
averted eyesto this series of |ast-minute admonitions. She did not dare to look over at her cousin. They
would both laugh, and spoil the scold.

Congtanz stood with her hands on her hips, surveying Amiranth up and down. The lines from her noseto
her mouth turned deep.

“They will be here very soon. Do not disgrace us, Amiranth.”

“1 won't, Constanz.”



“Indeed you won't! Y ou know how much this means, child. Y our brother has worked very hard to
arrange this betrothd. Do nothing to jeopardizeit.”

“Yes, Condanz.”

“And stay herein your chamber until you are summoned. | won't have you destroying your gown by
tearing about the way you do. I’ ve spent far too much time oniit.”

“I will, Congtanz.”
“Y our cousin may keep you company. Be ready when you are caled.”
“Yes, Congtanz.”

Her sgter-in-law waited amoment longer, scorching her with her stare, then gave a short nod and swept
from the room. The door opened; for abrief moment a chorus of outside noises blared into the
chamber—shouts and commands, the random furor of conversations, al frantic preparationsfor Tristan's
entourage, the wedding feast to come.

Amiranth and Lily watched Constanz go, looking at each other only when the |atch to the door clicked
shut. Lily gaveadight amile.

“Sheisworried for you,” she said, al gentle goodness.

“Sheisworried for her coffers,” Amiranth replied, but then smiled back to take the sting out of her
words. “It would not do to have the Earl of Haverlocke withdraw the sum he has promised for the
digtinction of my hand.”

“Itisadidinction.” Lily was defensve of her, asaways. “Heisfortunate to have you!”
“Let us hope he thinks the same once he seesme.”

“Of coursehewill. You look lovely,” Lily said now, amost effective distraction.

“Do you think s0?” Amiranth could not keep the edge of trepidation from her voice.

The betrotha had been arranged sight unseen, the result of nearly ayear of offers and counteroffers,
|etters exchanged, the approval of the king sought and granted, the final agreement sealed. It had not hurt
that Amiranth had pushed, as carefully and subtly as she could manage, for the arrangement. That when
the first astonishing query came from Haverlocke, she had managed to smile and nod to her brother, and
say—quite sedatel y—why, no, she would not regject his suit out of hand.

Augustin, who fretted congtantly over hislack of funds, had pounced upon her agreement, the gleam of
goldin hiseyesdl toovisble.

Like al noble marriages, it wasto be an even exchange. Hiswedlth, her breeding. Y &, for dl the Earl of
Haverlocke knew, he had never before even glimpsed his future bride. They were to meet formaly this
afternoon—findly, at last.

Out of habit Amiranth glanced at the closed haf of the glass window of her room, trying to make out her
reflection against the sky. All she could see were bits of hersdlf: the Silvery sheen of her hair, swept back;
large, dark eyes; agown of blue that shone with trimming. She could not tell if shelooked well inthe
gown. She could not tell if her cheekswere flushed or pale, or if the color of blue became her, or if the
elaborate gold girdle at her waist added to her plumpness as shefeared....



She wanted to belovely, desperately so. At least for today, she wanted to dazzle, to smile and strike
envy into the hearts of al the other maidens. Today wasto be her wedding day, and Amiranth fervently
wanted Tristan to see her, truly see her, the way she had seen him dl thistime. She wanted so much to
impresshim.

What she would have given to have the looks of her older cousin—swest Lily, without an envious
thought in her, so stunning that grown men had been known to walk into wallsfor staring a her so hard.
Even with their coloring so Smilar, Amiranth felt as different from her asacod was from amermaid.

Lily had assured her more than once how closely they resembled each other; how, when she had been
Amiranth’ sage, her face had just the same roundness, her hair the same bright, unruly curl—even the
same dimple when she smiled.

Lily was only attempting to lift her spirits, Amiranth understood that. It wastypica of her generosity, to
try to offer alittle hope to her admiring cousin. But Amiranth had no illusions about her face or her figure.

All her life she had been plain. Just today, she prayed. That’s all | ask. Just today, let me shine.

Sheturned away from the glass, drawing aheavy breath to test the restraint of this new gown, the ties of
the girdle. Shekicked up onefoot, and folds of roya blue fluttered in place, falling back against her with

rippling Sghs.
Lily said softly, “You are asfair abride asever could be.”

Amiranth laughed alittlein spite of her nervousness. “Now | know you' rewrong. The fairest bride ever
to bewill be you.”

“If | ever wed—and | certainly don’'t know who would want awife with no name or fortune to speak
of—I would be ddighted to look half as radiant asyou right now.”

“Youwill wed, wait and see,” Amiranth said. “To aprince, | am sureof it! | shal kissyou on your
wedding morning and laugh and remind you of this moment.”

And Lily, with her breathtaking beauty and her loving heart, only smiled again &t this, modest and tender.
“Areyou anxious?’
“Ya”

“I would be, aswell.” Lily cameforward, taking her hands. “ So let us not think of it. What shall we do to
pass the time until he comes? Do you wish to Sng? To sew?’

Amiranth gazed around the room that had aways been hers, and then hersand Lily’s. It was as safe and
familiar to her as could be, had remained exactly the same for asfar back as she could remember:

A large bed, carved wood and ornate cloth, gold and red and green. Thick rugs across the stone floors,
tasseled and brightly colored. Cupboards and chests, furs and woolen blankets. A hearth of date; the
window of leaded glass, haf open to show the sky. Tapestries draped againgt two walls, dowly swelling
and faling with the breeze—scenes of castles, and deer and streams, and crowned queens out hunting on
aprocession of white horses.

Shehad lived here dl her life. But soon she would reside in anew set of rooms, onesfit for acountess.
Oneswhere he would cometo her, and smile at her, and call her wife.



“I"dliketo just wait for him, if you don’t mind,” Amiranth heard hersdf say. “Yes. I'll wait.”

“Then | shal wait with you,” replied Lily in her cam voice, and together they crossed to the window and
looked out upon the unclouded day.

T HEY WERE LATE. VERY LATE. THE SUN WASWELL PAST itszenith and theriding party till had not
been spotted.

Asthe hours passed without sign of them, Amiranth felt adow sinking in her heart, her hopesfading.

Perhaps Tristan would not come. Perhaps he had never meant to marry her. Perhaps it was naught but a
mistake, or someterrible jest, to wed the most handsome man in the kingdom to the drabbest maiden.
Perhaps he had found some other noble, desperate family with an digible young girl, one that would take
alesser settlement than the rather immense amount Augustin had demanded.

Perhaps he had decided that he did not need to wed at al, that linking one of England’ s oldest and most
honored houses to his own—for any sum—was smply not worth the price.

A mild breeze wound around her, soft againgt her skin, and with it arrived the most awful thought of all,
onethat sent atremor of panic through her:

Perhaps Tristan Geraint actudly had seen her before, and noticed her. Perhaps he did not come because
he knew her face, the sturdy dumpinessthat had marked her al her life, common features, common wit,
cOmmon, common, CoMMmMorn—

But then the scout sounded his horn. Shelooked up, a hand to her throat. Lily was beaming &t her, bright
asadar, and Amiranth could only beam back, so happy and relieved shefelt her eyestear up.

“There” Lily was saying, patting her on the shoulder, “I told you, love, he would come...I told you....”

At the farthest edge of the horizon came asmudge of darkness againgt the ample forest—aline of riders,
bannersflying. There were not many, Amiranth thought, squinting to make them out. Somehow she had
expected more of them, though she could not say why. Perhaps it was because he had always seemed to
have so many friendsin London. But approaching ving now was amere handful of men, al in hiscolors,
crimson and Slver.

Shetried to pick him out from the group and could not—again came that flutter of panic. He had not
come. Thiswas no wedding party at dl, but merely amessenger and outriders sent to withdraw from the
agreement. Sweet heavens. How could she bear it?

“I think | seehim,” said Lily now, interrupting her thoughts. She pointed, taking care not to reach past the
frame of the window and be noticed. “ At the lead, Amiranth. Surely that’shim?’

Amiranth leaned forward, holding her breath.

The lead rider wore no helmet, no protection of any kind that she could see, not even the hauberk of the
others. Asthey gpproached the outer walls of 1ving, he lifted his head, surveying the castle.



“Itis” Her breath released; she leaned back against the cool stonewall, closeto laughing. “He came!”

Onceingdethe bailey the group was no longer visible from thewindow. Therewasarisein the noise
beyond the door, from the great hal below. Amiranth closed her eyes, trying to envison what was
happening. Was heinsde yet? Had Augustin greeted him yet, and welcomed him in? Was he even now
looking for her, perhaps?

Shefdt Lily place her hand on her shoulder again.

“Shall | go down and take alook?’

Amiranth opened her eyes, giving her cousn agrateful glance.
“Would you?’

“I'm so terribly thirsty, aren’t you?” Lily asked, tranquil. “ And we don't wish to disturb the preparations
for the party. I'll just go and seeif | can find something for usto drink.”

And with another smile, thisonejust as benign asdl her rest, Lily left the room, carefully alowing the
door to remain open behind her by just adiver.

S—|E COULD NOT WAIT FOR NEWS.

Amiranth tried. She did. But there was so much going on, and dl of it involved her, and she could see
none of it.

He was down there, somewhere! He was walking the halls—her hallsl—and gazing at the roomsand
talking to her brother. He was stepping where she had stepped a thousand times over. Hewas seeing all
that she had seen, and hearing what she could hear.

She had to see him. She could not wait.

Her halway was deserted. Even though the day outside was bright, the interior of the keep remained
shrouded in cool shadows. Torches along the walls gave periodic relief from the dark, enough for
Amiranth to confirm that she was aone.

Augustin’s solar overlooked the great hal, where everyone would be. From there she would have an
excdlent view.

No one saw her; the solar was as empty as the halway. She crept toward the balcony at the end of the
room, staying in the shadows as much as she could manage. Theties of her girdle caught thefaint light in
golden glints, but there was nothing she could do about that. Redlly, she only wanted one smdll look. That
was all. Shewould be done and gone before anyone noticed.. ..

The solar balcony was compaosed of blue stone and pillars, impressive, tall archesthat ran from one end
of thewadll to the other. Amiranth turned sidewaysto fit behind one of the thick columns, then peered
around the curve of it to watch the scene below.



People everywhere. Taking, laughing, shouting. She found Augustin first, because he enjoyed standing
out—tall and blond, dressed elaborately today, hisfinest tunic and hose, aheavy chain of gold and
colored gemsringing his shoulders. He stood near the dai's, speaking to his steward, who kept nodding
and glancing to his|eft.

Amiranth followed the seward’ s gaze.

The Earl of Haverlocke stood apart from the confusion, arms crossed over his chest, looking vaguely
unhappy about something. A group of his men surrounded himin ahalf circle, spesking to one another,
eyesfixed upon the commotion of the hal. More of them mingled about, afew aready drinking. But
Amiranth was focused on the man she would soon join in marriage.

He wore no beard, and she could not help but be glad about that—to see the clean dant of hisjaw, the
true shape of hislips. It made him look younger than he was, perhaps, but she liked that about him. What
good fortune that she was not to wed a man twice her age, as had happened to so many girls she knew.
What wonderful, wonderful fortune instead to wed the one she adored.

He was s0 handsome. Even now, standing rel axed with hisweight on one foot, with his distant gaze and
reserved manner, he was clearly superior to every other man in the hall. He remained rare and fine to her,
exquistey maein his crimson tunic with Slver, the dight curl to hislips subdued.

Without warning he looked up, straight & her. Amiranth froze.
He can't see me. He can't.

But it seemed that he could. Tristan’ sface remained very serious, his dark eyes shuttered. He showed no
surprise at what he saw, nor did helook away. Instead he gave avery smal frown, still staring. Amiranth
felt completely exposed, even pressed back into the shadows.

Shewas safe. There was no way he could pick her out from the row of pillars; the solar was very high,
and darkness curved and arched around her. But shefelt aflush begin crawling up her neck anyway,
caught in her childish game of spying on him.

She stayed where she was amoment longer, partly to test her bravery, partly because she feared to sir,
and alow the movement to reved her. Heredly did seem to be staring right into her eyes, even from this
distance. It was a strange moment, growing stranger as Tristan maintained his stare, penetrating.

Amiranth felt her flush turn warmer, dizzying, and even the sone againgt her body was not enough to cool
her. Tristan’ s gaze was keen and knowing, relentless. Shefelt connected to him, their eyeslocked
together, and in thislong, tense interlude Amiranth felt anew emotion growing in her, something beyond
her wild anticipation of their marriage. For some reason, what she fdlt right now was. .. apprehension.

He was s0 serious. Formidable. She was completely vulnerableto him, held in placein her brother’s
solar, fixed by the severity of this man she wasto wed.

Someone wa ked up to speak with him and he turned away, releasing her without another |ook.

Amiranth scrambled back, heart racing, a metdlic taste in her mouth. When she was safe in the ha lway
again sheraised ahand to her lips, trembling.

Her fingertips came away dabbed red with blood. She had bitten her lip that hard to fight his spell.



T HEY MET OVER DINNER, A QUICK MEAL BEFORE THE ceremony.

Augustin drew her close, hisarm heavy around her shoulders, and introduced her in hearty tones.

Tristan Geraint, love of her life, took her hand and bowed over it. Hislips came nowhere near enough for
akiss.

“1 am honored,” he said in abored voice. He dropped her hand, and looked away from her again.

I N THE FINAL HOUR BEFORE THE WEDDING, AMIRANTH sat donein her chamber, staring a the mantle
of cloth she held to her Iap, worrying at the cut on her lip with her tongue.

Should shedo it? Would helikeit?

She had |abored many an hour upon the design, meticuloudy stitching it together: Tristan’ sfamily colors
and hers, chevron patterns of crimson and indigo bluein dternating folds, velvets and satins, white ermine
lining the hood. It had taken many monthsto complete. In fact, she had finished it only afew days ago.
She had begun it on the very day Augustin had told her of Tristan’smissive of proposd, her dreams at
last coming true.

When it was done, she had thought the mantle truly worthy of royaty. How pleased Tristan would be to
see her thoughtful effortsfor him, to note how gracefully she had combined their two housesin this
design. Sheimagined him proudly wearing it asthey rode back to his castle, how the wind would catch it
and let the colorsflare behind him, tribute to his eegance.

But now, gazing at the bunched materid on her 1ap, Amiranth wasfilled with doubts. Perhaps her work
wastoo clumsy. Or shewould look too eager, to present it to him now, like a pet begging for approval.
She had meant to giveit to him later tonight, or tomorrow. After they were wed.

But something in her urged her to reach him before the wedding. It felt like a peace offering, athough she
certainly could not say why she needed to broker peace with him.

Y et he had been so quiet at the dinner. He had not even met her eyes.

Y es, Amiranth decided, standing. She would giveit to him now, in thisfragment of time before their
union, and tell him how pleased—how very happy—she wasto be marrying him. Shewould let him
know, in no uncertain terms, that she did not begrudge this arrangement. That it did not matter to her in
the dightest that he was paying for her good name, to blunt the rumorsthat surrounded him. That he did
not love her...yet.

Indeed, given the chance, she would tell him she had never believed any of the rumors anyway.
He could not be amurderer. Not her love.

Lily was downgtairs, consulting with Constanz about the final detailsin the chapd. At any second



Amiranth would be surrounded by women cometo atend her. If she did not leave now, it would not
happen.

Carefully she draped the mantle over her arm and I eft her chamber.

The Earl of Haverlocke would be housed in the finest of the guest quarters of 1ving; Augustin would not
put him anywhere e se. It was aseries of chambers not so very far from her own, ones that opened out
into the larger of Iving' stwo enclosed gardens. At thistime of year the garden was at its prime, with
masses of blooming flowersthat perfumed the air. Today it would be colorful and impressively lush, and
Augustinknew it.

Tristan was not in hisroom. The squire there scowled at her, startled to see her as he answered the door,
and took a good long moment before bowing to her. At her inquiry he claimed not to know where the
earl might have gone.

Amiranth clenched her teeth and gave astrained amile, asking again if he was quite certain he did not
know, did not have any ideawhere the earl might be, because her brother, the Earl of Iving, desired to
seehim....

The squire scowled again and rubbed his forehead, looking uneasy. At last he conceded that he thought
the Earl of Haverlocke might have gone to the garden, and offered to look for her.

“No, thank you,” Amiranth replied, and turned smartly away. She did not quite dare to sweep past him
into Tristan’ sroom. Besides, there was another access to this garden, through one of the main hallways.

The sun was lowering now, not quite dusk but nearly. As she stepped outside the light grew soft all
around her, throwing purpled shadows across the grass and trees. She listened but at first heard nothing
beyond the gentle splashing of the fountain Constanz had ingtalled afew years ago. Birds sang, low and
swest; leaves rustled. There was peacein every corner.

“...nervous?’
A man’'svoice, not Tristan. Amiranth hesitated, looking around her, still seeing no one.
“Hardly.” Thiswas Tristan. She recognized his honeyed toneingtantly. “1 merdly want it to be done with.”

There was a pause, more leaves rustling nearby. Something moved behind amass of tamed shrubbery
directly ahead of her, great bushes cut into fanciful shapes. The men werein the heart of the garden there,
Amiranth redlized, hidden behind the thick brambles. They could not know she was near. She stared
down at her feet, feding awkward. Perhaps she should go.

“Mayhap it won't be as bad as you fear,” said the unknown man.

Tristan laughed, sardonic. “Mayhap.”

The other man lowered hisvoice. “Y ou know what the king said, Tristan.”
“I'm not likely to forget. ‘Marry well, Haverlocke, and marry soon.””
“Edward has strong ideas about the redeeming vaue of marriage.”

“Aye. Hewas even so kind asto give me alist of acceptable families. Thiswas the first one’—another
laugh, bitter—*the only oneto respond. And there you haveit.”

“ltisawise course, to wed.”



“Indeed. I’m nestly trussed and dressed, ready to be served unto that blessed state.”
“Y ou makeit sound like prison.”

“lan’'tit?’” Tristan’svoice came suddenly closer to her, behind a bush shaped as afat rabbit. Amiranth
looked up, but she was unable to move otherwise. She could nearly make out hisfigure behind the
leaves, the shape of aman againgt the green. “ The king handed me an ultimatum. If | wishtoremainin his
circle, | must obey. So, | obey.”

Leave, Amiranth thought. Leave. Don’'t hear this.

“Everyone marries, Trigtan.”

Sheheard himsigh. “Aye. | suppose.”

“Wadl, what did you expect?’

“I don’'t know. Something. . .different.”

The other man chuckled. “Different? How?’

“Better.”

“Love?’ suggested the other, now sounding perfectly serious.

Amiranth bit her sorelip, waiting for Trigan’ sanswer, her fingerstightening over the mantle.

“No,” hefindly said. “ Of course not. How could there be love? WEe ve never even met before. But at
leest—familiarity. Companionship.”

“Thosethingswill come.”

“Ligentoyou,” Tristan grumbled. “Asif you know aught of it.”

Hisfriend laughed. “I’ ve stolen love sfair favor more than once, I'd say!”

“Aye, but | wasn't thinking of your sort of love. | meant—"

“Oh ho! Soyou do want lovel”

Tristan’ sreply was exasperated. “Not at dl. I'm not anidiot. All | wanted was—a choice, at least!”

Silence followed this. The two figures stood motionless behind the bushes, each apparently lostin
thought. Amiranth remained focused on Tristan, her thoughts racing.

He wanted love—he had nearly said it, he wanted love, her love! It was perfect—she did love him, she
had always loved him, and now &l she had to do wastell him so—

“All I mean,” said Tristan suddenly, “isthat I'm marrying her because | must. Sheismarrying me
because she must. | assure you, she's not becoming the Countess of Haverlocke because she loves me.
Thisisbusness, that'sal.”

“How very cold of you.”

“I'm certain she'sapragmatic girl. She won't have any illusons about it.”



“Doyou?
He sighed again. “Not any longer.”

Another silence, unbearable. She had to do something, say something. Amiranth lifted her chin and took
adeep breath, ready to pretend she had just arrived, when the other man moved, tossing up his hands.

“Oh, cheer up, my lord. Shelooked presentable to me.”

“Shelsaplainlittledamsd,” responded Tristan, in hisgorgeousvoice. “Shé'll lead aplainlittlelife
somewhere away from me, I’'m certain. That’ stheway of things.”

Amiranth grew cold—ingantly, horribly, likeicein her veins.
“Cynicd,” noted the other man.

“Honest. Did you redly think I could bring her with usto France? She'slike these pampered English
blossoms, my friend, coddled and spoiled. She' d wilt in asennight. I’ m off to war. She' sgot no place
withme”

Amusement threaded the other voice. “Y our wife has no place with you?’
She could amost make out Tristan’ sshrug. “1'll be back. Someday.”

Go, Amiranth thought. One foot at a time. Start with the left. Go.
“What if she wishes to accompany you? She seemed quite smitten.”

“I'll take her asfar as Safere. It' sontheway.” Tristan sighed once more, the sound of it frustrated.
“Well cdl it awedding trip.”

She heard the pop of acork coming free from abottle, the shdlow clinking of ringsagaing glass. The
friend spoke again.

“Too bad it'snot her cousin. Did you gain alook at her?’

“Cousin?’

“Theattractive one. Irisor Lily, something like that. Fair hair, hazel eyes. Sightly older. Poor relation, |
heard. Some distant kin.”

“Aye, | saw her.” Another pause. “Pity. | suppose we know where the beauty of the family resides”

Amiranth moved her left foot, and then her right. She turned and retreated from the garden as silently as
she had entered it.

T HE WEDDING WAS SPLENDID, JUST AS SHE HAD ALWAY S dreamed it would be. The castle chapel

wasilluminated to a brilliant glow by dozens of white candles, set dl about in ornate iron braces. People
crammed the pews, the aides, everyone watching, smiling, happy. Her family stood nearby, resplendent



inther very best clothing. Augustin, Congtanz, Lily, even little Emile, staring up a her with wide eyes, his
thumb in hismouth.

It was amost exceptiona gathering. Sumptuous—because the Earl of Haverlocke was one of the
wesdlthiest men in the kingdom—and impeccably royal—because her own family had ties of blood to the
king himsdf.

It was awedding worthy of aprincess. Even Amiranth’ s gown incited awe, pearls and gold and rich blue
velvet, aprecious circlet of garnets and sapphires across her forehead.

And when her groom repegted hisvows, just dightly unsteady on hisfeet, he was near enough that only
Amiranth could smell the wine on his breath. Only Amiranth could see the rednessin hiseyesashe
blinked and swayed, and held the look of aman who was not fully certain of what was taking place
around him.

S—|EWAITED FORHIM IN THE FINE CURTAINED BED of the guest chamber, watching the candlesin front

of her gradudly flicker lower and lower, wax faling away in weeping streams to harden in pools around
the base of the candelabra.

A shiver took her; Amiranth was cold, completely undressed in abed for thefirgt timein her life. It felt
odd and painfully defensaess, her bare skin againgt the sheets. Sheredly didn't likeit at all. But she
knew that soon Tristan would come, and it was expected that she would greet himin this
state—Congtanz had told her so. She had gone on to mention other things, strange and disturbingly
vague, tdling Amiranth that she must submit to her husband, and alow him to do things to her no maiter
how much it hurt. Thelook on her face alone had set a seed of terror deep in Amiranth’ s somach.

She kept the covers up to her shoulders now, but they did little to ward away the chill that permested the
room.

The sounds of thefeast in the great hall remained undimmed, hours after her discreet departure. From her
position in the bed—half hidden behind the curtains—she could not actually see the door to the chamber,
but she could hear very well the noises beyond it. The festivities gppeared nowhere near ending.

At the wedding feast they had eaten beside each other, she and her new husband. They had shared food,
and agoblet of wine—though Tristan had drunk most of that. His fingers had brushed hers only once,
very lightly, asif he could not bear her touch.

Amiranth had smiled and replied to dl the good wishesin the happiest tone she could manage. Tristan
had merely nodded occasiondly, looking around for more wine.

With the quiet urging of Constanz she had retired here to his chamber, fussed over by a series of women
who undressed her, and perfumed her, and combed out her hair. Lily had held her hand, very tightly, and
then kissed her on the cheek before leaving with everyone else.

That had been four candles ago. There were il threeleft burning on the candel abra, but their flames
were turning adull yellow. They would die out very soon.



Amiranth watched them, concentrating on them and nothing e se—certainly not the sound of masculine
laughter that gtill rang from the great hall—until her eyes burned so much she had to close them, dipping
lower and lower into the bed....

The sharp crack of the door damming open startled her awake. She sat up abruptly, gasping. Theroom
was nearly dark—one lone candle remained lit, the flame of it swaying with the draft.

Voices at the doorway; Amiranth shrank back into the depths of the pillows, clutching coverings around
her, panicked that he had brought others with him. What should she do? She was undressed, alone—if
he brought them in farther they would al see her, and they would laugh at her, looking so silly here
waiting for himinbed, the plain little bride—

But she heard Trigtan telling them to leave now, and—thank the Lord!'—they did, shouting out things that
made no sense to her, their words choked with laughter. The door closed again.

She heard him move around the room, stumble into something and mutter a curse, then move on. He
seemed to be taking an amazingly long timeto cometo her.

Amiranth gave asmall cough, in case he did not redlize where she was. Then hewasthere, adip inthe
meattress, Sitting on the edge of the bed, his back to her. He dropped his head down into his hands. She
heard alow moan.

Shewalited for him to turn, to say something to her, or at least to look upon her, but he did not.

Hewas drunk. He found their marriage so unbearable that he had abandoned any notion of public dignity
and immersed himself inwine. And now his head hurt.

Good, shethought, sitting up straighter. He deservesit.
Another moan came from him, degp and miserable.

The single flame beyond them wavered and dipped. It creasted shadowsin his hair, faint glossness across
the ebony of it. Hisfingers, threaded through the mess of hislocks, werelong and refined, the tan of his
skin looking now close to golden brown.

In spite of hersdf Amiranth felt acurl of sympathy for him. Thiswas till her Tristan here before her,
weary and unwell. It was not hisfault that she did not apped to him; he was merely aman. Naturally he
would be disappointed in her appearance. Naturally he would compare her to other women—to
Lily—and find her lacking.

He could not know her secret heart, or her thoughts. He could not know how she had hoped for him,
had cherished hisface each night in her dreams. He was the man she had loved for ages, though he could
not know that, either. Tonight really changed none of that, no matter if shewished it to or not.

Amiranth reached out a hand to him, placing it on hisarm.
“Would you like some water?’
“No. Thank you.”

Shetook her hand away. Tristan didn’t move. He didn’t do anything else, in fact, for avery long
while—long enough for the last remaining candlefindly to extinguish, the flame sputtering out in atwist of
smoke.



Thin moonlight was dl thet lit the room now, spilling in from the open windows that faced the garden. It
hid hisface as he turned toward her, shifting suddenly, much swifter than she had thought he could be,
slent now, adark shape against the dark.

She felt him loom up closeto her, hishands at her shoulders, pressing her back into the bed, and then he
was over her, ill fully clothed, pushing aside the coverings between them, his breath arush againgt her
neck, hisform covering hers.

Amiranth let out some small noise of protest, but he seemed not to hear. Shefelt hishair against her
cheek, slken. Histunic, the materid of it warm againg her, solid heat from hisbody. His hands, diding
from her shoulders down the curves of her, his palms againgt her bare skin—and it was happening so
fadt, dl of it so fast, she did not have time to understand it, what he meant to do to her.

The seed of fear from before grew suddenly stronger in her, shortening her breath, and when Tristan bit
her earlobe she jerked againgt him, tiff. But then he paused, perhapstaking in her faint trembling. When
he nuzzled her there again shefelt him kiss her: alight kiss, hislipsbardly there, like awhisper but better,
morethrilling. It silled her ashe did it over, histongue againgt her skin, amazing. He tasted her while his
hands till moved, fedling her, touching her in placesthat sent very singular sensations rippling through her.

What was happening? He seemed to know her body better than she did, caressing her in away that
should have sent her scrambling for modesty..... but instead Amiranth found herself archinginto him,
closing her eyes. He moved again, was now kissing her throat, her face, her mouth—harder, more
intense. When he spoke againgt her lipsit was dreamy, the opposite of histouch.

“ Soft, soft....you're so soft....”

Her hands were diding up around the width of his shoulders, tracing hisform benegath the tunic. Past the
weight of him she was beginning to fed something new, something amost fine—the way he was moving
againgt her, between her legs, abudding warmth. Even the pressure of his kiss became nicer, heet and
urgency, theway he teased the shape of her lipswith histongue.

It was gtartling and strange. It was so—agreeable.

Hesitant, she framed hisface with her hands, kissng him back, and he grew still over her, dlowing her
careful inquiry of him. She knew hislips, the contours of his cheekbones, every aspect of hisfeatures.
How ddlightful, to brush her mouth across him, to fed so intimately what she had only seen dl these
years. How exciting, to note the faint roughness of his cheek, his new beard already growing in—to
inhae the scent of him benesth the wine, to stroke his hair as he stroked hers. How incredible, that she
could do these thingsto Tristan Geraint, her hushand—

He moved swiftly again, rising between them, and Amiranth let her handsfal away, puzzled. Hewas
fumbling now, adjusting histunic, hishose. When helay atop her once more there was something new
between them, something hot and rigid...and then it was no longer between them but againgt her,
pressng dowly and astonishingly insde of her, unyidding.

Her pleasure of before ingtantly vanished. What he was doing now hurt—so much that she gasped aloud,
unableto stifleit. But instead of stopping, Tristan took a deep breath and then pushed againgt her, quick
and hard.

The pain exploded within her. Amiranth barely managed to cover her mouth with her hand to stop the
cry—what was happening, oh God, was hekilling her?

He kept moving in that sharply painful place, stretched over her, their bodies connected in away she



never could haveimagined. The hurt of it dowly began to lessen, but the shock still numbed her; tears
streamed down her face, hot againgt the cold night.

Tristan’ s breathing was ragged, rough. He kissed away the tears, still moving, hisfacelost and dimto
her.

His rhythm changed, dowed. .. he tensed above her—pausing at last—and with onefind, long groan
collapsed across her, limp.

Amiranth lay very still now, weeping slently even though the pain was mostly gone, her hand tight over
her mouth. Tristan’s bresthing began to lengthen, become more regular. It sounded dmost asif he might
be...fdling adeep.

Please, yes! Let it be over!
He dtirred findly, lifting hishead. Shefdt hislips againgt her cheek, another kiss, warm.
“Don’t cry, sweetheart. I'm sorry. Don't cry.”

Shetook her hand away, fighting for control as he kissed her once more and then pulled away from her,
leaving behind astinging ache in the part of her he had invaded. The night air seemed clammy now,
disma. Her body throbbed with grief.

Trigtan rolled away, taking the covers with him. He muttered something unintelligible, nestling deeper into
the mattress. Then he said it again.

“Loveyou.”

Her breath caught in her chest, mid-sob. Amiranth sniffed, looking over at him, flat on his back now
across the bed, coverstangled across him. His eyes were closed. He looked very peaceful.

She wiped away the wetness on her cheeks, then leaned up on one elbow to see him better.
“Wheat did you say?’" she asked, hushed.

Tristan yawned, rolling over once more, giving her his back.

“Loveyou,” he mumbled again, hiswords durred with deep. “1 love you, sweet Bess.”

And then he began to snore.

Chapter Two

Safere Manor

1349



T HEY ATE IN STIFLED SILENCE IN A DARKENED, EMPTY room, sested at animmensaly ugly table Tristan
hazily recadled from hisyouth here.

The golden-haired maiden kept her eyes downcast, serving him and then herself from the meager dishes
before them, al vegetables—spiced, broiled, boiled or stewed.

She had prepared them herself, apparently. He had seen no one else around to do it for her.

After their meeting in the garden she had led him back inside the manor, watching him warily, till silent.
Tristan had followed her because he could not think of what else to do.

Amiranth was dead. He had come dll thisway for naught.

The handmaiden had turned to him once in the great room and bidden him to Sit, in an attractive, husky
voice. Some old habit had him choose the chair at the head of the table; he saw her noticeit.

“Who areyou?’ he asked of her a last, when dl she did was stand in front of him, pinning him in place
with that somber stare of hers.

Now that they were insde the manor he could see that hisinitia estimate of her beauty had been quite
accurate. Shewas lovely in away that teased the back of his mind for some reason, younger than he, but
not too much so. An exquisite face, nearly too perfect to be true. But for the colors of her sheredly
could have been amarble statue, an ode to some artist’ sworship of Venus, mayhap.

Her hair remained that wonderful hue evenin thislight, like gold darkly polished, very long, curling at the
ends. Her eyeswere not blue, as he had expected, but arich brown, a startling contrast to her blondness.
The depths of them glowed with some emotion Tristan could not name as she gazed upon him now.

“You don't remember me,” she said, not aquestion at dl; there was no expectation in her voice to imply
that he should. Neverthdess, Trigtan felt himself flush.

“I'msorry,” hesaid. “I’'m sorry.”
Her head tilted very dightly, her eyesjudging him. Her expression remained impassive.
“l am Lady Lily Granger. Amiranth was my cousin.”

Tristan felt aburst of embarrassment come over him again, stronger now. “Of course,” replied, trying to
conced it from her. “I beg your pardon.”

“Itisnot my pardon you must beg,” she replied.

He could not think of what to say to this. Her gentle, direct accusation was devastating enough to dice
through to his bones. She was correct. The fact that he was too late ever to apologize to hiswifewas a
sn of unforgivable proportion.

Shelet him languish therefor awhilelonger in hisremorse, gpparently waiting for him to say something
new. Nothing came to him beyond further gpologies, however, and she had already spurned hisfeeble
attempts at that.

So Tristan only stared up a her from his chair, knowing it was rude, unable to stop. Shewas atieto
Amiranth. She was the first person he had met in years who had not openly scorned him.

Her gaze shifted from hisface to his clothing, bringing abare frown to her forehead. He knew how he



looked: histunic was shabby at best, filthy and torn, years old. His hose were ripped. Only the boots he
wore were fit—he had stolen those from some unsuspecting Frenchman who had left them out to dry
behind his cottage after arainstorm. More gpologies owed, Tristan knew. Hiswhole damned life seemed
to necessitate them.

The woman before him arched arega brow. “Y ou certainly look. .. different.”
Hefdt asmiletake him, dark and pained. “ People do change, don't they?’

She did not smile back. Tristan had the sense that she wasjudging him till, that her mind was not quite
made up to accept this ragged, bearded man claiming to be an earl. Her voice echoed softly around
them, so refined.

“We thought you dead.”
“Sodidl,” hereplied, and laughed alittle.

“Isthisamatter of jest, my lord?’ she asked, very grave. He sobered, shifting in the chair, avoiding her
look.

“No.”

“Not dead,” she said, unmoving before him. “Merdly truant, isthet it?’
Tristan examined his hands. “| was—occupied.”

“For eight years.” A faint hint of incredulity crept into her tone.

“For eight years,” he concurred softly, “asyou say.”

Shefdl slent once more, arms crossed over her chest, hair still flowing past her shoulders. When he
looked up at her again he noted the light surrounding her from behind; she seemed more than ever like
one of those righteous angels brought to illuminated life in texts, or chapel windows. Tristan haf expected
her to smite him with aburning sword at any moment.

“Y ou’ ve come along way, no doubt,” she said.
“Yes” heagreed again, unable to say anything further.
“All the way from France, | suppose.”

“yYes”

Once more her gaze traveled up and down him, then back to hisface, a gathering assessment. He could
not say why it should be, but Tristan dmost felt some of his agony diminish, looking into the profound
depths of her eyes, such awarm brown....

“When did you last eat?’ she demanded abruptly.

He shook hishead. “I don’t know.”

Her stare turned hard again.

“Yesterday,” Trigtan tried, fumbling for the memory. “Or the day before.”

The arch to her brow was back. “Remain here”



Sheleft the room.

Hefollowed her anyway, drawn to her, the sight of her black skirts brushing the floor, her hair swinging
a her waist. Once in the kitchen she threw him a pointed ook, clear disapproval, but he had waited a bit
longer, lingering awkwardly at the doorway .

He did not want to be alone. He had spent too much time alone areedy.

But she obvioudy did not want him there, so he retreated, finding hisway back to the main room of his
manor, douched down into his chair, counting the seconds until she regppeared.

She brought him those dishes of vegetables, the delicious, steaming scent of them making him dightly
dizzy. He watched her serve him, practiced and smooth. When he inquired about meat—he had dreamt
of eating meat again, years and years now—she replied in a digpassionate voice:

“There aretwo chickens|eft. Y ou may try to catch them and kill them if you like. | will not.”
Trigtan ate the vegetables.

Therewaswineaswdll, liquid ruby contained in cut-glass goblets, very fine. He was vagudly surprised by
that, to see such ddlicate glasswork herein this place of stone and dust. The shining, € egant goblets
seemed so misplaced, another segment of his past that had dipped away from him, unnoticed. He
scowled down at the onein his hand, swirling the wine, trying to remember.

She naoticed his scrutiny. “ They were awedding gift.” She paused, then added bluntly, “For your
wedding.”

“Yes” Triganreplied, asif it were the most obviousfact in the world.
Her gaze returned to her food, cool as an autumn lake.

It occurred to him, over the course of the medl, that the entire Situation was probably very peculiar. He
could not say for certain—he did not seem to recall much of the intricacies of gented manners—but
surely there should be some other people here—serfs, at least.

Of course there should be serfs, came a sudden thought, one of those unexpected moments of clarity
thet Sill fell over him. Thisis Safere. It has a staff of twenty-three.

He glanced at the woman sitting to hisleft, two places away down the table.

“What happened to the serfs?’

She did not look up from her soup.

“Isthat truly what you wish to ask mefirst, my lord?’ Her voice was very composed.

Heglared a her, abruptly infuriated. How dare she defy him? Who was this bold servant, with her
comely face and strange lack of deference?

She did look up now, meeting his eyes.
“Do you care to know nothing of what befell your wife?’

Trigtan blinked, the rage gone in an ingtant. Amiranth. That’ s right—he had come for Amiranth and found
Lily instead. Cousin. Not a servant.



Hewastoo hot. Why was the room so hot? There was not even afirelit in the hearth.
“Yes” herasped. “Tell me”

She rested her hands beside her bowl. “ Asit happens, thereis one answer for both questions. The
plague came. Everyone died—or fled.”

“Plague...” He rubbed histemple, so tired now, trying to make sense of the word.

“Yes, the plague,” she snapped, her composure &t last gppearing to fracture. “The Black Desth. Mayhap
you've heard of it? It skilled haf the kingdom, from what | understand. Safere was no exception. It
arrived here seven months ago. My cousin was one of the last sickened. She was naught but a pampered
English blossom, after al—she died two months past.”

Her words were biting, strangdly familiar, yet he could not bring his thoughts together clearly enough to
imagine why that should be. He felt quite removed from himself, from even the heet of the room.

Tristan heard hisown reply asif from adistance, saying the right things, trying to placate her.
“Sorry. | didn’'t know. How awful.”
“How awful,” she repested, in acarefully empty way. “Indeed.”

Hewas at aloss, trying to make sense of what was happening, al the things that had aready happened
without him. Plague. Degth. Amiranth.

The dish of sauced peas before him, so enticing moments ago, became repulsive suddenly, completely
inedible. Even the sméll of it, garlic and spice, wasturning his ssomach. He was starving, he was dying for
food—and he could not take asingle bite.

Theirony of this seemed blackly humorous; he could not stop that dark smile from returning. Hisvoice
gpoke again, till coming from some place beyond him...close to the celling, perhaps.

“Wdl, thisisadilemma. | have cometo find me awife, and now | have none”
“Regtrain your grief, my lord,” she said sharply, “lest you harm yourself.”
“Certainly,” he murmured.

Tristan was remotely aware that he was behaving badly. He couldn’t think of why hewas doing it, or
even how to halt it. He sent the golden-haired cousin an entreating ook, wishing she might
understand—how hot it wasin here, how her words were becoming like silk to him, diding long him,
dippery and thin. She had turned her face away, no doubt quite angry.

Another ingtant of cold clarity shone at him: Here was someone who had actualy known his unknown
wife—her habits, her likes, her foibles. Here was one who had loved her. Shetruly was gone, that girl he
had met so briefly.

Herecdled the inscription on Amiranth’s gravestone. Lady Lily obvioudy had been morethan just a
cousin to hiswife, shewas aso adevoted friend.

Not like you, said acrud little voiceinsde him.

“In France, you see,” he was saying to her, speaking quickly over that other voice, to drown it out, “they
did not dlow me out. | stayed aone until the end, and the door opened. They took meand | ran—it was



night-time, and | ran, and they did not catch me....”

He was babbling, making no sense. He could seeit in her face, her newly focused attention on him, the
widening of her eyes.

He was frightening her. He had not meant to, but he was.

“Well,” Tristan said ponderoudly, still from that great distance. Hefelt hishead fall back againgt hischair,
and curioudy enough hedid not caretoraiseit up again at al.

Without warning her face was above his, darmed. Her golden hair fell down around him like beautiful
ranfal, framing her, touching him, cool and bright. He tried to reach up ahand to fed it better; she
knocked hisfingers away. Her breath became a hiss againgt his cheek.

“Youaeill!”
“Perhaps,” Tristan agreed, dazzled by the colors of her. “Perhaps.”

“The plague,” he heard her say, her words echoing in his ears, and, oddly enough, he sincerely hoped so.
The plague would do to him what no one € se could have, or would have. The plague would be an end
with no uncertainty et al. Aye, let it be the plague.

But for her—
“Go away,” Tristan said.

“Don’'t beafool.” Shewasaready pulling him from the chair. “Do you see anyone el se around hereto
aid you?You may have me or no one, my lord.”

“Oh,” hereplied, very rationd as he staggered againgt her. “ Then you, of course.”

I TWASNOT THE PLAGUE. AMIRANTH HAD SEEN ENOUGH of that to know that the sgnswere dl wrong;

he was feverish and flushed, and thinner than she remembered. But there was none of the dreaded
swelling at histhroat or under hisarms. No bails. It could not be the plague.

Her diagnosis was not merely the result of her yearning for it to be true—far better if it were the Black
Death, at least for her. For some reason, the plague did not touch Amiranth. Asthe people al around her
at Safere had begun to drop and die, only she remained hedlthy, appalled, watching the bare control she
had maintained dl these years on the estate crumble away to nothing, until al was naught but dust around
her.

And now from that dust had risen a phoenix of sorts—her missing husband, returned at last to Safere.

It had taken her eight yearsto believe she had finally banished him from her, that she had cleansed the
ache of him, thelonging for him, from her soul. And with the skip of just one heartbeat he had shattered
thet belief.

One moment she been seated in the garden before Lily’ sgrave, securein her outcast world; in the next



she had looked up and seen him before her, watching her.
At firgt she had thought him adream, anillusion. How could he be red?

He was bearded and frayed, filthy as abeggar. He might have been some madman, wandered past the
gate.

But she had known him in that very instant as he stood aonein the sunlight—his eyes, hisvoice. Even his
hands, bloodied and torn. It was Tristan Geraint, thelost and late Earl of Haverlocke.

Eight years she had spent living in his manor, branded with his name, her very existence shaped by his
thoughtless decision to take her to Safere. Eight years, and he had shaded her lifein oneway or another
every sngle day, even after they had al thought he was dead.

How God must be laughing at her now, findly answering her prayers from years past: her husband had
come back for her, and he had not even recognized her. Not at dl.

He thought—he truly thought—shewasLily.

Amiranth realized that the passing of time had whittled her looks. Lily had been thefirst to remark upon
it, just afew yearsinto their exile, how Amiranth’ s hair was turning darker, becoming more like her own.
Her face, her amile...even her hands, dl of her dowly evolving to become Lily’ s shadow. That girlish
plumpnessthat had cursed her for so long ended up melting away amid the steady heat of Safere. She
even grew another threeinches, until she and her cousin stood eyeto eye, perfectly matched in height.

They were not exactly dike, of course...but close, so close. Lily’s hair was more a pae golden brown to
Amiranth’ sdeep gold. Lily’ seyeswere ashade lighter; Amiranth’ slashes ashade darker. Little things,
larger differences dowly changing to become more subtle ones, and Amiranth could only wonder at her
srangefortune.

It was acosmic joke, perhaps—now that it no longer mattered, she wasfinaly gaining a portion of her
cousin's beaty.

Near the end they had been amost like reflections of each other. Lily had made that comparison once,
laughing, and Amiranth could not help but agree—mirror images. But she knew that mirrors could only
reflect the truth, a dusky suggestion of thereal personin front of it. Lily would dways be that bright
redlity, kind and good. Amiranth could only ever hope to echo her, and fight the shadows that dwelled
within her.

In dim rooms even the servants had confused them for each other. It was the only reason she had thought
to do it, such amad idea: become Lily. Take hold of her destiny, and leave behind thislife Amiranth
hated.

Shetook Tristan to the room that would have been his—that was his, she reminded hersdlf—the magter
chamber, and let him fdl into the bed there, adark shade of the man she once knew. Then she stood
back and just watched him, studying his face, both angered and awed by the fact of him before her: a
hard-vanquished ghost somehow returned to astonishing life.



T HEWORLD SEEMED A VASTLY PUZZLING PLACE.

There was this chamber, for example. Tristan did not know it at al, but a the same time he knew it so
well that even the corners of it he could not see were familiar to him.

And there was the woman. She was no one he had ever been introduced to, he was very certain of that.
He would remember such wicked beauty, aface of pure innocence, and eyes that shone with worry even
as her hands did those terrible things to him. She wastorturing him, this evil spirit disguised asasaint. She
was nearly killing him—taking him to the edge of death and leaving him there, because it would not do for
himto die. If hedied, the pain would stop, and none of them wanted that.

Hetried to fight her off and that only got him tied to the bed when he was not looking, dy maneuvers that
had him screaming at her, that he would kill her himsdlf once free from here, that she would suffer ashe
did, by God!

But sheignored histhreats, carrying on with her digbolic acts, pretending at timesto carefor him, wiping
hisface, whispering soft words—then later on hurting him again, sending fire through his blood, agony,
broken glass behind hiseyes, knivesin his skull.

She was awitch, aharpy. Hewould kill her for this, he would.

But those times when she touched him tenderly, and blew her sweet breath across hisforehead, it made
him want to weep, hislove for her was so great. How could she do thisto him? What had he done to
deserve such torment?

Tristan did not know, and grew too tired to try to reason it out. The best solution, the only real escape he
had, was to deep, and leave her behind. In degp she could not touch him, for better or worse. In deep,
that darkest place of quiet, therewasno pain at al.

H EHAD A DREAM OF HER COMING INTO THE ROOM, pale and stricken against the gloom.

“Your horsel” she exclaimed, in avoice that trembled. He could make no sense of that. He had no horse.
Did he? Only that little gray pony as aboy, the one on which hisfather had taught him to ride, and then
his degtrier, killed in that very first battle in France—adirty deed by some damned French knight, to day
his steed beneeth him, until they both fell to the mud, bleeding—

“You did not latch the stdl!” the woman cried to him, anguished. She came closer to the bed, flow and
movement, gold and black, her face tight with emotion. “Y ou did not latch it!”

She seemed utterly dismayed, even distraught. Tristan felt a happy malice bubble through him,
triumphant. He didn’t know what she meant, but the witch was hurting—findly, after hurting him so
badly. Yes, he wanted to sneer at her, the stall, damn you! But his mouth was not yet working, and so
he could only stare at her, hoping that his victory over her showed in hiseyes.

She appeared not to notice, sinking to her knees before him, her hands over her face. Her shoulders
were shaking.



“The garden,” she was saying, over and over, incredulous. “ Oh, my garden, gone, gone...” Her hands
fel away; her face was shining with tears. “ All the food is gone.”

A WOMAN OF EXCEPTIONAL BEAUTY WASSEATED beside him on astool. Her head was bowed over

aneedle and afold of cloth in her hands. She was sewing by candldlight. She did not appear to notice he
was awake.

Tristan studied her, recognizing her features from aplace lost within himsdlf long ago. It seemed so odd:
He could not say where he was now, or why he was here, or why he felt so hellish. Helay upon abed
that had aparticularly hard lump right at the base of his spine. There were blankets over him, up to his
shoulders, soft againgt his bare skin. It must be night out—the window beyond his silent companion was
utterly black. The air was very cool.

He should certainly have been darmed, at leadt, to awaken to find himsdf done with thiswoman in this
place, s0 exhausted he was unable even to lift ahand to rub hiseyes. But he was not.

Insteed, Tristan was remembering her.

It had been at acastle, not hisown. A crowded hall, people talking, dressed well, speaking in jovia
tones. The smdll of food inthe air, and of rushes beneeth his feet. People kept trying to speak with him,
fawning, pretentious. He had hated that. He recalled wishing he might be somewhere el se, somewhere
camer, where he might relax, no oneto stare at him. And that was when he had caught sight of her.

Now he remembered. She had been above him, somehow...up some gairs...or abacony. Aye, that
was it—a balcony, the edge of a solar. She had been standing alone amid the shadows and he had
noticed the gleam of her hair, this particular shade of darkened gold, distinctive even in the half-light.

At firgt hiseyes had tricked him; he had thought it wasjust agirl up there, peering down a him owlishly,
hardly more than achild. But then the shadows had seemed to change before him, shifting, and when he
blinked and looked closer the girl had transformed into avision of ayoung woman—this
woman—remote and lovely, set high above the confusion.

Iving Cadtle. Betrothal. Wedding. And her...something to do with aflower...
Tristan found hisvoice, broken and hoarse.
“Lily.”

The woman started, dropping the needle and thread to her 1ap. He heard her let out her breath, arushed
sigh, and then she leaned over to place ahand on hisforehead.

“Areyouinpan?’ sheasked, inthat husky voice that sounded so dulcet to him. When hetried to answer
her it came out as acough ingtead, a sharp twisting that lanced across his entire body. She wasthere,
closeto him, supporting his head and pressing amug of cool water to hislips, telling him to drink.

He accepted the water, bliss on histongue, humiliated that she would see him in thisweakness. What had
happened to him?



Lily laid his head gently back on the pillows, thethick braid of her hair falling over one shoulder to graze
his chest.

“You'vebeenvery ill,” she said, answering his unspoken question. “ Do not attempt to talk yet.”

But he had to know if hisvision had been redl. He had spent so many days and nightsimagining
things—the course of hislife, how it was, how it might have been with only afew wiser choices, wishing
he could have it back to do over again.... Y ears of dreaming, because there had been nothing e se left to
him. Let thisdream, at least, have been truth.

“I saw you inthe solar, didn’'t I?” he asked her, hisvoice very rough. “ Before the wedding. That was
you, wasn't it?’

“Regt,” shereplied, picking up her sewing, risng from the stoal.

Shewasleaving! She would leave him herelike this, not knowing what was red, unsatisfied! Desperation
gave him strength—Trigtan lifted a hand to stop her, atug at her skirts. When she looked back at him,
impatient, he spoke again urgently.

“It was you! Y ou were at the castle, for the wedding. | saw you from the great hadl. Y ou were watching
rre"

Lily paused, studying him, candldight lending warmth to her cheeks. She said dowly, “Yes. That was|.”
He smiled, releasing her gown. He remembered her. She had not been adream.

“What were you doing up there?’ he asked, hoping she might sit again, talk to him, or just stay quietly
with her sewing, so that he might admire her, thisfair maiden who gave him water. ...

She gazed down at her hands, the embroidery she held, not replying. The light flickered; he saw
something new in her now, aglimpse of some other person, agirl with paer hair, asmilar nose, smal and
draight.

“My wife)” Tritan said, arevdation. “Y ou're her cousin.”
Lily’sgazereturned to his. “Y our fever has broken.”

“I had afever?

A very dight smile curved her lips, ddicateirony. “Yes”

He managed to bring up one hand to hisface, testing for heat. Instead he felt only the smoothness of his
skin, cool asthe night.

“Y ou shaved off my beard,” he said, bemused.
Her browsraised. “ Tofight theillness. Y ou are fortunate that was all | shaved.”

Tristan stared up at her, uncomprehending, but as soon as she said the words she had |ooked away
agan, asif suddenly shy.

Heturned his head to see the room—he knew it now, looking upon it with fresh eyes, the furniture, the
shape of the window, even the stool she had drawn close to the bed. It used to be over there, by the
armoire. Thiswas hisfather’ sroom. Thiswas the master chamber of Sefere. ...



Hewas at Safere! England!

His attention went back to Lily, still paused before him. More pieces of memory fell into place—ahot
sky, the empty manor, the marble girl in the garden. . .the chiseled marker bearing the name of hiswife.

Hisdation dimmed, then drained away to nothing. Amiranth was dead. Aye. After al those years of
dreaming of her, she was gone. There was only her cousin left in this deserted place.

“What are you doing here?’ he demanded abruptly.

Her gaze met his, aspark of indignation in her eyes. “ Tending to you, my lord.”

“No, no.” He struggled to sit up. “1 meant, what are you doing here, at Safere?’
“I...cameto be with my cousin, not very long after you left. | was Amiranth’s companion.”
“Amiranth needed a companion?’

“Shewaslondy,” Lily said, exquistely neutral.

She did not have to add what they both knew: And it was your fault.

Just the thought of it brought back the fatigue. Tristan wastoo late to reach hislonely young wife. She
had died forsaken here, just as he dmost had, and there was no one to blame but him. He recalled now
Lily’scoolnessto him, her careful reservation. He was fortunate that she had bothered to save him at dl.
Why had she? He was too tired to ask.

Lady Lily walked to the flickering candle on the table nearby. She brought her face close, her hand
cupping the flame. He saw her lips purse, golden light flaring acrass her profile, and then the flame
vanished. Blackness took the room, true night. The ebbing scent of smoke drifted across hisface.

“Rest,” came her voice, closeto the door. He could not see her, only hear the soft rustle of her skirtsas
sheleft him, her light footsteps fading avay down the hal.

Chapter Three

Eight years earlier:
en route to Safere Manor

1341

A CHALLENGE, MY LORD!” THE YOUNG KNIGHT named Gilbert cried. “To the edge of yon field and
back!”

Amiranth watched as her husband grinned and spurred his horse on, matching the pace of hisfriend as
the two of them raced ahead of the caravan, arising line of dust on the road marking their passage.



“Splendid,” she muttered, and dropped the curtain beside her, ending her view with a swish of scarlet
and purple cloth.

Shesat doneinthesmadl carriage, occasiondly shifting from sde to Sdeto prevent her legs from growing
completely numb. With the curtains loose the sun turned her world amuted violet, filtered through the
heavy materia and wood surrounding her.

Theroll and sway of the carriage | eft aconstant queasinessin her somach, but when she had asked to
ride horseback, as Tristan and hisguard did, al she received were incredulous stares. Clearly a countess
would not do such athing, and the fact that she had been a countess for only just over aweek appeared
to make no difference in the matter.

So dl of her husband’ s men rode beside her, green knights as young as he was—surely none of them
older than twenty—and their sguires, exchanging jokes and comments, free to set their own pace, while
Amiranth was |eft to swdlter in thistorturous enclosure, hidden from such rash and dangerous things as
sunshineand clean arr.

She swiped an angry hand at the curtains, sending the fringed tassels aong the edges dancing. She hated
it here. She hated traveling like this, she hated the cramped carriage, and the guards outside, and most
especially she hated Tristan Geraint.

And for dl she could tell of it, he felt the same way abouit her.

Amiranth had awakened alonein her bridal bed the morning after the wedding, blankets messed and
rumpled, Tristan nowhere to be seen. She had risen from the covers, wincing at the ache in unexpected
places, hiding it from the maids who had come to her, and helped her bathe, and exchanged smiles over
her head.

She had spent the day almost in hiding, alone, too shamed to face Lily, or even Congtanz, with her brisk
questions. What could she say to them?

She had given her heart to aman wholly unworthy of it. Her marriage was a mistake. A dreadful,
dreadful mistake. Most dreadful of dl, there was nothing she could do about it. Amiranth had pleaded a
headache until dusk, when she finaly grew too miserable to remain done any longer.

Tristan did not regppear until supper that evening, when he had blown in from ahunt with the August
wind, surrounded by his men, offering her only aquick bow of acknowledgment.

To her very greset relief, he had not come to her bed later that night—or any night since. She had no idea
where he had stayed, or with whom. She didn’t care. It didn’t matter. Aslong asit was not with her.

They had left Iving and her family amere day later. Apparently her fine husband wasin such arush to get
to France that he had no time to spare for her sengbilities, the long farewells Amiranth suddenly had
wished to make.

She had stood therein the bailey of the castle, watching Tristan’s men mount up, tremendous steeds,
quick movements, barked orders. It was al so foreign to her, these men and their ways, their leader, that
young man she once thought she knew so intimately.

She had stood there and felt hersalf begin to quake, sick with fear of what was about to happen, dl her
days and nightsto be spent in such away, with strangers, in a strange world—a world where she seemed
not to merit an ounce of true attention, much less affection. Lily stayed close to her, reassuring, holding
her hand, even helping to shield her face as Amiranth wiped away one desperate tear. Lily had told her



sheloved her and embraced her tightly asthey said their goodbyes.

Amiranth had to bite the inside of her cheek, very hard, to hold back the whimper that wanted to come.
She did not want to leave Iving! She did not want to be wed! Not to him, not any longer! Sweet Mary,
shedid not want any of it, and could not imagine how she ever had.

But Tristan had comefor her then, his stride brisk and impatient, and Amiranth had gathered her courage
and walked away with him, toward his entourage and the carriage that awaited her.

Her husband handed her in, saying nothing, touching her fingers gingerly, asif she were fragile enough to
shatter. Feeling aflash of defiance, she met his gaze openly, daring him to note her reddened eyes, but all
he did was nod to her, sober. He stepped back and released the sash that had restrained the curtains,
ending her find view of her home. And that had been theend of it.

She had been trapped in this carriage for nearly aweek, enduring the heat and her woe. She had only a
vague idea of where they were going—to one of his estates, she knew. The one closest to France.

Once, it would havefilled her with despair, the idea of being torn away from him. Now she could only
count the days.

Outside the carriage the echo of hooves pounded closer now, the race returning. Amiranth lifted the edge
of the curtain to watch the two riders gallop toward her, crouched low in their saddles, wild exhilaration
on each face.

Sir Gilbert had turned out to be that other voice in the garden at Iving, the one who had mentioned Lily.
Amiranth hated him, aswell.

Tristan held the lead but hisfriend was a close second, both of them flying aong the road, horses
foaming, coming S0 close so fast that even afew of the guardsmen were exclaiming, pushing off the path.
A rough rocking took the carriage; Amiranth heard the horses cry out nervoudly, the call of her driver,
trying to restrain them. Men were beginning to shout outside. Without warning the carriage gave ahard
jolt to theleft. Amiranth dammed againgt the side there, winded, and then everything seemed to jump and
shefound hersdaf on the floor, twisted sideways, her arm crushed against the edge of the sest.

The curtains were now dangling loose above her head. She blinked up at them, dazed, not understanding
how she had come to be beneath the window.

The outcry beyond the carriage had not abated, louder now, peppered with oaths. A face appeared in
the rectangle of the sky that was the window, darkened againgt the light.

“My lady! Areyou hurt?” A man’svoice, worried. It was not Tristan.
“No,” shereplied. “I don’t think s0.”

The face was gone, and then the window, too. The door above her opened. Hands reached down, lifted
her free from the wreck of the carriage and into acloud of dust on an uneven road. The knight who had
helped her quickly withdrew, disappearing among the men milling abot.

Amiranth raised one hand to her head, looking around her, seeing the wreck of the carriage, flipped
negtly onto itssdein alarge ditch by the sde of the road, the free whed s ill spinning in dow circles.
The back |eft whed, crushed againgt the ditch bottom, had split several spokes. A number of men were
attempting to unfetter the panicked horses from the twisted harness that held them, having no easy job of
it.



“That was anear thing!” someone said chearfully.

Sir Gilbert, ill mounted, drew his sweeting destrier close to the carriage, surveying the mess of it. He
turned to the figure who had just ridden up beside him and grinned. “Nearly made yoursdlf awidower,
my lord, while asyet barely agroom!”

The dust began to settle, and the other figure took on the shape of Tristan, twisting around in his saddle
until he finaly found her. For once he did not turn away from her, but met her gaze steadily. He was not
amiling.

Amiranth rubbed her sore arm, glaring back at him.
“Y oumight havekilled me” she blurted.

Helooked down, actudly appearing chagrinned. His hair was now streaked in light brown waves, dust
and dirt mingling with the perspiration she could see running down his temples. When he looked up at her
again she was struck anew by his beauty, dark and stunning, the features of a man with rogue perfection,
that curl to hislips unrepentant.

“Sorry,” Tristan said. It wasthefirst word he had spoken to her dl day.
Perhapsit wasthe heat, or the shock, or just her sour spirits—Amiranth felt her temper snap.

“Sorry? Sorry? Why, my lord, whatever for? Surely | am the one who must gpologize to you! How
terrible of me, to interrupt your silly games! How incongderate, that | might have my carriage herein the
path of your race! | am the worst kind of wife that might be, to deny her husband the pleasure of his
reckless behavior! | do most humbly beg your pardon, dear lord—"

Tristan had dismounted smoothly, coming very near to her, unexpected. He took hold of the hand she
had been using to gesture wildly at the broken carriage.

It emptied her of words. She was|eft dangling there, midsentence, as he leaned in even closer and spoke
agan softly.

“Amiranth. | said | was sorry.”

She felt her anger scatter, her thoughts as splintered as the sad carriage wheel. She could only stare up at
him, the endless black of hiseyesfindly fixed on her, findly seeing her, herein thisdust and ruin, her hair
falling down around her.

He looked very serious. Almost leisurdly hisfree hand reached up, hispalm pressing lightly againgt her
cheek—not quite a caress, but a sensation of gentle interest. She froze, entranced.

It was adream come real before her, at lagt, at last. He saw her now, right enough—all of her, mussed
and flushed, mute with wonder. Shewas held fast in time, lost to him, dazzled by even this smple touch.
She could not have moved to save her life.

The dightest frown came to him asthey stood there, his gaze searching hers. Gleaming strands of her hair
floated up between them, rising with the sultry breeze asif they were not even part of her, ivory pae.

With hishand gtill against her cheek, Tristan closed his eyes and lowered his head. Hislips covered hers,
firm and warm, sweseter than heaven itsdlf.

So then Amiranth closed her eyesaswell, afraid to think, to breathe, lest she dash this splendid dream.



When he ended the kiss his expression had not changed; the dight frown was till there, asif he were not
quite certain of what he had done. He looked dazed, almost perplexed. He blinked at her, pulling back,
glancing around at the green countryside, the carriage, the road. The men surrounding them, gone still and
glent.

Tristan looked back at her and smiled. Her heart melted into a puddie of liquid heat.

“I'm glad you weren’t hurt.” He gave her hand a squeeze and then was gone, moving away from her with
the same speed and grace he had used to come close, asif the kiss had never happened. Asif nothing at
all had happened.

She watched him retreat to his companions, al the men talking now, somber and low. Only Tristan kept
hissmile, saying something to Sir Gilbert, who laughed suddenly, throwing back his head.

Amiranth sood alonein themiddle of them dl, still feding thewarmth of hislipsagaing hers, sparkling
magic amid thisrough day.

T HEY CAMPED BY THE DITCH THAT NIGHT, CLOSE to the useless carriage, benesth avast ky of indigo

and slver. Amiranth ate done, as she had every evening—athough tonight, at leadt, it was Tristan who
brought her her meal, roasted pheasant and hard cheese.

He had lingered beside her after handing her her portion, and she had waited, looking up a him from her
Seet on amossy log, trying not to expect anything at dl. Starlight brushed him from above, hiding his
features. Even the campfire kept throwing shadows across them both, so that she could not truly see his
face. Amiranth knew it so well she did not need the light. But it would have been niceto perceive his

eyes.

“Areyouwdl, my lady?’ he asked, dmost hesitant.

“Aye” No. | missyou. | loveyou. | still do.

“|—I am sorry about this afternoon. | want you to know that.”

She couldn't tdl if he meant the accident or the kiss, and tried to smile over the pained confusion within
her. “It’ sforgotten.”

“Safere Manor isbut afew days away,” he said, asif to reassure her.
“Oh””

“I’'m sureyou’ll enjoy it there. It has gardens, like your brother’ s castle.”
She nodded, ill smiling.

“And—the ocean. Do you like the sea?’

“Yes,” shesad, dthough she had never set foot on abeach in her life.

“And...” Herubbed his cheek with one lean finger, apparently searching for something elseto interest



her, but after along pause added only, “ The kitchens are excellent.”
“How wonderful,” shereplied, trying to sound sincere.
“Yes” Tristan agreed, and fdll silent once more.

They remained like that abit longer, he standing, she sitting, letting the night stay between them. For one
endless moment she thought—she hoped—that he might kiss her again. But findly al he did was bow,
supple and low, and back away.

Amiranth pretended not to watch him rgjoin his men near the fire, settling down with them, becoming one
of them s0 easlly. She wasthe lone outsider here; never wasit more evident than at night, when she dept
inthe middle of their circle, surrounded and solitary.

Amiranth decided, upon reflection, that she hated the night aswell.

As she began to pick at her meal she heard them talking, exchanging stories of war, and of France, and
theking swill. Their voices rose and fell against the constant song of the crickets in the woods.

“...invincible, | say!” Thiswas Sir Gilbert, speaking ardently to the group. “We cannot lose!”

“The problem with the Scots has taken atoll,” said one of the knights, a note of caution. “We should not
go marching blindly into France, no matter what the king says.”

“King Edward hastheright of it,” ingsted Gilbert. “ The French crown should be his—"
“And soit will be” said another man. “And we' |l be the onesto hand it to him, won't we, lads?’

Approva met this, the passing of wineflasks. A plume of sparks spirded up into the sky, gold againgt
velvet blue. Amiranth turned her gaze down to the charred pheasant, chewing resolutely. Shetried,
without much success, to block out the rest of the conversation, focusing instead on the crickets.

“English forceswaiting....reinforcements...”

“...eght hundred men...”

“...aslittle asfive monthsfor the Sege, to take dl of Cdais...”
“...toransom...I'll take some of that French gold—"
“—jewdd”

“—women!”

Laughter took them dl, drowning even the forest sounds. Then Tristan’ s voice came clear, cutting
through the others.

“WEe ve bested them at sea, and now we shall best them by land. In afortnight we'll bethere, in battle.
Winning.”

“The French have seen none such as us, | wager, by land or seal” declared Sir Gilbert.
“| wager not,” agreed Tristan, and they al laughed again.

“To honorablewar!” proclaimed one of the knights, and the others stood to salute this, atight circle of
meninmal, litwith ydlow fire



“Towar!”
“Towar!”

“Toglory,” Amiranth heard her husband add, and everyone cheered.

N EVER BEFORE HAD SHE SEEN SUCH A DESOLATE place.

Safere Manor seemed formed of naught but hard stone and burnt colors, singed by the sun above,
crouched defensively againgt the seabelow.

They approached it dowly, in great procession. From her vantage atop one of the carriage horses
Amiranth had a perfect view of her new home, pushing up againgt theflat of theland. Only the air seemed
lively here, smelling of seaand sdt. She could hear the ocean Tristan promised writhing againgt the cliffs
below, crashing againgt the rocks. Even it seemed intent on assaulting thiswalled etate.

Shetried not to show her dismay &t it, her sense of loss—no lush greenery, no gentle hills or winding
creeks. No family awaiting her. She would not have even the comfort of her own clothing—her trunks
had been |eft behind with the broken carriage, to be sent onin afew days after the repairs were made.
So dl that Safere seemed to offer her was the heat, and the dirt, and the vast, strange boulders that
littered thisland.

Amiranth made certain her face was as neutral as she could manage before she looked over a Trigtan.
Shedid not wish to reved her true thoughts to him: that she dreaded this place aready, that she could not
imagineliving here at al—how could anyone? She knew he meant to rest here anight and then move on,
off to hisgloriouswar in the name of the king.

She would not be the one to break down. She would not beg him not to leave her here, no matter how
awful it seemed.

But her effortsat cool indifference were wasted upon Tristan; he was not looking at her. Hardly unusudl.
Instead, he held a hand to his eyesto block out the sun, examining the place much as she had. His mouth
lifted to ahandsome amile.

“Therel” hesaid, asif none of the rest of them could seeit. “By God, look at that! | have not been here
inyears—it isjust the same!”

“Last outpost to France, eh, my lord?’ said one of the knights, and Tristan nodded, pushing hissteed to a
trot down the road.

Amiranth thought resentfully about keeping her horseto its plodding walk, but they would most likely
only leave her behind. She touched her hedsto her mount. The carriage horse gave atired sigh, moving
to catch up.

The gate was scrolled iron, ornate and thick, patches of rust dotting it aong the curves. Two boys, no
older than pages, were struggling to open it as they approached; the gates swung wide with agroaning
sound. The boys bowed as dl the group filed past, Amiranth near the end.



Theinterior of the estate seemed hardly more promising than what she had glimpsed from the outside.
She knew the Earl of Haverlocke had properties ranging across hdf the kingdom. Surely this had to be
the most blesk of them dll.

Someone helped her down, one of the servants of Safere, aman with awesthered face and curious eyes,
openly staring from her to the carriage horse she rode, to Tristan, who was dready walking avay. A
ghort line of bowing serfs stayed Slent as he passed.

In spite of hisimpudence she thanked the man in amurmur, hurrying to follow her husband and the rest of
his knights, trying very hard to appear that she belonged with them. They al headed for what had to be
the manor house, long and winding, asprawl of stone and wood and shuttered windows. Just outside of
it soread a dusty garden, wind-battered trees and gaunt shrubs, green plantslaid out in careful rows.
Tristan looked behind him then, finding her, nodding to the plants, and she could only nod back, il
trying to catch up past the other men. He kept moving, disappearing into the manor house.

It wasardief to beinsdearea building again, away from wind and heat. The manor wasvery dim;
Amiranth found hersdf in an extended, narrow halway, walking with everyone e se toward the room a
the other end. She could hear Tristan talking ahead, others responding, although she wasfar enough
behind that she could not make out what was said. She thought she heard awoman’ stone, and walked a
little fadter.

Theroom at the end of the hall was quite large, like agreat hal, but with fewer tables. In fact, there was
only onetablein here, long and heavy, benches dong both sides, achair at either end. Tapestries drifted
above them, draped from the tall beamsthat crossed the celling. A lonewindow in thefar wal alowed in
the only light, nearly blinding againgt the shadows.

Amiranth paused, taking in the space of it, gloom and coolness, another line of servants pressed back
along one of the walls. These did not bow—or perhaps she had arrived too late to seeit. They remained
asthey were, staring at the floor, hands clenched into skirts or tunics.

The knights were dready seating themselves at the table, looking about them, talking loudly. Only Tristan
remained where he was, spesking with the woman Amiranth thought she had heard earlier, an older lady
inasmple gown of gray, aveil of cream. She was nodding her head, curtsying over and over as Tristan
kept talking. He appeared not to see Amiranth enter the room.

She squared her shoulders and approached the two of them, standing patiently near her husband asthe
woman—the chatelaine, Amiranth assumed—began to spesk.

“Of courseit isagreat honor to greet you, my lord! If only we had but known of your arrival—I pray
you will find dl to your liking! | will seeto your rooms mysdlf, my lord! If only | had had time—"

“We have not yet esten today, mistress,” said Tristan, flashing his devastating smile a the woman.
Amiranth watched with interest asthe chatelaine grew flustered, her eyes|owering.

“My lord! We have afine med dready in the making! Potage and shdlot tarts—I only wish | had known
you would come, my lord! | might have had a banquet for you—"

“No need for that,” said Tristan gracioudy. “Whatever isready will do. We may banquet tonight.”

The chatdlaine curtsed yet again, beginning to back away. Tristan turned, then caught sight of Amiranth,
close behind him.

“Oh,” hesaid, hisfacelighting up. “ Thereyou are.”



She began to smile a him, almost ready to forgive his negligence for just the glad look in his eyes now.
Tristan touched the back of her hand, caling out to the chatelaine.

“Migress”
“Yea my lord?’

He gave Amiranth alittle push forward. “ Hereismy wife. She may aid you in the kitchens.”

H EWOULD BE GONE IN THEMORNING.

Amiranth held on to that thought tonight, adiver of comfort herein this strange darkened chamber, a
narrow bed, alack of stars outside the closed window.

She sghed and tossed the blankets off her, too warm despite the cool night. The chatelaine—her name
was Agnes—had led her here to thisroom for the night—for every night, Amiranth supposed—saying
that this was the chamber the previous Countess of Haverlocke had used. It was small and filled with
pretty things, painted screens and bright rugs, the bed ajumble of jewdllike colors, and fursthat smelled

musty with age.

Agnes had declined her help in the kitchens. It had become very clear, as Amiranth stood awkwardly
next to the hearth, that she had no ideawhat to do, despite her husband' s casud offering of her services.
She could plan amenu with ease; enacting one was another thing entirely. The chatelaine appeared to
take pity upon her, bidding her to sit, bringing her food, wine, as the grand new Countess of Haverlocke
sat done at the servants' table, hunched over her medl.

The noises of Tristan and his men in the other room had remained quite merry, even asthey finished their
dinner and wandered back out into the sunshine, practicing their warrior artsin the courtyard. Clearly
spirits were high as they anticipated their quest to France.

“Go, then,” Amiranth muttered now, to the canopy of the narrow bed. “ Go and be gone with you. I'd
sooner missablister on my hed than you, Tristan Geraint.”

Goneinthemorning. Fine. Let it be. She had no cause for sorrow, especidly right now, as her husband
ateyet againin hishal, afiner feast for supper, the banquet Agnes promised fulfilled. Out of spite
Amiranth had withdrawn to her room, refusing to endure another long meal of being ignored. Better she
remain here, donein spirit and company, and rest after the tediousjourney. Better to deep early and
wake late, and perhaps even miss hisleave-taking.

Hewould not even notice. She knew he wouldn't.

She had married aboy. A mere boy, not aman, despite his comely grown looks. A man would not
disregard hiswife so. Surely aman would not.

Gonein the morning. And she would be stuck here until he made up his mind to return.

Amiranth rolled over and clutched at afeather pillow, hugging it to her.



| am not sad, she thought, setting her teeth. | am not. Let him go.

He would whether she willed it or no. Better at least to be at peace about it.

S—|E AWOKE AMID THE GRAY OF THE DAWN WITH A start, wondering whet it was that had brought her

out of her dreams. Nothing stirred; no noises about, no movement that she could see. Theroom lay
traced in the pallid light creeping past the sill of the window.

For along second Amiranth could not recall where she was. She remained motionless, afraid of this
unfamiliarity—what wasthis place? But then she remembered dl that had happened, and whét this
morning meant.

She wastired. She wished to go back to deep. She did not wish to face this day. Her eyes closed.

A sudden, rolling sickness overcame her, risng past her somach, tightening in her throat. Her eyes
snapped open again, her hand pressed over her mouth. She stumbled out of bed and found abasin
bardy intime.

When it was over Amiranth lay back on the hard floor of the room, panting, wretched. She had aready
lost her home, and soon her husband. And now, on top of al that, something in the meal last night had
spoiled—she had thought the jellied fish tasted off—and this terrible day was to be made worse with

melady.

A dy thought took her, sneaking past her misery: perhaps Tristan wasill aswell. Perhapsdl of them
were. There had been plenty of fish. Perhaps they would not leave today after all.

But by the time the sun had dipped over Saferein full force, golden bright, Amiranth saw that shewasthe
only one &fflicted. Tristan and all the otherswere cheerful and hde. Their very excitement seemed to hum
and swim about them.

She stood off to the side in the courtyard, leaning against the manor wall with her arms hugged over her
stomach, watching as they packed up their steeds. They remained as boisterous as away's, these bold
young knightswith their brave futures. It seemed to take them no time at dl to finish the preparations.
Half the men were aready mounted, bannerswaving, shields lined up dong the destriersin polished fidds
of color.

Tristan was standing in heavy counsd with Sir Gilbert and afew of the others. She saw their discussion
end, al of them bowing to him, then scattering to their horses. Her husband walked over to hisstalion,
and now she moved, pushing off thewall, crossing to him as he mounted.

She stopped before him, quiet, gazing up a him. He gave her afriendly look.
“Cometo see me off, my lady?’
Yes, she meant to reply.

“Don't go,” waswhat she said, a pathetic plea.



Tristan leaned down from his saddle, placing ahand on the top of her head, as he might afavorite hound.
“I must go, Amiranth. It swar. Y ou understand.”

“No.”

Hislook turned restless. “I’'m sorry. Try not to worry about me. | will return for you soon enough.”
“When?’ she asked, holding her armstight to hersdlf, so that she would not grab hisfoot.

“Soon,” he repeated, and drew up straight again, so high above her on his destrier that her neck ached as
she watched him. Warm sunlight gentled hisface, lit his eyesto deep brown as he gazed down at her. He
offered her that handsome smile she so adored.

“Farewel, my lady. God keep you.”
“And you,” she managed to reply, but he did not hear her, because he was dready riding away.

T HE GLORIOUSBATTLE HAD TURNED MADLY WRONG.

They had killed his destrier first thing—his destrier'—and that had | eft Tristan stumbling about in thefog
and the mud, swinging at men who remained high above him on their war horses, out of his reach but for
flashes of them as they rode by, maces and lances and swords of their own, dripping with blood.

Hefought aswell as he could beside his downed steed, searching past the chaosfor any friendly shield,
any crest of England that might aid him. But there were only the French, so many of them, riding up out of
the mist with guttura cries, gppearing from nowhere, vanishing again as he did hisbest to fend them off.
Tristan was haf blinded by the fog; sweat and water mingled to sting his eyes, running down hisface. He
had lost the protection of hishelmet in the fall—the nasal bar had bent so far it cut into his cheek. His
shield remained trapped beneath the bulk of his horse.

God' sblood, where were hisknights, his squire? How could they have been so outnumbered so quickly?
“Gilbert!” he bellowed, fending off another blow. “Cyril! Morley!”

Only the indistinct screams of men and horses answered him past the wet vapors, sounds of battle and
desth.

The French meadow was amuck of filth. Three days of rain had turned it to aswamp, sucking mud and
putrid grass, bodies scattered throughout. King Edward’ s commander had seemed so certain of this
battle—afirgt, important step toward gaining control of Caais. They had planned this so carefully, gone
inwith such vigor. Y et the French had seemed to expect them, expect every damned move they made,
and within hours they were surrounded on al sides, fighting an army asfierce astheir own, and twice as

large. Losing.

“En avant!” came ashout through the fog, very close. Tristan managed to turn just in time, ducking the
lance that would have speared him, falling to the wet ground, too heavy with his hauberk and platesto
roll. He struggled back to his knees as the knight turned his horse, circling around to try again. The



pennon of yellow and green attached to the lance fluttered with bright menace.

“Haveat you!” Trigtan cried, enraged, finding hisfeet again. The French knight lowered his shield and
held the lance ready once more, gdloping toward Tristan at atruly astonishing pace. He deflected the
lance thistime, had the satisfaction of fedling thejolt of connection, his sword splintering the wood of it.
The force nearly threw him to his knees again but he managed to Stay upright, staggering.

“My lord!” A voice close-by, muffled by the fog. Tristan jerked around, seeing only blank migt, the
ominousform of the knight returning.

“My lord! God' s mercy!”

It was Gilbert, an anguished cry. Tristan barely noticed the Frenchman bearing down upon him. He
raised his sword, gtill searching.

“Gilbert!”

The staccato thud of hooves drew him back to hisfoe—too late. Just as the mounted knight reached
Tristan the lance twisted in his grip; arapid, wobbling move Tristan had never before seen.

Trigan sivung at him—and missed. The blunted lance struck him hard on hisleft Sde, tossng him
backward as eadly asa straw dummy on aquintain, emptying theworld of dl itsair.

Helay sunned, sinking into the oozing mud, strangely fedling it seep into his ears, athough he could fed
nothing ese. A blur of movement passed by his head, hooves splashing more mud over him, but he could
not even wipe his eyes clean. Tristan took aterrible, gasping breath and then released it.

The whole of the battlefidd turned dark around him.

H E AWOKE IN A CRAMPED SPACE, CHILLED AND MUDDIED, Sprawled across afloor scattered with
what smelled like rotting hay. Manacles, cold asice, bit into hiswrigts.

Thefirgt dazed thought that came to him wasthat it was an unusualy black night. However, ashiseyes
adjusted, Tristan noted anarrow, crooked line of light falling closeto the floor: torchlight, thin and
wavering, diding past the uneven planking of aclosed door.

Hewasinaroom. A tower room, from the rounded looks of it, rough stone, no windows, not even an
archer’sdlit. It might truly be night—or day. He had no way of knowing such athing, not without a
window, and it was this redlization that made him attempt to stand, to see the chamber better.

A devadtating pain diced through him, from his chest to his knees. He could not catch hisbreath fromiit.
He heard himself gasping, till crouched against the wall, when afaint voice sounded againgt the stones.

“My lord?

It was aghastly tone, nearly unrecognizable. But Tristan had spent so many yearswith thisfriend, in good
company and poor, that he recognized the speaker within a heartbest.



“Gilbert!” Hisown voice was hardly better, alow hiss. “What has happened?”’
“Defeat,” replied Gilbert, till faint and lost to the darkness. “ Prison.”
“Cdas?

“No—I don't think so. Someplace south. It took us daysto get here. | heard them say it—Mirgaux, |
think it was”

The name meant nothing to him. Tristan attempted to rise again, much more cautious now. He used the
wall againgt his back to support him, to take hisweight when he felt the agony creep back, clenching
around his chest. When he could he pulled a the manacles around his wrists—ocked tight. The clinking
rustle of chains came from near hisfeet. He noticed, with a sense of resignation, that his ankleswere
secured aswll.

“What of our soldiers?’ he asked, searching the shadows. Gilbert made some smdl movement; Tristan
caught it, afaint blur against the stone. He was chained to the curve of the wall exactly acrossfrom
him—not far in this smdl space. With effort Tristan thought he might be able to reach him—

“Dead,” whispered Gilbert. “I saw it. They surrounded us. They dew Morley right away, and then Lewis,
and Harold—we fought, my lord...but there were too many.”

“Aye.” Trigtan turned, following the thick chain from onewrist up thewall. 1t was embedded into the
stone high above him. He yanked at it as hard as he could. The chain rattled and bounced around him,
bruising, holding fest.

“I'mfair relieved you'redive,” said Gilbert, atrifle stronger now. “For along while | thought you dead as
wdl.”

“Not yet,” Trisan replied grimly, Hill pulling.
“They did not take many of us, that | saw. No more than thirty.”
“Where are the rest of the prisoners?’

“I' know not.” Gilbert stirred, sending his own chainsinto ametallic clatter. “1 heard them spesk of
ransom. If they know your name, that may be why they keep ushere”

“ %hmsn

Tristan released the chain with an angry sigh. His boots were missing, along with hisarmor and sword
and even his gambeson, dl of them obvioudy pilfered by the damned French. The floor was dmost bitter
cold againgt his unprotected feet. He tried to bring them closer to hisbody but the cramping around his
chest would not allow it. Instead he sat hunched, awkward, trying to breathe through his mouth to lessen
the ache.

“Trigtan,” whigpered Gilbert, in his softest voice yet. “ Think you we will survivethis?’

“Aye,” Trigtan lied. He exhaled around histeeth, and tried not to consider what would happen next.



T HEY CAME WITH TORCHES, AND DAGGERS, AND IRON tools. They spoke with accents so thick he

could not make sense of their words. All had the same face, long and thin and lined with black shadows,
the smoking light of thefirereflected intheir eyes.

When he did not respond to their questions, he discovered that their fists were effectively ruthless. He
could not recall much of it; only the taste of blood in his mouth, and the pain in his chest becamea
crunching sound with each bregth.

Hetried not to listen asthey turned to hisvassd, noble Sir Gilbert, asteadfast friend. He tried not to
watch but they held hisface and forced him to, Gilbert stretched tall on the wall across him, his mouth an
open gape, hiseyesrolled up to whiteness.

Hetried to forget it, hourslater, days and years|ater—and could not: the sound of Gilbert’s screams,
devouring hisvery soul.

Chapter Four

Safere
1349

T RISTAN'SHORSE WASDEAD.

Amiranth stared down &t it in dismay, ahand over her mouith.

It was only two days ago that she had discovered the gelding in the middle of the travesty of her garden,
busly finishing off the last of the sweet peavines. After her initia shock she had managed to capture him
and lead him back to the stables. He had followed her docildly for the most part, growing restless only
when they passed Jorah's stall.

Jorah lifted her fine head over the door and bared her teeth at the other horse, Ietting out a squeal of
anger. The gelding had responded inturn, and it had taken al of Amiranth’ sstrength to get himinto a
gdl. At last it was done; she had made certain there was water for him—no food, certainly not any
longer—and then | eft the stables, dazed, intent on returning to Tristan, ill in the grip of hissirange fever.

The garden had been her only hope for surviva in this place. Asthe servants had started to disappear,
one by one, she had begun to concentrate on maintaining it: watering every day, weeding, even praying
over it. Shewas not familiar with plants—Constanz had been the one in the family who gardened—but
now she was the only one left to nourish the tender spring shoots.

The fleeing servants had taken most of the stores of food with them. They left by night, and therewas
nothing she or her cousin could do to stop them. Only afew of the faithful remained—ahandmaid and
two kitchen boys, who were brothers. They had al banded together in those last few weeks, every one
of them working until they could not work any longer.



In the end, when the shadow of the plague had draped across Safere once more, Amiranth had let them
go with her blessing, retreating to their villages, trying to reach home before the end came.

It became just she and Lily at the etate, and then she done.
And the garden. It kept her fed; if she concentrated on it well enough, it kept her safe from insanity.

She had known from almost the first signs of the dreaded scourge that she would be forced to leave
Safere. Were the circumstances less miserable it might have been cause for cel ebration—she had never
loved this place or even liked it. Events beyond her control had forced her to live here, and now events
beyond her control wereforcing her to flee.

But she did not want to go aone.

Bandits roamed the land, everyone knew that. A woman traversing the countryside by hersaf would be
an easy target for thieves, or worse. Though agood distance from any sort of village, Safere could hardly
be termed safe, with its empty rooms and broken gates. But it was most assuredly safer than no haven at
al.

She had been waiting for the traveling priest who served the estate to return. He was due in two months.
He could consecrate the grave of her poor beloved Lily; he could absolve Amiranth of her sns—
resentment, anger, fear, trickery—and then they could leave here together. If she could wait until
then...if she could manageto stay dive until then, she would have achance.

Tristan's horse had removed that chance. And now it lay dead inits stal, bloated with the last of her
food, and she could only stare down &t it, her entire being gone curiousy numb.

Abandonment and plague and ruin, and now this.

It was not enough that it had eaten everything in sight. Now it was usdless aswell, and there would be
only one horse for the two of them. They had too far to go to ride double on Jorah the entire way, even if
she wished to do so, which she did not. She would have to walk while Tristan rode; he wastooill to do
anything else. And dear Lord, shewas so tired aready....

All at once the emotions flooded back to her, bright and strong, piercing. She wanted to fal to her knees
again, as shefirst had in her ruined garden, and weep. She wanted to scream and tear at her hair and
shake her fist at God, who kept sending desth back to her, taunting, leaving her to suffer life done.

Jorah clenched her teeth around the edge of her stall door and shook it fiercely. The stench wastruly
awful; even the mare could not abideit.

Amiranth composed hersdlf. She threw an old blanket over the gelding, then led Jorah to the stall farthest
away, saying wordsin asoothing voice, telling the mare that everything wasfine. Everything was
absolutely fine, and al would be well again. She could not speak the truth aoud, even to ahorse.

It was over now. Her |ast hope was gone.

T RISTAN SAT UPIN HISBED, SAVORING THE LAST OF his broth. When hefinished, Lily took the bowl



from him, brisk and impersonal, as she tended to be.

“It was excellent,” he announced, hoping to dicit one of her scarce smiles, but al she did was nod and
place the bowl on the tray she had brought for him, turning to hand him adice of heavy brown bread.

“I couldn’t,” Trigtan said. “I’'m quite full.”
“Eat,” Lily said flatly, till offering the bread.

“My lady, you will make mefat.” He smiled now, enticing, till looking for her to favor him with her own.
But his playful words had no effect upon her; or rather, not the effect he had hoped. Her lips grew thin as
she met hislook, her brows lowering. She tossed the bread back upon the tray.

“Fine” shesaid, inavoicethat did not quite mask her anger. She turned her back to him, gazing out the
window. He listened to her breathing, only dightly too fast, her arms clasped tight around hersdlf.

“I'msorry,” Tristan said, puzzled. “Lily. I'll eat the bread.”

“Why bother?” she asked codlly. “Wadteit if you wish. It doesn’t matter any longer.”
And with that, she |eft the room.

Tristan stared at the doorway, empty and open behind her.

Without question, Lady Lily Granger was ariddle to him, degp and complex. He had known her only five
days—only five daysthat he could remember—and with each new minute of being with her he
discovered some new facet of her: aflashin her eyes, quick humor there and gone; atilt to her head, Sgn
that she was thinking hard about something; her hands, usualy cam and relaxed, so delicate yet capable.
Even the way she wore her hair—bound or free, offering cluesto her mood; the beginnings of her day,
when he was not there to see her rise, and dress, and seize the morning.

And her smile, that thing of rarity and pure loveliness, bestowed upon him only three times—he had
counted each—the dight curving of her lips, asweet happiness that found a chord within him, echoingit.

She even had adimple, aflegting mark of mischief that filled him with surprised pleasure.

Perhapsit was not right. Certainly it was not appropriate, to notice such things about hislate wife's
cousin. He hardly knew her at al. Was she wed? Betrothed? In love or out? She would not appreciate
the direction of histhoughts, Tristan knew that well enough.

Y et she disarmed him. She fascinated him, for so many reasons he could not straighten them out in the
muddle of his head. It was something about her, a sense of who she was, thiswoman named Lily, with
her voice and her face and her hands, astonishing strength beneath astonishing beauty.

She had not even asked him about his past—not yet. Instead she had merely accepted his presence with
akind of patient grace. It left him even more indebted to her than he was before.

But he had displeased her, and he did not know why. Fair Lily, who had done nothing lessthan save his
sorry life.

Remorsetook him, holding tight to histongue, to any smooth words he might command to charm her
with. The old Tristan would have known exactly what to say to soothe her temper, no doubt. But that
young knight had died years past.

The man he was now could only stare, silent, at the space where she had been moments ago.



What to do about her? He had no idea.

Tristan closed his eyes, frustrated, and then opened them again, looking restlesdy around hisfather’s
room. He had dready memorized every possible way out—escape, his mind whispered, be ready,
know the way—although logically he knew that there would be no need for such a precaution. But he
could not overcome that push within him, the fearful urgency that had to know, that needed to judge the
doorway, how wide, how far it opened. The window; glass, breakable if need be, large enough to fit
through. The garden outside, cornersto hide around, placesto run...

Ridiculous. He wasin England now. There was no need to worry about escape.
The door, the window, the glass, the garden...

He shook his head, fighting that voice, glancing away again. For the first time he took note of the smdller
things around him that had eluded him before, dl signsof Lily’'s presence:

The basin of clean water, closeto the bed, an ewer and mug next to it. Spare blankets, neatly folded
acrossthe top of achest, apile of men’s clothing beside them. The stool she used, hard polished wood,
her resting place while she had nursed him. Even, astonishingly enough, asmdl, framed portrait of himself
on thewall next to the door. Tristan squinted at it, trying to make out the dusky colorsthat composed it.

He pushed back his covers and carefully stood. The room did not swim asit had the last time he
attempted this, two nights ago. His body ached, his muscleswere as sore asif he had just taken afal
from ahorse, but he was standing. He took the plain tunic Lily had found for him and shrugged it on,
enjoying the cool fed of it againgt hisskin. A peasant’ s ouitfit, it seemed, thick cloth, sturdy hose. They
were such aglad change from the rags he had worn these past years he felt like nothing lessthan a
prince.

Trigan gave asmdl, ironic smile. If only those exquisite courtiers he used to run with could see him like
this

More memories—unpleasant to him now, to contemplate who he used to be, the frivolity of hislife then.
Todigract himsaf hewalked closer to the portrait, examining it curioudy.

It had been done when he was just aboy, seven or eight, he thought, some indulgence by his mother at
the time. He could not help but marve at the child staring back at him, so stiff and forma. What a smooth
face that boy had. What solemn eyes. What a dignified masquerade it al was, with adog seated
obediently at hisfeet, abird in its mouth. He remembered posing for it, how the dog would not st till,
and the bird had been stuffed, empty holesfor eyes. The missing eyes had made him cry, ashe recaled.

He rubbed at the dight ache to hisforehead, turning away, and his gaze finaly fell upon the discarded
dice of brown bread Lily had |eft upon the tray. He picked it up and went to find her.

It was eerie, waking dong the empty hals once again. Hisarriva here days ago seemed strange and
distant to him now; the fever had distorted what he did remember. He supposed he had caught it in one
of the numerous French villages he had encountered—probably from one of the tavernshe had dept in.
He had lodged for weeks with the poorest of the poor, al of them stacked like kindling on the floors at
night, huddled for warmth. There was anonymity in poverty, Tristan had learned that very quickly. But he
had stolen enough money by then to afford the luxury of the floor, filthy asit was. He knew, from
experience, that it was far safer than degping outdoors.

He had to stop for amoment, leaning hard against a doorway, and push away the dredges of that time.
No matter that it had been just weeks ago. It was done now. Hewould not think of it any longer.



The painin his head expanded, became more intense. He rubbed at it again, finding hisway out into the
sunshine.

The air outsde Safere was exactly as he had hoped, warm and tinged with brine, surprisingly pleasant.
Heinhaed deeply, feding better aready, appreciating for perhapsthe first time the uniqueness of this
place, heat and salt and the pulse of the ocean, how just the breeze could make him fed glad to be dive.
Why had he ever thought it inhospitable? Right now Tristan felt asif he could stay forever.

If only...if only...

If he had only one dream, one wish left from the sorm of hislife, thiswould beit: to remain here,
enclosed behind these walls, safe from the whole of the world, from war and France and dank prisons.
Just heand Lily, dweling amid thisrugged serenity, far from the eyes of anyone who might condemn
them.

Tristan shook his head. What fantasy. Of course they would leave here—eventualy. Asmuch ashe
wished to deny it, he had alife beyond Safere, an earldom calling out to him, demanding him. He would
seetoit.

Eventudly.
Until then, though. .. he had this secret dream.

When he found Lily the feding redoubled in him, ahidden pleasure. She was seated on the marble bench
in her garden, exactly where she had been when he had first discovered her—and aye, that was what it
fdt like, that he had discovered her. That in some mystic way she had not existed before he had
stumbled to Safere. That as he entered the gates she had been swirled together from the sun and the sea
and the cooling breeze, awoman of perfection formed in thisvery garden to greet him, and care for
him—

He came out of hisreverie, gppalled. Thiswas hiswife's cousin. He owed both her and Amiranth far
more than these unsettling, salfish thoughts.

Her head turned to him, just as before, and in spite of himsalf Tristan felt that dangerous whimsy dip over
him again, that she was there just for him. That she had been waiting for him.

But just then something new about her arrested him: the angle of her head, the darkness of her eyes. He

had aflash of memory of another woman—hiswife, agirl who by dl rights should till be alive here now.
Shametook him; it should be Amiranth on that bench awaiting him. It should be Amiranth who sent this

feding of strangelonging through him.

“You should not beout,” said Lady Lily, not rising. Sunlight fell past the leaves of the tree above her,
dappling her hair, casgting her with aglow of molten gold.

Tristan felt, darmingly, an urgeto go to her, to touch her, to fed the softness of that gold. He stared
down at the bread he held ingtead, fighting this yearning insgde him.

Wrong, wrong, thisiswrong....
“I would prefer company to egt,” he said at last, not quite an invitation, but close.

When he looked &t her again, she was regarding him steadily, hands on her 1ap. He found it amost painful
to meet her eyes, and so0 Tristan was the one who glanced away, finding the telling pink of the marker
near her feet. Hewaked closer, concentrating on this.



Someone had done a passable job of carving the stone. The words were clear, if rough. The earth
around it had become amass of vines, ivy and something else, aflower he could not name, petals of
deep lavender that reminded him of dusk.

He moved even closer now to see better, forgetting al else but the marker, Amiranth’s name and title
before him, nearly lost to the green. The wind took the branches of the tree above, sending patches of
sunlight swaying acrossit all.

In his daydreams he and Lily might stay here. But there would always be aghost to haunt them.....
“Did she suffer?” he asked, hating the question, that he had to know.
“Yes,” Lily replied, dmost cardless.

Tristan rounded on her, guilt spurring him. “Why was she buried out here?’ he asked fiercdly. “ Shewasa
countess! She should bein the chapd, at least!”

He thought her face turned alittle paer, but that might have been anillusion of the light. “ The dirt hereis
soft, my lord. And | could not move the chapd stones by myself.”

Repliesfroze in hismouth. He stared down at her, redizing what it was he had said, and she. The guilt
began to twine around him, sharp as stedl, ruthless asthose ivy vines. He heard the plop of the bread he
had held, falen to the dirt from his numbed fingers.

Tristan turned back to the stone, going to his knees beforeit, closeto Lily’ sfeet. He traced the grooves
with hisfingers, feding the shape of them, trying to gain some deegper meaning through this touch. Such
smplewords, for agirl who had seemed smpleto him, straight-forward and kind.

He could not recal her face, her voice. What he remembered more was the way of her, how she had
walked, the glow of her skin, the pink softness of her lips. That time he had kissed her in the middle of
theroad...how strangeit had felt to him then, like adow, gentle awakening.

He thought that her hair had falen free during that kiss, he wasn't certain about that now, but he seemed
to remember it drifting between them, long, bright strands that defied the dust and heat. What he did
remember was Amiranth’ sresponse: sill and hesitant at first, but when she had moved. . .when she kissed
him back, something inside him seemed to shift, dmost to thaw. He had become aware, for perhapsthe
firgt time, that the girl before him wastruly hiswife, and that she tasted only of trust, and utter faith.

Aye, that was the memory he had kept degpest in his heart. That was the memory he had savored more
than any other over the years. That kiss, and how good she had made him feel—like someone he did not
know at all.

Tristan noticed, with wonderment, that his hand was shaking.

“Amiranth,” he whispered. He could not find words beyond her name, nothing adequate to express his
sorrow to her, the apologies he wished he could make, al nothing but useless noises. There were S0
many things he would never be ableto tell her.

Intime, he heard Lily ir.
“Did you carefor her so much?’ she asked, light again.

He shook his head, hopeless. “I wanted to. | didn’t know her...I could not know....”



“No. There was no time for that, was there? Y ou were so eager for your war.”
Now helaughed, alow, bitter sound. “It was not mine, my lady.”

“Oh?1 thought it so—you seemed so impatient to leave this place.” He glanced up at her, and she
added, “Or so | heard.”

“I wish,” hesaid quietly, “that | had never left Safere. That | had stayed here with her until we were both
gray and gone, and buried here together.”

A frown cameto her, dubious, barely there at dl beforeit vanished. He looked away once more, going
back to the fact of the marker before him, the pink of the stone, the green of theivy, thelittle flowers.

“Thiswas Amiranth’ sfavorite place,” Lily findlly said, milder than before. “I choseit mostly for that
reason, my lord. We would spend hours here, together or apart. She said she dwaysfound it...quite

peeceful.”

“I undergtand,” he said, and turned away from hiswife' sgrave, wearied.
A bird began to sing above them, delicate against the wind and sea beyond.

“You are dill recovering from thefever,” Lily said at last, beneath the notes of the song. “Y ou must
rebuild your strength. We don’'t have much time.”

Tristan found the bread he had dropped and reached for it, brushing off the dirt. He began to break it
aoart in hishands, watching it crumbleinto hispams.

“Timefor what?’
“We haveto leave soon. Y ou must be well enough for it.”
“Leave?’ Hishandslowered, caution shading histone. “Why?’

“Because,” she said, enunciating each word carefully, “your horse—your dead horse—has eaten dl the
sparefood. | told you thisbefore, but | suppose you were till tooiill to understand.”

The caution turned to something more severe within him. “Thefood isgone?’ he asked, incredulous. And
then, “My horseis dead?”’

“Yes, to both.”

“How?'

“I believe it consumed too much of my garden.”

He looked around them, at the vines and drooping flowers.

“Not thisone” Lily said, with agraceful flick of her wrigt. “The vegetable garden, my lord.”

“My God.” Tristan glanced down at the bread again, suddenly precious, every single crumb of it, dry and
fdling to pieces around him, againgt the ground, the smpletunic.

He had an image of her suddenly, crying before him, her hands over her face, an outline of golden Lily
surrounded by darkness. At the time he had felt a strange satisfaction at it—he had no ideawhy that
should be, what had been running through his mind. But she had cried before him. Lily had cried.



“ S0 you understand now why you must eat,” she said, perfectly composed. “Do not waste what we have
left.”

“How much longer?’ Tristan asked.

Shelooked away, her lips drawing thin once more.

“How much longer, my lady?’ he demanded again, standing.

“I don’t know,” she confessed, for once sounding uncertain. “Mayhap aweek, or alittle longer.”

He began to laugh, prompting her to quickly rise. Tristan caught her hand before she could touch hisface.

“No. | anwdl enough. Merely...” He couldn’t find the words to explain it, his black amusement at their
Stuation, histenuous fantasy dready shattered. So much for remaining at Safere. They would haveto
leave here together, and brave the very world he wished to hide from. Somehow he would haveto find
the courage to do that.

Hewas il holding her hand, histhumb now absently skimming her skin, closeto acaress. They glanced
down at this transgression together, both of them apparently redizing a the same time what he was
doing.

Tristan released her asif she had scorched him. Lily swiftly tucked both hands behind her, her face
downturned.

“Very well.” Hetook a step back to put some distance between them, pretending to concentrate on
breaking the bread into smdler pieces. “We Il go to my castle. WE Il go to Glynwallen. It’ sthe closest to
us. It shouldn’t take us much longer than afortnight.”

“Your castle,” she repesated, in avoice so bland that he knew something was wrong. His gaze to her was
sharp.

“Aye, Glynwalen. We |l be safethere”
Lily looked back at him, her face as cam as stone, increasing hisdarm. Tristan actualy scowled &t her.
“Why, lady, what' s amiss?’

“My good lord,” she responded, very formd, “1 had not thought—that is...” She sighed and moved
away from him, toward the trunk of the leafy tree. “1 have told you we thought you dead.”

He answered her dowly. “Aye. Yet herel am.”

“Yes. But the Earl of Haverlocke resides even now a Glynwallen.”
“What?’

“Y our brother,” she said. “Y our younger brother, Liam.”

Helet the words sink into him, taken aback. Liam—Ear| of Haverlocke? Of course. If he were dead,
Liamwould inherit thetitle

He had not seen his brother since he was a child. He could barely remember him—only alittle boy,
skittish and shy, the opposite of how Tristan had been at that age. After the deaths of their father and
eldest brother, Liam had been taken away by distant family—cousins—to the countryside. ... Tristan had



been so over-whelmed with his new duties and prestige—so pleased, his mind whispered—that he had
barely even noticed the boy’ s absence.

But now Liam was earl. Tristan had not considered it before—all that time locked up in France, he had
not allowed himself to think too much about why he remained a prisoner, even after the damned French
had discovered his name and title. He had not alowed himsdlf to question why he was never released,
why what he had assumed was a demand for ransom had never been paid.

Liam had thought him dead. A miscommunication, abody from the battle claimed to be his own; some
poor butchered knight resembling him, perhaps even falen next to hishorse, hisshidld....

Great God, it made perfect sense. No one had thought to rescue him because no one had known he was
dive

It should have gladdened him. Why did it not? He could only stare into the hidden depths of Lily’seyes,
callecting histhoughts.

“No matter,” Tristan said at last. “We shdl go to Glynwallen, and greet my brother, and clear up this
business. Certainly hewill welcome us.”

“Oh, certainly,” shesad, very dry. “Nevertheless, | cannot accompany you there.”
“Why not?’

“It would not be appropriate. You and | are unrelated. We should not travel aone together, although it
seemsthereisno choice. In truth, we should not even be at Safere together. And we absolutely cannot
arrive a your castle together, without proper accompani ment—"

“We arerdated by marriage,” Tristan said firmly. “No one may fault usfor—"

“Inany case,” she continued without pause, “1 have an endowment with the sisters of Our Lady of the
Blessed Faith. | shall be going to their convent.”

“Convent?’ He couldn’t believeit. “Y ou're going to join aconvent?’
“It’ sbeen arranged for years.”

There was dmost adare to her stance, defying him to contest her. Tristan felt betrayed, athough there
was certainly no causefor it. He had no right to fedl the sense of |oss that now overtook him. No right at
al to say the thingsthat cameto him at once: No, no, of course you can’t. You will stay with me. |
command it.

“A convent,” he managed to say again, past al the unseemly protestswithin him. He gave her adtately
nod of his head, atoken of false acceptance. “ Then pray alow me, my lady, the honor of escorting you
there. | am surethe nunswill not fault such a precaution, not with the plague ravaging the land.”

Lily only nodded in reply, then turned her eyes away from him, staring out gravely into the garden once
more.



T HE DAYSMELTED TOGETHER FOR HIM, ONLY THE shifting of the light telling Tristan another hour had
passed, another minute, another dawn or sunset with Lily beside him, or away.

He knew there was something wrong with him. He knew that the fedings he was experiencing were
beyond reason, beyond what anyone might think fitting. How to explain it, the way he felt around her? He
could not fathom it himself. All he knew wasthat being with her was like being in the room with aspray

of gars, tame and glowing, soft illumination.

Perhaps it was that she was as close as he would ever find to Amiranth, that girl he had not had the
chanceto know or love. Perhgpsit wasjust guilt creeting these fedlingsin him, aneed for hislate wife
misguided, digtracted to the living woman with him now.

Tristan found himsalf inventing pretextsto bend close to her, to lean in near where she sat or stood, and
adore her scent. His hand might touch her braid when she could not see or fed it. Even the whisper of
her skirts did something to him, sounding like poetry in alanguage he could not speak.

And her eyes...hewasfinding it more and more difficult to Sare into them directly. Such grest, glorious
brown eyes, knowing and wise, fringed with dark lashes. He loved it best when she had been working at
sometask, and her hair would come loose from its knots. Strands of burnished gold would fal across her
face and brows, alovely complement of colors.

Besidesthe fact that her words to him became sparser and sparser, she treated him exactly as she had
since he had first arrived. She gppeared to notice nothing of hisinfatuation with her, but instead went
about Safere with her usud efficiency, preparing for their departure. He spent hisdaystrailing her, helping
as he could, even though she scolded him for not resting.

“If youfdl ill asswetrave it will be agreat misfortune,” she said, fretful as she watched him haul water
from the wdll to the kitchen.

“Youwill only haveto nursemeagan,” hereplied, spilling water from the bucket around them both.
“I am aware of that,” said Lily tartly. “And it is something | would prefer to avoid if possible”
“I will do my best not to disgppoint you, my lady.”

And hewould. The last thing he wanted was to spend hisfina days with her in a stupor, unaware of what
was about to leave him, the loss that would soon come. No, he wanted to live each moment with her,
truly fedl it, in pain or pleasure or both. Only then might he be ready to go back to his own world.

The food dwindled. Lily had let the vegetable garden begin to die, no longer bothering to water it. The
stubs of the plants the gelding had |eft turned ashriveled gray.

They agreed to leave within two days. There was dightly more food than that, but they would need it for
the journey. She directed him and they worked together in the kitchen, making rows and rows of
swesetened cakes of oats and dried fruits, until their hands were sticky with honey. Baked pies, loaves of
bread, the last of their reserves spent.

Ontherr find night at Safere they had afeast of sorts, the end of the fresh food. They aeitin grand
slence together, donewith full plate and ceremony in the great hdl, wine and gleaming glass around
them.

Tristan had come to cherish the silence between them; there was no strain attached to it, no reserved
emotions—except his own—no secret messagesin the quiet. Indeed, he had never before known such a



tranquility as he had found with thislady. She dined and drank and even smiled at him once as hetook a
bite, brightening the herbed tart to something beyond splendid in his mouth.

They said their good-nights with equa formality, each withdrawing to retire to their own chambers.

He had noticed days ago that she was staying in Amiranth’s old room, the quarters of the countess,
connected to his own. When she saw him pondering her going to the door, she had explained, with a
bare hint of ablush, that she had used this chamber since he had arrived, the better to hear him in the
night, when he had beenill.

“I shdl move back to my old quarters, if you like,” she added calmly.

“No,” he had answered, only atrifletoo fast. “ Please don’t. Stay where you are. It' s better thisway.”
“Better?’

“You'redready there,” he said eadily. “1t makes no sense to move now.”

And she had agreed, and lft, and every night since then he had listened to her move beyond their
connecting door, imagining what she might be doing...wearing...what her dreamswould be about, surely
something far, far more innocent than his own.

Tonight was no different. Helay in hisfather’ s bed—when would he be able to think of it as his>—and
drained to hear the dight rustling that betrayed her movements, staring up at the celling. Very soon the
noises faded until there was only the night around him, the insects outside, the distant moan of the wind.

Hedent.

When Tristan opened his eyes again the room had changed, orange and pink acrossit dl, highlighting the
paneled walls. He sat up quickly, listening, ashe dwaysdid, for any sign of Lily’ sawakening. Because he
had asked, he knew that she tended to rise just after the dawn. Every day he had meant to do the same,
but the remnants of the fever made him deep late, rousing him long after she had I ft.

Not today. A short glance out the window showed him that the sun had not yet cleared the horizon, only
those vivid colors heralding its arrival. There were no sounds coming from Lily’ s room—perhaps she still
dept. Surdly there could be no harm in checking on her. It had nothing to do with the fact that he had
been envisoning her in her bed dl these endless nights. He was merdly ensuring that all waswell with her.
If he happened to see her in dumber, her hair loose and free, her face unguarded, well, it would certainly
not be hisfaullt....

Her bed was empty. The entire room was empty. He took afew short stepsinto it anyway.
“My lady?”
There was no response.

Trigtan felt a strange warning sound within him, unwarranted. There was nothing darming about this. He
had smply missed her again, that was al. She would be in the kitchen, probably, preparing their
breakfast. Or the stables, seeing to the mare.

He dressed quickly, still fedling that sense of unease, an unpleasant chill crawling down his back.

Shewas not in the kitchen. Nor was she in the stables—the mare stood fitfully alone—nor the garden.
Trigtan was searching more hurriedly now, cdling her name. Asthe rising sun began to warm the morning



he made himsdlf pause, trying to think clearly.

She had to be inside the manor. There weren't that many places she could go, and the easiest place to
lose hersdlf would be the manor, with itslabyrinth of rooms and darkened windows.

Unless...shehad left him.

No! Tristan dammed his palm against the wall outside the main doors, hard enough to hurt. She would
not be gone. She would not have deserted him, after al they had done together, al they had planned. If
nothing €' se, she would not have lft the horse. But she might beill somewhere, in afaint—or trapped
somehow, needing him. He had to find her.

But Lady Lily truly was not in Safere. He searched every room, every corner, behind every screen and
chair. Findly Tristan sat, exhausted, at thetablein the great hdl, cradling his head in his hands, staring
down at the wood before him, feding nothing but despair.

He was aone again. He had never deserved her—he had known that al along. Lily had only doneto him
what he had done to Amiranth. He could not even fault her for it. She might have been planning thisfrom
the beginning, but that seemed so crud, o unlike the woman he thought shewes. ...

“Ah, God,” he said, and laid his head upon the table.

He could not count the timesin hislife he thought he was about to die; there had been too many of them.
Times of danger and desperation, his capture winding out to long years of imprisonment, apainful and
barren eternity before him a Mirgaux. Even during his escape, when he had managed to wrest free of his
guards and legp—from athird-story battlement—into the liquid dudge of the river running past the
prison, Tristan had honestly thought it would be hislast act on this earth.

He had survived that leap. Shock and the current had dragged him to the bottom of the black water; he
had crawled, choking, to ahidden shore hours later. He had lain upon the stinking mud of that bank and
stared up at the night clouds above him, and truly contemplated the pleasure of his death then.

And none of that hopelessness, none of that despair and rage and sorrow that had swept him that night,
compared with what hefelt now, with Lily’ s abandonment of him.

His head was throbbing with pain, afamiliar torment. Tristan pressed the hed of hishand againgt his
forehead, squeezing his eyes shuit.

Hewould have to chase after her. She would not thank him for it, but he could do no less. Shewas
unprotected now, traveling on foot, vulnerable to dl kinds of harm. Despite what she thought of him, and
what she had done, she did not deserve that.

He pushed back his chair, wandering down the main hallway again, toward the entrance of the manor.
He stepped outside and raised hisface to the sun, trying to gain strength from it, and when he looked
down again aflash of light over glass blinded him for amoment. Tristan frowned and walked to it—a
window of long panes, set back into an arch.

What room was this? It had its own outer door, smal, unnoticeable, the same color asthe stone.
It was the chapel, dim and narrow, asingle row of pews running up to the altar in front.
And Lily wasthere, in thefirst of the seats, afigure garbed in solemn black, her head bowed in prayer.

Tristan slood motionless for amoment, overcome with emotions he could not name. The chapd! Of



course! He had not been here since his boyhood—sweet heavens, he could not even recall thelast time
he had attended Mass, or even thought to.

Shewas here, hisLily, slent and unhurried. She had not left him!

“I wanted to ask you something, my lord.” Her words resounded against the close stone walls, hollow.
She showed no astonishment at his sudden appearance, did not even ook back at him.

“Ask,” hereplied, gtriving to sound normal, to keep thewild rdlief from hisvoice. He began to walk
toward her, admiring the nape of her neck, long and lovely, her hair loosely pinned up, little strands of
amber curling closeto her skin.

“Why did you cometo Safere?’

Tristan took a seat in the pew just behind her, moving dightly to the left, so that he could see the curve of
her cheek. “Itismy home.”

“Y ou have many homes, | believe. Why thisone?’
He drew along breath, not answering.

“Wasit that it was closest to France? The most convenient for you, on your journey back to England
from your grest war?’

“No.” He looked up at the fresco beyond her, the painted figure of the Lord on a cross, red blood and
thorns. “1 remembered my wife. | wasthinking of her.”

“Wereyou?’ She sounded amost cynica. The portion of her face that he could see showed him nothing
of her expression, only the smooth whiteness of her skin. He must have imagined her jab.

“I was. | could not help but remember...”

“What?’

“Nothing.” He shifted, uncomfortable. “Nothing. Just. . .her touch. That wasdl.”
“Her touch?’

“Like—innocence. That waswhat | remembered.”

Shemade asmal, scoffing noise.

“I know how it sounds” Tristan said. “Buit it isthe truth, my lady.”

“Truth,” she echoed, low. “ Shdll | tell you what istrue? How about this. death. Desertion. That innocence
inyour young wife you recall dowly turned to rancor over the years, as month after month you did not
return for her. She watched for you every day, my lord—I’ m sure you do not care about such atrivia
fact, yet shedid. But of course you never came, and eventually she was declared awidow, and told to
remain here forever. Safere became her dower house. And her doom.”

Tristan stared down at his hands, clenched tight around each other, scarred and rough.
“I don't suppose | deserve any better than that,” he said into the hush.

“No,” Lily agreed, more composed. “| don’t suppose you do.”



He stood, unable to remain in place amoment longer, her words il circling hisheart, harsh justice. He
moved to stand in front of her and held out his open pam.

“We should leave now, my lady.”

She did not accept his hand. Nor did she rise from the pew; only her gaze shifted, going to the floor
between them. He followed her look and noticed that he stood over asmall, engraved stone, amarker
for acrypt. Tristan moved hisfeet and read the whole of it: RG., 1342.

Therewas asingle stem of flowers across the stone, tiny bluebdls. He had nearly stepped uponit.

He looked back up at her and noted for thefirst time the unusua palor of her face, the contrast of two
spots of color high upon her cheekbones.

“Who wasthis?’ he asked, very gently.

Shewas silent for so long that he thought she meant smply to disregard him, but then she said quietly,
“My daughter.”

Tristan concedled his shock. “I did not redlize you were wed.”
Her look was almost wrathful. “1 am not.”

She stood and pushed past him, her steps sharp against the floor as she walked outside, her back straight
and tiff.

He could not help danting alook back at the little stone, the scripted initials somehow both lavish and
sad. He bent down, adjusting the stem of bluebellsto amore careful angle. Then hefollowed Lily.

A child out of wedlock—it would better explain why shewas here, afar morelikely reason to be sent to
Safere than merely to companion Amiranth. If what he remembered about her was true, she had been
living off the generosity of Amiranth’s brother, acousin severd timesremoved. Her affair would have
caused quite a scandd, he knew that. And the results of that affair must have been hidden with al due
haste. Impoverished or not, an unwed noblewoman with child could not quite be tossed avay—so she
had been banished instead, and | &ft to languish here, forgotten by the mannered world.

Tristan had grown up in that dangerous, rarefied society, where words and actions often contradicted
each other, and complicated lies abounded, waiting to trap the unwary. It was a gilded snare of rogues
and princes and courtly debauchery—he remembered it clearly...

...and shewas s0 beautiful, fairer than any woman he could recal. How smpleit might have been to
take advantage of her faith in some suitor. How cleverly it might have happened, the seduction of Lady
Lily.

He wondered, with arising sense of outrage, who the father was and why he had not been forced to take
responghbility for hisdishonor.

Hefound her now in the stables. It was no mystery where she had gone; the sound of her voiceled him
straight to her, crooning words to the bay mare, both of them ignoring him as hewalked closer.

“Lily,” hesaid, uncomfortable. “I did not mean to—"

“Itwasalong timeago.” She spoke over him, still looking at the mare. “And | will thank you not to
mention it again, my lord.”



“Of course”

He bowed to her, a half-forgotten convention, and at last she glanced at him. Her eyeswere very bright.
Thecircles of feverish color on her cheeks stood out dl the more in the daylight.

Tristan came closer to her, concerned. “Areyou well?’
“Perfectly,” shereplied, freezing cold. “ Shdl we be off, my lord?’

Shewaslying. He recognized this flush only al too well. But there was nothing he could do to persuade
her to Say, Tristan knew that right enough. There was no food at Safere anyway, and no future.

He argued with her when she insisted that he ride the mare. She would not listen to his protests, grew
more than unreasonable: her voice rose, her eyesfilled with tears, and the darming spots of color began
to spread across her entire face. He only calmed her by agreeing to ride part of the way, alowing that
she could walk, at least thefirst few miles.

But he was watching her closdy, and waiting.

They were two days out when it happened. She had steadfastly refused to change placeswith him,
muttering something about how they had to move on as quickly asthey could, to reach the convent. The
onetime he had attempted to force her onto the mare she had ended up screaming and striking at him,
and the damned horse had nearly bolted.

Shewasright about one thing—they had to keep going. If they hurried they might reach an inn soon, and
that could be invaluable for what was to come. So he placated her and rode while she walked, al the
while expecting theinevitable.

Tristan was thinking quite serioudy about tying her up and gagging her to keep her on the horse, when his
fearsbecameredlity.

It was midday, and they had just crossed a sullen creek, afew lonetrees at last appearing again at its
banks. Lily stepped off the bridge and suddenly released the reins of the mare, her hand falling limply to
her skirts. His attention to her was so acute that he was aready leaping down from the horse as she
began to crumple in dow, graceful foldsto the ground. Tristan caught her in hisarms before shefell
completely, and gathered her close to hisracing heart.

Chapter Five

I T HAD COME TOHER IN THE DARKEST MOMENT OF them dll, in the deep of that last dreadful night of
the sickness, as her cousin lay gasping for air on her bed at Safere.

What if...

Amiranth had clutched Lily’ sfrail hand and stared, dry eyed, at the ravaged figure before her, distorted
shadows dancing across them both with the torchlight.

Even desth could not take away Lily’s beauty. Even this monstrous disease could not rob her of her
fairness. The gold in her hair was undimmed. Thelight in her eyes had been just asloving past the pain.



Those eyes were closed now—yprobably forever.

Poor Lily, to die so young and kindhearted, abandoned to this place.

Poor Amiranth, to be |eft here without her.

What if...

It was such awicked idea. It was unforgivable, what she was thinking. Sdlfish. Shocking.
But who would ever know?

A spasm of paintook her cousin; for amoment Lily’ sfingerstightened hard over her own, squeezing. A
wet cough followed, convulsing her body. When it was over Amiranth hel ped her back down to the
covers, both of them breathing too quickly.

Amiranth ran her fingers over the heated brow, clearing back atangle of hair. She could no longer tell if
Lily was awake or adeep in her torment. She had not been able to spesk, or est, for days. It had to end
soon. Plesse.

If...

God curse the thought! She was awretched, horrible beast to be thinking of hersdlf in this moment. She
should be doing nothing but attending to Lily—ypraying for her, helping her. Wishing for theend to this
agonizing madness.

But thewicked ideadid not go away. Born of this darkness, saturated in desperation, it gained strength
fromit. Too late to avoid it now, or wish it unthought. It had taken hold of her, crafty and creeping, hiding
amid the shadows of her soul.

And now, even as death lurked closer—yes, come! hurry!—inthisforlorn little room, Amiranth knew
she would succumb to the shadowsiin her, after all.

She gazed down at her dying cousin, the only friend she had ever known.
What if it were 1 ?

Lily took onefind, thin gasp, exhaling so dowly that Amiranth could fed the very last warmth in the
world departing the room with her. Her fingerswent lax in Amiranth’ s hand.

Shetruly was aone now. God help her.

A MIRANTH SIGHED AND TURNED IN HER SLEEP, TIRED of remembering, tired of the hest that drenched
her, and the sorrow, and the fear. When shetried to push it al away from her shefound her arms
congtricted, bound tightly to her sides, and this sent her to weeping, because she could not even do what
she had dways done, and force away the pain.

Someone was speaking to her, aman, his voice soothing and low. She could not hear him well enough to
make out hiswords; he was dl but drowned beneath the rushing in her head, a steedy, rapid cadence



that sent ripples of pain through her bodly.

She was cold, and then she was hot. There were only extremes around her, nothing sweet or mild,
nothing to rely upon, save the seadiness of that man’svoice, familiar yet so obscure. Who could be
speaking to her in such atone? Who could be touching her in such away, soft whispers across her face?
Who would stroke her so gently?

She opened her eyes and saw him, disheveled black hair that fdll to his shoulders, sparkling eyesthat
gmiled at her. Thoselips, with their enticing curl at the corners, asecret mirth. ..

Tristan was dead. So now Amiranth supposed she was aswell, for never had he looked at her so kindly
inlife. She grew ill, staring up at him, blue sky beyond his face—that made sense, for heaven would be
blue, wouldn’t it? And there was sunlight on him too, falling across his shoulders. ..she had seen him like
thisbefore....

Amiranth saw her hand reach up and touch his cheek, atest; his own hand caught hersthere, pressing her
closer. Heturned his head and kissed her fingers, hiseyes closing.

She said, marveing, “Why, desth is surely awondrous thing.”

His eyes opened again. He leaned down closer to her, dark and handsome as the blessed night.
“Seep now, Lily. You'll fed better soon.”

“No,” she sad, struggling to make him understand. “I...I'm naot...”

But the rest of her sentence faded away, and she felt the dusk of heaven come up around her, as safe as
hisarms, enfolding her with velvet and satin, utter tillness,

T RISTAN WRAPPED HER MORE SECURELY IN THE ELEGANT mantle he had found in one of the bags,
tucking the cornersin around her so that she could not easily shiver it off.

It was arather amazing piece of work, velvet and ermine, crimson and blue chevronsforming bright lines.
It had been alifetime since he had seen such finery, felt such luxury between hisfingers. The colors of it
seemed amogt too rich to him, too deep, too sumptuous. They spoke to him of things he had not dared
to consider except in his dreams: wedlth, power, privilege...giftsfrom a stolen life, one he thought he had
lost forever.

He could not imagine why Lily had wanted to bring this cloak with them—it was meant for winter,
without doubt—but could only be glad now that she had. It was imperative that she stay warm, despite
her fever. And the summer nights could cool consderably.

Tristan sat back and watched her, her breathing more even than it had been yesterday. That was good.
She would recover. He was determined that she would.

He thought they were not too far from avillage. He seemed to recall, from the depths of his memory, that
thefirst Sgnsof life beyond Safere were about three days away from the etate; that would mean only a
day’stravel from hereto find it. If only he knew for certain, he might dare to leave her, ride out and



summon help....

But he couldn’t do that. He would not risk leaving her while shewas till lost in her fever; without him she
would be defensdess. Y et he had to do something soon, or she might fal so far into theillnessthat there
would be no return, no matter where she rested. It was adamnable mess however he considered it.

Tristan glanced around at their crude campsite. It was the best he had been able to do with it—they were
cradled beneath the shelter of two twisted trees next to the creek, on a sandbar that was dry and soft. It
had been adequate until now. There was water, and there was shade from the relentless sun. He actually
felt somewhat relieved to be out here in the open, nothing but warm air around him.

Escape would be easy from a place such asthis. It would not be difficult to flee with Lily on the mare,
emptiness stretching in every direction. No harm could come to them here, no enemy could approach
without warning.

Y et hefound himself congtantly checking the ares, rechecking it, confirming what he aready knew: open
ar, empty sky, flat horizon. No one coming for him, for either of them.

And every time he verified their security he felt ajagged pain in his chest begin to ease, loosen itshold on
him—>but it dways came back, building dowly through him until it fet asif hisribs had splintered again,
until he had to raise hishead and scan it al once more....

Safe here, hismind would chant. Safety here.
Y es. It was good. But they would have to leave soon. There smply wasn't enough food.

For the past four days he had fed her watered bread until it was gone, and then boiled the oatcakes they
had made to mush. With agreat dedl of cgoling and no little threstening, he had gotten her to eat from his
hand in the midst of her fever, the softened oats and fruits keeping her dive. It was not going to be
enough, however, and he knew it.

She needed proper shelter. She needed abed—apdllet at least. Broth. A warm room. A physician, if he
could find one. If only they were at Glynwallen, he would know precisdly what to do. At Glynwalen he
could offer her the care due aqueen...and he knew al the roomsthere by heart, dl the hallways, every

path to safety ...

Tristan snapped his head back up, rubbing hisface, fighting to stay awake. He was not yet completely
wel himself. He spent more time than he should napping, no doubt. He should remain wary and aert. He
should be on congtant guard for danger. But the dow music of the creek beyond him was a constant [ulll
to histhoughts, sending adeepy haze over him. Better, surely, to mend as he could, to regain his strength
that much more quickly. And they were ill far enough from civilization, no onewould come.....

Helay down on the ground beside Lily, keeping his eyesfixed upon her face, relaxed now, serene. He
had shielded her from the sun as best he could under the trees, but the world around them till flared with
brilliance. Shimmers of slver danced across her form, reflections of sunlight from the nearby stream.

His gaze shifted from her faceto her chest, noting the rise and fall that marked her bresthing, till
condant, ill cam.

She was better. 1t would be up to him to ensure she remained that way.



A MIRANTH AWOKE WITH A FIERCE HEADACHE, AWASH amid bright light that seemed to burn behind

her eyes. Shetried to lift ahand to block it and felt the condtriction of something wrapped tightly around
her; with abit of astruggle she had her hand free. She covered her eyeswith rdief, Sghing heavily.

Gradudly the noises of her surroundings crept past the pain. Wind whigtling, asit might through the
branches of atree. A murmuring, liquid sound, like water passing over rocks. Frogs. An occasiond rustle
from above, the movement of some small creature amid leaves—abird, or asquirrel.

A man’svoice, hushed. Horse' s steps againgt dirt, restless.

Amiranth moved her hand, turning her head to take in the sight of the man and the horse not too far
away, faceto face, hishandson the bridle.

She knew him. Didn’t she? He was very familiar. How strange to find herself here, lying as openly as
could be beneath the sky and the trees. How immodest of her, to have fallen adeep in such aplace, in
front of thisstranger....

But he wasn't astranger.

No. It was Tristan. Yes, Tristan over there, her husband standing with her horse, looking for dl the
world like he might be arguing with the mare.

Amiranth squinted, propping hersalf up on her ebows, studying the scene.

It was he. It certainly was. He looked dmost exactly as she remembered, tall and leanly muscled, touded
black hair that curled and lifted in the wind, aprincely profile, masculine gracein hisvery posture, the air
about him.

He had come back. After dl thistime, he had returned from the dead, and thrown her world upside
down once again.

Shefdt a curious amusement cometo her, caustic. How very like Tristan, to resppear when she had
least wanted him to, gtill so ruthlesdy handsomethat it sent apainful stab of recognition straight through
her.

And how ironic that his recognition of her was not nearly so keen. It was coming clearer now, her
memory returning despite her headache. To save hersdlf, she had enacted a desperate lie: Amiranth was
dead, and Lily lived....

Lady Lily Granger was nearly no oneto refined society. She had no fortune, no sgnificant family name,
and thus no future to spesk of.

Lady Lily Granger was not tied to Safere, as her unfortunate cousin had been. In fact, through her very
lack of digtinction, Lily could do nearly what she pleased with her life. She would never have to wait for a
lost hushand to reclaim her. She would never have to choose between spending the rest of her days at
Safere or remarrying some old man of the king's choosing.

Lady Lily could smply dip away, off to aconvent, unmolested, forgotten—free. It was everything
Amiranth degred.

A desperatelie, indeed. How could she be Lily, who had walked in beauty, who had never raised her
voice or said or thought an unkind thing about anyone? No onewould believeit! Yet Lily had died...and



Amiranth had doneit anyway.

And it had worked. Her wild plan, her one grasp at salvation from her life, had worked! Thank God she
had had wits enough to maintain the charade in front of her newfound husband.

Now, watching Tristan in the bright sunlight, Amiranth wondered for the first time what Lily would say of
her deception. She pushed away the twinge of guilt that spread through her. Beloved Lily was dead, and
al her gentle beauty and grace—and the need for truth—had died with her.

Amiranth had only done what she had to. She would not regret it now.

Jorah tossed her head, and Tristan lost the reins. The mare pranced out of his reach, her steps quick and
irritated. Even her horse, it seemed, had sense enough to didike the earl.

She watched as he chased after the mare, his voice coming to her with the breeze, commanding. Jorah
only snorted and skittered Sdeways, stirring up little plumes of dust.

It might have been amusing, but for the fact that Amiranth was beginning to recall the rest of the past few
weeks: llIness. Starvation. Sanctuary awaiting her at the convent.

They needed the mare. If shedidn’t stop him, Tristan would end up chasing her away until she wastruly
gone. Jorah wasfaithful to her, she dways had been. But she didn’t like men, and Amiranth didn’t want
to risk her panicking and running off into the vast countryside. She would make aexcellent prize for any
thief.

“Stop,” she called out—or meant to. Her voice was scratchy and breathless, impossible to hear.

Jorah stood ddliberately just beyond Tristan, the black of her tail swishing high across her flanks. She
curled her lip a the man edging dowly toward her, then snapped at his outstretched hand. Tristan pulled
back hadtily; Amiranth heard him curse.

She sat up, moistening her lips, and gave alow whistle.

Jorah’ s ears pricked toward her. With another toss of her head, she trotted daintily over to Amiranth,
blowing warm breath against her hair.

Amiranth reached up and touched the nose lowered to her, stroking it, watching as Tristan approached,
his eyes dark and concerned.

1] Li |y.”

She heard many emationsin that Sngle name, avevet tumble of inflections that never would have been
there eight years ago. In spite of hersdf she felt aresponse building in her—how niceit would be to
warrant such favor. But he was speaking to another woman, not to her.

Amiranth looked down so that she would not have to see him, sun-splashed and charming, and fed the
need for him again.

She heard him come nearer, his steps across the earth and stone, and then he wastherein front of her,
knedling, taking her hand in both of his.

“My lady.” Hisfingerstightened. “ Do you know me?’

She dmost laughed, but stifled it in time. Amiranth nodded instead, not trusting her voice. He released her
hand; shefet hisfingerstouch her chin now, lifting, so that she had to look into his eyes.



“Areyou certain?’ he asked, searching her face. “1 am Tristan.”
She pulled away from histouch. “I remember you.”
Her voice came out broken still, but her words were clear enough. Something in his face eased.

“Thank God,” he said, sounding very sincere. “Last night | feared—" He stopped, not finishing the
sentence. Their eyeslocked. The tenson returned to hisfeatures, a subtle tightening that almost as swiftly
relaxed into afaint smile.

“You're better.” He shifted, moving to sit before her. “I’'m glad.”

Amiranth looked around, noting the stream, the gnarled trees, a sky the color of lapis. Something
flickered in the corner of her vision; when she turned her head too quickly to see, her balance was gone.
Theworld dipped and swayed, streaks of color. She found herself caught in Tristan’sarms asit dl began
to settle again, sky above, ground below. He eased her back to the sand.

“Relax. You'renot yet hale, my lady. Do not attempt to exert yoursdlf.”

The movement came again—Jorah, wading off into the stream, durping at the water.

“Wemust keep traveling,” Amiranth said.

Tristan regarded her from above, intent. His hands were firm on her shoulders.

“Not yet.”

“How long have we been here?’

“Fivedays.”

“Fivedayd” She pushed a hishands. “We haveto leaveimmediately! We haven't enough food for—"

“I know.” He had not released her, overcoming her weakened struggles with ease. “Lily, listen to me.
Thereisfood enough for two more days.”

She lay there panting, trying to understand.

“I think we're closeto avillage. If we can get there, we'll befine, I'm certain of it.”
“Village.” Shefrowned, remembering. “Y es. Haverton. It's closest to Safere.”

“That’ sright.”

“But—it’ s till three days hence. We need to leave today if we' re going to manage the food.”
“| estimate we' re only aday away now, more or less.”

Amiranth had forgotten they had aready gone some distance from the estate. Her memory of their travels
was patchy at best—she recdled walking, but not where she had gone. Glimpses of Tristan now and
again, watching her, sllent, withdrawn. Fedling the endless heet, eating her whole, still walking, dways
waking....

They must have covered quite abit of ground, to be only aday out of Haverton. How odd that dl she
could redly remember wasthe heat, and him.



“Very wdl. | can beready to leavein amoment.”
Tristan leaned back. “Don’t be absurd. I'm going aone.”
“Certainly you're not!”

“Certainly | am.” She saw that hint of asmile again, againgt her will felt the apped of it travel through her.
“You'reinno condition to ride. I'm going to get help for you.”

A tingle of dread began in her fingertips, spreading up her arms, to her chest. If heleft—if anything
happened to him—afal, athief, an accident—who would ever know? They would both die out here
after al, death would come just as she had always feared it would. She would never escape this place,
not even with the man who had first ddivered her here.

Amiranth sat up again, and thistime Tristan did not attempt to stop her. Her words came firmly now.
“Y ou cannot leave me here.”

“I won't belong. If | can keep that beast up to agood trot, I’ll be back for youinnotimeat al.”
“We must go together. It sthe only way.”

“Lily.” He shook his head, then touched her hand again, gentle. Sunlight and shade mingled across him,
playing off the clean lines of hisface. “1 would not abandon you, my lady. | will be back.”

| will return for you....

She had bdlieved him once, dl those years ago. Back then he had owned both her heart and her faith.
She would not make the same mistake again.

Amiranth drew hersdlf sraighter, pointing to her mare.

“Jorah won't alow you to ride her without me.”

“Weshdll see”

“No—I"m quite serious. She responds only to me. Y ou won't be able to manage her.”

He glanced back at the mare standing in the mud of the stream, deceptively placid as she watched them.

“It' swhy the serfs did not attempt to take her asthey fled,” Amiranth explained. “ She wastoo faithful for
them to overcome, and they knew it.”

“Too maevolent, you mean,” Tristan grumbled. He sighed and bowed his head, running both hands
through his hair. She granted hersdlf the luxury of admiring him then, when he could not see her do it; how
his hands were still so elegant and strong, hishair such shining ebony. Amiranth recognized this pose from
years past—their wedding night, when his distaste for her had not allowed him even to look at her face.

Tristan raised his head again, and she returned her gaze to the horse.
“Wewill go together,” she said softly, adamant.

“Aye” he agreed reluctantly. “I supposewe will.”



H AVERTON. WHAT A KINDLY NAME FOR SUCH A squdid set of huts, thatch and whitewashed mud
baked by the sun, inhabited by flegting ghosts of people wrapped in cloaks or blankets, staring at them as
they passed.

Tristan led the mare down lanes that sent hegt rising to the sky in waves, carrying the stench of garbage
and human filth with it. Occasondly he would glance back at Lily, hunched in the saddle, her hair tangled
down her armsin golden streamers. She had not fallen. Not yet. Where the hell wasthelocal inn?

When hetried to sop one of the villagersto ask, the man jerked away from him, hisreply garbled,
amost ashout. Tristan watched him retrest into an aley, closeto arun.

They waited but nothing else happened, and so they walked on.

What an odd place. There were other people here, he knew it, but he saw amost none of them. He
might have heard whispers as they passed doorways. He could see the gleam of eyes amid some of the
shadows. But asthey drew closer to the village center the lanes were empty. Even the marketplace was
deserted, vacant sdls, tattered awvnings swaying with the wind.

He paused there to examine it, bits of rotted vegetables rolling around with the dust, closed doors,
shuttered windows.

A faint sound behind him made him turn. Lily was dumped even lower over the mare now, ahand up to
her face. What he could see of her skin was flushed to a deep rose.

“We arelooking for theinn!” he called out into the empty courtyard before him.

No one answered him, although he heard a scraping sound nearby, perhaps adoor opening. When he
faced it he saw nothing new, only the shadows and blank walls of before.

“Theinn!” he caled again, asloudly as he could. “We seek shdlter there!”

Another noise from Lily; her head had lifted, her hand lowered. She was breathing shallowly through her
mouth.

“My lord. Weneed...to leave.”

“Try not to move too much,” he cautioned her, and then faced the buildings again. “Come out, you
people, and guide usto theinn!”

“My lord—" Lily’svoice wasafaint gasp.

Heturned to her just asthefirst rock struck his shoulder blade, asharp stinging. Tristan whirled and the
second rock hit him in the forehead, hard enough to send sparkling starsinto the center of hisvision.

“What the—"
“Leavel” Lily wheezed, tugging at the reins of the mare.

“Leavel” came an echo to her, aman’ s voice close-by, and then several more, amenacing chorus,
hidden behind walls.

“Leavel”



“Leaveud”
13 %! ”

Another rock flew by hishead, clattering off thewall behind him, spooking the mare. Lily swayed
aarmingly in the saddle as the horse twisted and whinnied, her hooves ringing across the cobblestones.

“Leaveoff, you foold” Tristan shouted, fighting the mare. “Areyou dl mad?’

Another rock, and another. He felt one hit hisleg, and then hislower back. Something warm and wet
was diding down hisface; he wiped it away, and saw blood on hispam.

“Get out! Plague! The plague!”
“Carrierd”

More stones, ahall of them. The mare et out a panicked squed, beginning to spinin circlesaround his
grip on thereins. Tristan pulled the horse down with brute force, snarling with the effort.

“Plague carriers” wasthe new chant, and the rocks came more quickly, striking him, the horse—L.ily.
She gave amuffled cry and hid her head in her hands.

“God curseit!” He pulled the mare out of the courtyard, asfast as he could manage it, praying that Lily
had the strength to keep her seat. The rocksfollowed him, striking walls, flying past him down the narrow
lane. The mare was kicking and screaming and still the stones did not stop, the chanting growing stronger
behind them.

“Maguecarierd”
13 H @LE ”
“Begone, plague!”

Trigan was running, and either the horse was pulling him or he was pulling her, both of them skidding
over theground. Lily’sform wasablur of black skirts and golden hair, clinging to the mare.

They left thelast of the huts behind them and kept on, bolting out into the open day, the shrieks of the
villagersfinaly fading behind them.

Chapter Six

T HEY CAME TO REST BENEATH A CLUTCH OF PINES, Sparse shelter against any who might wish to find
them, but the only shelter of any kind to be seen.

At some point during their flight Tristan had legpt up onto the horse behind her. Amiranth had fdlt his
arms come hard around her waist, probably the only thing keeping her seated as Jorah streaked across
the earth.

And then they were dowing, hating, ducking the limbs of sticky sap and sharp needles. Both of them did
from the saddle a nearly the sametime. Tristan caught her again, and together they sank to the ground.



“Lily!”

She opened her eyes and saw him, too close. He brought her even closer then, holding her to his chest as
they sat together. His heartbeat became arapid drumming against her cheek. She was breathing too hard
to protest this, feeling strangely limp and muddied. Her hair had tumbled across her face, strands of dark
gold in her lashes, dmaost hiding her—from him, from the world. How odd it was, to have him hold her.

Amiranth closed her eyes again, and the beating of his heart grew gradually dower againg her, somehow
reassuring. She felt his hand begin to smooth her hair, long, gliding strokes from her crown to her
shoulders.

Shedid not fed well. It was the only reason she alowed such an intimacy, histouch upon her. Shewas
ill. That explained what was happening to her now, this very unwelcome sense of pleasurein being so
closeto him.

She lifted her head to clear the hair from her eyes. But she made the mistake of looking up at him then,
hisface just above hers, his eyes endless black. The curl to hislipswas gone now, and initsplacewas a
hint of something new and enticing, an expression she had never before seen on him.

The changein him transfixed her. All thistime she thought she had known Tristan so well, most better
than her own salf. She had spent her girlhood studying him, learning him and observing him, casting out
the net of her dreamsfor him. How astonishing to redlize she had overlooked any part of Tristan Geraint.

Y et she had. She did not know this man before her. What was this dow, darkening look about him now?

His hand came up, diding across her cheek just as his head lowered and his lips touched hers, atentative
warmth. Amiranth exhaed the last of her sanity, so faint she barely noted it.

Shewasayoung girl again, and here a last was her hero, the man sheloved. Herewas Tristan truly
kissing her, histouch sweet and soft and yet hard as well. It was nothing rushed, nothing urgent, more of
adow, languorous fascination, the uniquefed of him, his scent. His mouth opened alittle over hers; he
tasted her with histongue, wicked ddlight.

Amiranth felt adistant amazement & it, that he could be doing thisto her, that she might fed hisarms
pressing her tight againgt him, that she clutched at him and returned hiskissand reveled init.

They were breathing heavily in tandem now, quick gasps of air around the kisses, cool againgt hot. Her
fingers curled into the cloth of histunic, bunching it across hisarm. Shefelt the heat of his skin benesth
the materid, the strength of him, his muscles flexed and taut with holding her, avery dight trembling
encompassing them both.

She knew thisfeding. She remembered this, the sensation of magic and stillness, of dow suspensonina
dream. She had fdt thisway with him untold nights before, but he hadn’t reglly been there with her—he
was gone by then, far from her in France, and she had been left done in her bed with nothing but her
twilight fantasies, aching and inconsolable. She had passed through thisilluson more times than she could
count: the hope of him come back to her, her husband returned from hiswar, returned to love her.

Her husband.

Amiranth dipped out of thisdream...out of hisarms, away from him, and felt histouch leave her aseasily
asranflowing over glass. Hisarmsfdl to hissides.

They faced each other in mutua consternation, the magnitude of their embrace expanding between them.



His gaze shifted; a hand reached up to her cheek. Amiranth turned her head away, dlowing her hair to
sweep across her face. Tristan paused, not touching.

“You'rebleeding,” he murmured.

Shefet her skin, the moisturethere. “1t'snot 1,” she said, sill hiding behind thefal of her hair. “1t’ syour
blood. It must be. I'm not hurt.”

When she glanced up at him he had not changed, intense as he met her eyes, troubled. She noticed now
the cut on hisforehead, how it |eft atrickle of deep red across hisface. It looked painful. Why did it hurt
her to see him wounded?

Hislashes|owered—Ilong and very black, aslustrous asthe rest of him.

“Lily,” he began, and fatered. His mouth tightened; he stared down at open space between them, taking
aheavy breath. “Please accept my apologies. | had no right to do that.”

“Yes” shesad, feding the strangest urgeto cry.

She heard him sigh alittle, and waited for him to say something more. But without another word Tristan
rose and walked away from her, going to the other side of the trees, until hisform was nearly lost to her
amid the trunks and boughs.

Amiranth looked back at the smear of hisblood on her hand. In that moment the crimson of it seemed to
take on aheavy new meaning to her, becoming both dangerous and splendidly beautiful.

T HERE WASNO STREAM IN THISLITTLE COVE OF TREES. Tristan regretted it very much, that they had

no water save what was left in the skins. No soothing liquid lullaby to counter histhoughts, or drown
them, whatever might distract him from the disaster to come.

How sweet Lily had tasted. How fineit was, to kiss her. How wrong, how corrupt, how he wanted to do
it again.

She had accepted his apology for it. Would she be so kind a second time—athird, afourth? The
hundredth time, when he would capture her and contain her solemn passion and keep it fast for himsdlf?
She would not stay solemn long if he did, he could guarantee that. She would blossom and enfold him, he

could teach her about these fedlings. .. he could show her how to wield them, and bring them to shining
brilliance for them both.

Sdfigh, arrogant thoughts.
He was doomed, and he knew it.

His gpology was dready vanquished in hismind, thin as beaten gold, dissolved to fragmentsin the searing
heet of hisdesirefor her.

What was an apology to this: the eager, dark edge within him that clamored for her, that howled for her
and scrambled his thoughts, turning hisbody to hunger and fierce wanting? The need to touch her again



ate away at him, an dmost physical craving that hurt, hurt so brightly that he had to grit histeeth against
it.

But no, he had gpologized and she had bowed her head and accepted it—Yyet he was not sorry. He
would do it again if he could. He would drag her dong with him even farther down this forbidden path.

Hewould liewith her and celebrate her—lovely, radiant Lily—until she cried out his name with her own
passion, and understood the terrible depths of his heart.

Tristan looked at her in the wan light of the moon, seated what she must surdly think was a safe distance
from himin thelittle nook of the trees. She should be degping now. It had been astrange, arduous day: a
stoning, achase, anear seduction. And shewas till battling the fever. She should at least be trying to
deep—and perhaps she would have been, were he not here. Had he not kissed her.

He could not see her well in thislight. He could not tdll if shewaslooking a him, ashewasat her. Her
hair glinted milky pale beneath the moon and stars. The silvered light on her lashes sent curling shadows
down her cheeks, masking her eyes. She waswrapped in her velvet mantle; the ermine around her
shoulders seemed dmost to glow, acedegtid collar.

She had eaten only half an oatcake. She would not eat any more of it, not even when he raised hisvoice
and called her afool. There werejust four of the cakes|eft, she had pointed out in her carefully calm
way. And they did not know how much longer they must go before finding more food. When he had
taken one threatening step toward her she had called his bluff, staying firm and resolute, her eyes shining
with fever—or something else. Tristan had backed away, unable yet to come too closeto her.

Half an oatcake. At thisrate, evenif he ate nothing at dl for the next few days, she would be dead within
the week. And he did not need another degath to drag upon his soul.

He stood too abruptly; he saw her start back.
“Get somerest,” he said, and walked to the hulk of the mare, drowsing nearby.
“What are you doing?’

They had |eft the horse saddled for the night, agreeing that it would be better to be prepared to flee
immediatdly if they had to. Tristan now loosened the reinsfrom their knots around atree branch, working
quickly. The mare took a cautious sideways step but otherwise remained cam. He climbed into the
saddle.

Lily had stood, clutching the mantle around her.

“What are you doing?’ she asked again, darmed. “Where are you going?’
“I'll be back.”

“What? No! Y ou can't—"

He was dready whedling the horse around, clearing the trees.

“Rest!” he cdled behind him, and urged the mare into agallop.



S—|E LAY BACK ON THE GROUND AND WATCHED THE midnight heavenswhile he was gone, curang him,
cursing hersdf, and even Jorah for refusing to throw him.

The night sky was swept with stars, an endless glitter of slver hanging above her, looking near enough to
touch. The moon had set and still he had not returned.

What sort of lunatic had the Earl of Haverlocke turned out to be? What could he being doing now, out in
this cold and silent night, with no supplies or friends, and certainly no welcome from any village?

If he harmed her horse she would kill him. She would. Despite Jorah' s startled acceptance of Tristan
tonight, the mare had been her loyal companion. She did not deserve to be ridden to her death by a
madman.

He might be hurt out there. He might be stoned again, beaten.

Amiranth fdt abitter tremble take her lips and fought it. She did not need to fed these things for him now.
She did not need to indulge in worry for him. She was not worried. He had survived years of war.
Clearly he did not require or even merit her concern.

But what could he be doing?

It didn’t matter. She would not care. The stars of the sky were so close. . .they promised secretsto
her...peaceful dumber....

The world was arumbling storm beneath her ear, amuffled, distant thumping that was rhythmic and
familiar...like thunder, but deeper, denser.

Amiranth sat up, awake again, glancing around wildly until she spotted him, riding low and fast on Jorah.
Starlight threw doping shadows across them both, highlighting Tristan’ sface, sending Jorah' slegsto a
blur. For one disconcerting ingtant they seemed fused as one: horse and rider, pagan and feral, amythic
creature risen from the enchanted night.

She blinked and it was only Tristan and her mare again, fleet over the dust and stones. Amiranth rose as
he came nearer, waiting with an outward composure she did not fed as he brought her horseto her.

Jorah cameto agradud halt in the high, dancing steps she favored, blowing air through her nose, shaking
her head, pressing close. Amiranth reached up to rub her cheek and the mare nudged her back, breathing
heavily.

Tristan's cut was bleeding again. It had sent threads of black down his temple with thewind, across his
cheek, thin as cobweb strands. He was smiling at her, amost jubilant.

“My lady fair,” he greeted her, and legpt from the horse, landing before her with effortless grace.
“What have you done?’ she asked, dreading the answer.

In response he went to the burlap sack hanging from the saddle, untying it with aflourish. When he turned
back to her, that handsome curveto hislipswas till in place. Tristan reached into the bag and pulled
out—aloaf of bread.

Amiranth stared at it, taking it wordlesdy as he handed it to her. Next came something about the size of
her fist, wrapped in thin white cloth. He unfolded it for her, revealing a coarse-hewn block of cheese. He
gave her that, aswell.



“And now, my Lady Lily...” Trigtan lifted the bag higher. His hand dipped in again, dl theway to the
bottom. She watched, amazed, as he lifted out awhole covered pig, the crust of it only alittle crushed
aong the edges.

Tristan held it up to hisnose, inhaing deeply.
“I think it smest,” he said, the yearning in hisvoice clear. He brought it close to her face.
“Pigeon,” shesad faintly.

He nodded, handing her the pie, going back to Jorah, walking her, leading her to the trees. “I’ ve got
water, too. Therewasawell.”

“What have you done?’ Amiranth asked again, stronger than before.
“Saved us.” Hetied the mare to abranch, patted her on the neck.

“Sweet Lord.” She stood there, burdened with thefood in her arms, staring from it to him, the scent of
the pigeon pie sending a sharp pinching to her somach.

Tristan watched her, hissmilefading. Cast in starlight and shade, his eyes remained hidden, the line of his
jaw shown lean and strong. With hiswind-tangled hair and e egant darkness, he looked once again like
some pagan creature—a brooding god now, regarding her silently.

“Did you gtedl it?’ she asked.

“They weren't likely to just giveit to me, werethey?’ He took the pie from her, seating himsdlf benesath
one of the pines. “Come eat, my lady.”

“Y ou should not have stolen.” Shelooked a him in agitation. “1 have coin. We might have paid for it.”

“Ohyes” hesad, sardonic. “1 can imagine how delighted they would have been to take my coin. Never
mind that they tried to kill usthis afternoon merely for bregthing their air.”

143 But_n

“Come, Lily. Do not waste what we have. Look here, I'll giveyou hdf.” He held up the pieto her,
inviting. Her somach gave a sharper pinch. She saw him smile again, very dight, aroguish temptation.

“I only did what | had to. It was for you, my lady. Don’t make my work for naught.”
Amiranth shook her head, tired again, wavering.

“Whenwe' reat Glynwallen,” he said softly, “and things have settled down, I’ [l send aman to pay the
baker for hisinconvenience.”

“When you're a Glynwallen, you mean,” she said quickly.
“Of course.” His expression was perfect innocence. “When I'm there.”

They exchanged along look, her heart beating in odd thumps, recognition of a sense of peril from him,
nearly undefinable. But then Tristan released her gaze, turned to the pie again. He produced a dagger
from hiswaist and began to dice through the crumbling crust.

The scent of the food overcame her doubts. She sat beside him, still clutching the cheese and bread, her



skirts puddling around her in acircle. Tristan handed her haf the pie, sill in the pan.

“Pigeon,” he said blissfully, and took thefirgt bite.

T HEY LEFT AT THE PEARLY RISE OF DAWN. HE WOKE her with aheavy touch to her shoulder, and
Amiranth moaned and tried to turn away from him.

“Sorry, Lily.” Hisvoice was hushed and swest, closeto her. “We must be off.”

She felt S0 wretched. It seemed thisillnesswould not be shaken from her. She wanted nothing more than
to deep for therest of her life. But hewas pulling a her arm; Amiranth ssumbled to her feet, bleary.

“Awakeye?

She rubbed her eyes, sighing, looking past him to see Jorah, aready packed and saddled, her ears
twitching with the breeze. Tristan unfastened the mantle from her shoulders, folding it rapidly into layers of
velvet and fur.

“| gpologizefor the haste, but | rather think we should be away from here by the time the villagers wake.”

She muttered something that came out as consent, then blinked and took a closer ook at him. “What's
amisswith you? Y ou look terrible.”

He was red-eyed and scruffy, almost pale beneath histan. “Nothing.”
“Oh, God—areyouill again?’ Her heart sank. “Do you fed feverish?’

He pulled sharply away when she went to touch hisforehead. “I' m well enough, my lady. It' s nothing
more than the baker’ s evil work.”

“Baker?’

“Thepie” Hewaslifting her into the saddle, straining with the effort, even though she tried to help. When
shewasin place he stepped back, wiping ahand across hisbrow. “At least it didn’t sicken you asit did
rre”

“No,” shesad, and then, after only asmal hestation, offered him her hand.
Helooked at her palm, unmoving.

“If you'reill,” Amiranth said, “you mugt ride with me.”

His eyesreturned to her face. He might have turned dightly paer.

“If you'reill and they are coming,” she said patiently, “we must ride together.” She waited, then added,
“At least for now.”

He glanced around them, at the spindly trees, the path to the plague village astraight line to the east, clear
inthedirt.



“Come,” she said, trying to sound firm.
Tristan climbed into the saddle behind her.

They |eft the grove at abrisk trot, jarring the ache in Amiranth’ s head to athumping pain. Trisan wasa
supple support behind her, hisarms at her waig, lightly now—not like yesterday, when he had seized her
to him asthey fled for their lives. She closed her eyes, remembering the fear of those terrible minutes,
how it felt to have him keep her clenched to him, his chest to her back, his chin above her shoulder.

Eventually Jorah dowed from her trot to awak, dow and not as painful. Amiranth Sraightened alittle,
and Tristian’'sgrip grew even lighter, barely there at dl.

The sunwasrising at an angle across the sky, thin clouds drifting near the edges of the horizon. The hest
had aready begun; she fet dightly dizzy with it. There were no sounds beyond the clip-clop of Jorah's
hooves, the creaking of the leather saddle. Even Tristan’ s breathing seemed muted behind her, faint.

Shefdt hersdf grow gradualy detached from the moment, consdering their options with the part of her
mind that was till capable of such athing asrationa thought. The rest of her was floating somewhere,
amogt outside of her skin, painless.

If hewasill again—if he had the fever as she did now—they were surdly going to die.

“I have heard that when one consumes meet after along timewithout it, it Sickens the ssomach,”
Amiranth sad.

Tristan seemed to grunt but otherwise did not reply.

She continued. “Y ou said a Safere you had had no mesat. Perhaps that iswhat happened to you.”
“Perhaps”

His voice was strong enough, though histone was curt.

“How long had it been, my lord?’

“What? With no meat?’

“yYes”

He said nothing. She waited, then turned in hisarms. He was too near to see clearly; she had aglimpse of
hisjaw, the dope of his cheekbone, curling black hair. Then he moved, shifting her firmly forward again,
S0 that she could not seehim at all.

“I don’'t know,” he said.

“Wadll, I would think it must be sometime. Months? Half ayear, even?’

He was breathing more rapidly. Hisarmstightened dightly againgt her, then loosened again.
“1 don't know,” he repesated.

Amiranth sharpened her tone. “If you have the fever again, my lord, we must take steps now to prepare
for it. Thetwo of us sickened at once—"

“Years” heinterrupted, hisvoice low, amost harsh.



“Oh. | see”

Silence again. Shefound hersdf examining Jorah’s manein front of her, the way it parted negtly down the
horse' s neck, to the left on top, to the right dong the bottom, long and black, bouncing with each step.

“How many years?’ she wondered aloud.
Tristan did not answer.

“I find it very strange,” she said, “that aking' s knight would have no mest at dl. It ssemsavery poor
Stuation, my lord.”

Helaughed, mirthless.
“Indeed it was, my lady.”

Something told her to stop—hiswords, the suppressed tone that sent a prickle of warning across her
in.

He had said nothing of France, save that odd, rambling speech thefirst night in the greet hall at Safere.
She had dismissed it a the time; it was nonsense, only the fever speaking. Y et she had seen for hersdlf
that whatever had happened to him had hardly gone well—he had arrived done, bedraggled, ill—afar
cry from the manner in which he had left years before.

Amiranth had alowed him his silence because as much as he seemed not to want to speak of it, shedid
not want to hear of it. He had chosen his glorious war over her, and damn the consequences. She did not
need to know the details of it—the insult had been clear enough. And it was easier not to know,
certainly. Easer to not care.

But the Amiranth floating above her, pae and sheer asthe wind, wondered at this, hisreticence of his
past.. . her acceptance of it. Surely there was something wrong with that. Surely she had the right to know
more. ...

She asked again, “How many years?’
Clip-clop, clip-clop. Jorah’s sepsfilled the sillence, rhythmic and plain.
“Eight,” Tristan answered & last.

Thewarning expanded within her, filling her, baitling even the floating sensation. * Eight? But—how could
that be?’

“I will not discussit.”

“BUL"

“Enoughl”

Clip-clop, clip-clop...

“Did you forsake the king'smen?’ she asked quigtly. “Isthat why?’

No response. Only that dight tightening of hisarms at her waist again, his bresth alittle more ragged than
it should have been.



A fugitive from battle. Of course,

It explained much—why he would have been without meat; why he had returned alone to Safere, and in
such pitiable condition. Above dl, it explained why they had had no word of him over the years, how he
had been assumed dead dl thistime, but he had only been running, hiding, leaving her to lament his degth
adone—

He interrupted her thoughts, hiswords dow, [abored. “Eight years gone. | would say that the king’s men
forsook me.”

“What does that mean?’
Tristan sighed. “Nothing. It is unimportant now.”
“I only wish to understand—"

“Lady Lily.” Hisvoiceturned tense, closeto savage behind her. “If you vaue yoursdf or me, you will
honor meinthis. Leaveit be”

She hit back her protet, hearing for the first time proof of the steely eement in him, aglimpse of the hard
will she had always suspected about him made redl. It gave her pause, even in the midst of her own
drangeddirium.

Hewas hiding his pagt, not trusting her enough to reved the intimacies of hiswar—or the lack of
it—dismissing her now as easily as he had dways done.

Y et it seemed so unlikely, that the Earl of Haverlocke would desert hisking, hisown vassasin battle. It
seemed so incredible, that the man she thought she had once loved would so completely abandon the
idedls of hisknighthood. It could not be true. It couldn’t. But why didn’'t he deny it?

Her head ached fiercely; she could not reason this out. Amiranth felt agrieving sorrow begin to filter
through her—for him, for hersdlf, for this unwanted moment between them—and told herself it wasthe
illnessrisng in her again.

To hell with him. Let him keep his secrets. She had her own, aswdll.
Behind her Tristan held his silence, his handsfirm around her now, steadfast.

And s0 dowly the slence unfolded to become long minutes, and then hours, and then she didn’t know
how long, because the floating part of her had become dl of her, and Amiranth could not figuretime any

longer.
They rode on beneeth the shining sun, staying in the shade of the trees when they could, otherwise

enduring the open road. It seemed to her she dept some, but it was not atrue deep; it could not be,
gtting up in asaddle, sore and hot and uncomfortable.

Shewasthirsty. Tristan gave her the waterskin and she drank heavily fromiit, the liquid hested and fetid.
It did not satisfy her. It did not help.

When they rested he gave her bread, alittle of the cheese. She ate what she could. He did not allow
them to linger long in any one place. They kept riding.

Eventualy Amiranth became aware of leaning againgt him fully, uncaring, her head beneath hischin.
Tristan braced her easily, holding the reins now, and Jorah clip-clopped on and onand on....



Twilight. The sky had turned brilliant scarlet and violet-pink, the most beautiful colors she had ever seen.
They were stopped again in some woods—red woods, she noted with sudden amazement—nhidden
amid green trees, and ferns, and grass.

He was hel ping her from the saddle, easing her to Sit against an oak, and Amiranth began to cry, because
she was S0 happy to see grass again, after dl thistime.

“There,” he was saying, drying her eyes, crouched in front of her. “My love, my heart, no tears...”

Thisgtartled her into stiliness. She gazed up a him, and Tristan gave her hisdight smile, hisfingers cool
on her face.

“Takeanap,” hesad. “Right here, Lily. Lie here, and deep.”

And he helped her to the sweet-scented grass, so welcome againgt her heated skin. Her eydidsfelt
heavy, gritty.

“Seep,” she heard him say, such a soothing temptation. “ Seep now, and I’ [l be here when you awaken.”

So shelet go of her worriesand fell into the soft grass, Sinking swiftly and certainly into its green, green
depths.

I TWASA TOWN, NOT A VILLAGE. A VERY SMALL TOWN, Tristan conceded, even arather shabby one.
But atown nonetheless.

A town might be more open to strangersthan avillage. A town might not even take note of two
newcomersin its streets.

Hewatched it for awhile, staying back in the trees on top of the hill nearby. The town had been built in
thelush valey below, two streams bordering it, then disappearing into the maze of Sreetsand dleys.
People walked about—that was good, he thought. Everyday business was till taking place. There was
no air of desperate solitude that he could see.

Heracked his memory for the name of this place, without success. He must have been here before. Asa
child, at leesst—aye, surely then. But it seemed the same as the countless other towns exactly likeit that
dotted the kingdom.

A smithy. A daughterhouse. A bakery, amill. A tavern.

Tristan concentrated on the area around the tavern, watching the flow of people going in and out of it,
graining to hear the rumble of noisesthat sometimes wafted up thelittle hill. Night was nearly upon them;
lamps and torches it the entrances of the buildings now, cheerful welcome.

Where there was atavern there would be an inn. There must be. He was counting onit.

He made hisway back to Lily, still deeping embraced by thetall grass. Shelooked so lovely in her
tumbled gown and her hair faling free, dusky gold over green, gentle shadows about her. A nymph,
caught in her dumber. Only thetint of rose across her face betrayed the mortal weaknessthat beset her



now.
Tristan knelt before her and woke her as gently as he could.

“Timeto go again. How are you? Can you St up? Excedllent. That’ swonderful, Lily. Here' sthe horse.
Let mehdpyou.”

He mounted behind her, keeping her near. She was warm in hisarms, soft curves and deepy
befuddlement. Tristan steered the mare out of the woods, down the hill toward that tavern.

At the edge of town hetried to get her to Sit up straight, and she did, pushing her hair out of her eyes,
gazing around them.

“Let me speak for us,” he whispered. “Do you understand? I’ m going to get us a proper room tonight,
my lady. You'll be better there.”

So help me, he thought, determined.

No one stopped them. He had covered Lily with the mantle before they entered, drawing the hood close
around her face, a show of modesty that would serveto hide her telltale flush. They gathered curious
stares down the streets but no one disturbed them.

Now that they were actudly amid the people, he recognized the lean, hungry look to most of them; he
had lived with such ahunger for years now. But the mgority of the gazes seemed to be amed at the
mare, in fact. Tristan had to admit she was afine piece of flesh, and despite their hardships of the past
few days, she was obvioudy no common rounsey. He had not considered it until just now, how much the
steed stood out in this ordinary place.

They did not need to stand ouit.

At the corner of some busy street Tristan dismounted, leaving Lily aonein the saddle so he could walk
the mare himsdlf, keeping his handstight on the reins. He met the gawking of the people with awarning
look of hisown. Mot turned swiftly away.

When he glanced back at Lily, she was watching him with her grest brown eyes, very wide now, the
curveto her lipsturned down at the edges. Hetried to smile at her, to reassure her without words. The
worry on her face did not ease.

Hefound the tavern without having to ask directions. From the distance of the woodsit had held akind
of comforting familiarity: noise and bustle, the hanging sign out front depicting afat pig and amug of
brew. He had seen adozen tavernsjust like it in his youth—ahundred, more like. There would be plenty
of plain food and sour ale, or watered wine. There would be rooms above the bar for rent, hard
palets—afireplace, if they were lucky.

And he could see now that dl of these thingswere dill likely to betrue. But as he turned to check on Lily
again he had hisfirst, belated notion of just how out of place she was here, a noblewoman on anoble
horse, both asrare as diamonds in these parts, no doubt.

Stll he drew them forward into the courtyard fronting the building, concentrating on the thought of shelter
ahead.

Asaboy cameto take the horse, aman stepped out of the tavern door, aswell of smoke curling after
him. Hewalked to Trigtan, eyeing him, then Lily.



“Hdpyou?
“My lady requiresrepast. Give us your best room, and send up amed a once.”
“Lady, isit?’ sneered the man, coming closer, saring.

Tristan blocked his path. He was larger and over a head taller than the other man, and knew how to
make good use of both.

“Y our best room,” he repeated, with soft menace. “And ameal. At once.”
Theinnkeeper took a step back, hislook surly.

“Need payment for that. In advance.”

“Show us the room and we' Il discuss your price.”

“Payment firgt,” indsted the man, taking another step away, edging toward the door.
“Do you know who | am, sr?” Tristan began, incredulous. 1 am—"

“John,” interrupted Lily, her voice dightly hoarse. “Pay the man.”

“What?'

As one he and the innkeeper turned to her, still mounted. Lily leaned down from the saddle, holding out
her hand to Tristan, apile of coinsin her pam. The hood remained around her face, but the faint light
from the tavern was dready reveding her flush. She met his eyes steadily, poke again in afirmer voice.

“| say to you, good servant, pay thisman his price and let usenter. | am fair weary, and in no mood for
your haggling.”

Tristan had never heard her speak in such atone, complete command, crisp aristocracy. When he
continued to Stare at her, she arched abrow at him, lofty.

“Pray do not tarry. | amin need of my meadl.”

He reached for the coins, an outrageous sum—far, far too much for such asmple place.
Theinnkeeper knew it, too.

“At once, my lady,” he said, smirking up at her.

Without comment Tristan dropped the coinsin the other man’s palm, ignoring the smirk. He turned to
help Lily fromthe horse.

She dipped from the saddle too quickly, nearly fell against him but recovered, her handstight on his
forearms, her steps shaky.

“Thisway, my lady,” said theinnkeeper, and they followed him into the haze of the smoky tavern.

Chapter Seven



A MIRANTH MAINTAINED THE CHARADE ASLONG as she could, leaning heavily againgt Tristan asthey
climbed the gairsto theinn’s only room with a private parlor.

“Thebest intown,” the innkeeper boasted, throwing her frequent, assessing looks over his shoulder. “My
lady won't be disgppointed.”

“| should hope not,” shereplied coally.

Beside her, Tristan walked with steady steps, his eyes cold, unreadable. The strength of his arm beneath
her hand was the only thing that kept her from sinking to the floor.

Hetook her immediately to the chair by thefireplace, helping her to Sit, urging her loudly to keep warm
and rest after their very long journey. She heard him move away, confer with the innkeeper, but their
voices were strange to her now, seemed to reach her through aheavy buzzing sound that filled her head,
mingling with the sounds of the tavern benesth them. She thought once that Tristan might have asked her
something, and could only lift one hand lazily in response, adismissa, hoping he would understand what
was happening to her.

Thefire burned and burned, so bright...she had to close her eyes, just for amomernt....
A touch on her shoulder. Tristan wastherein front of her, blocking out the flames.

“Supper for my lady,” he said, and helped her to rise. The world was not quite as unsteady as before.
The buzzing sound had sunk away to alow hum.

With her hand on his arm she crossed to the small table nearby, meat and condiments dready laid out
upon it. A serving woman was directing the medl, ajug of something in her hands. The woman spoke
briskly to the other servants, pouring ale into Amiranth’s cup. Her eyes were sharp green, inquisitive as
she glanced from Trigtan to Amiranth.

“Leaveus” Amiranth said to her. “My man will serve me.”

The woman curtsied, mumbling aresponse. Only when al the servants had left the room did Amiranth
dareto givein to the weakness trembling through her. She sghed alittle, leaning back, closing her eyes
again. Thesmdl of roasted lamb drifted over her, making her quessy.

“Drink,” said avoice closeto her ear.

She opened her eyesto Tristan, holding a cup to her lips. She accepted the de, tasting the bitter sting of
it, allowing it to soothe her thirg, settle her somach. When shefinished he took it from her, then returned
to hold out amorsal of bread, dripping sauce. She pushed away his hand.

“I can feed mysdif.”

“I think not,” hereplied, inavoice aslow as hers. *Y ou have clamed me your man, my lady. | would not
be much of aservant if | allowed you to handle your own food.”

A touch of sarcasm, s0 dight shedmost missed it. Amiranth bristled. “'Y ou could not very well tell them
you are the Earl of Haverlocke, my lord.”

“Why not?’ He abandoned his pretext of feeding her, sitting back on hishedls. “It would gain us a better
measure of respect from that thief of an innkeeper, | can tell you that much. Now we are merely a
spinger and aservant.”



She felt ameasure of her energy return. “A spinster and a servant with aroom, and a meal . You would
have gotten us tossed out at once.”

“Clearly you have no red understanding of the power of atitle.”
“I have understanding enough to redlize when atitle would do more harm than good!”
“The Earl of Haverlockeisan old and valued—"

“The Earl of Haverlocke isnot here. Although most certainly he has been here before, so hisface would
be known. But your brother Liam ismost likely now at his castle, enjoying hislife, surrounded by many
who will vouch for hisidentity. You, my lord, are naught but a stranger in poor man's clothing.”

She saw him consider her words, once more discerning in him that trace of the cold arrogance of his
youth—affronted now, asif she had committed some mortal offense merdly by pointing him to the truth.
His elegant brows were lowered in a scowl, his eyes narrowed. Aye, she remembered thislook about
him.

Strangdly, it did not impress her as much now asit had years past. Perhaps it was merely that she had
grown, and saw him now without stardust in her eyes—hbut there might have been uncertainty behind his
pride, anarrow fissurein hisvanity. Or perhapsit was merdly thelight.

Amiranth said nothing further, pursing her lipstogether. Let him stew. She was correct, and she knew it.

With a sound of disgust he abruptly stood, crossing back to the hearth. One hand reached out to touch
the stone, hispam gradudly flattening againg it, asif to test the strength of it. Againgt thefire hisform
turned dark, muscle and man, supplelines.

“All theseyearsaway,” he said dowly, to the flames. “ And when | return, nothing isasit should be. My
wife, my title, my home—all taken from me.” He shook hishead. | cannot comprehend it.”

“Itisagmplestuation,” she offered, gill watching him, the light around him. “ Tristan Geraint is dead, and
has been for many years. It is going to take amiracle to bring him back.”

He gaveasdhort laugh. “I fear I’ ve dready used up my share of miracles, my lady.”
“Haveyou?|’m surel would not know abouit that.”

He hunched his shoulders just dightly, and stared down at the wooden planking of the floor. His hand
looked shadowed against the stone, hisfingers tan and lean. He pushed harder at the rock, until the skin
around hisnailsturned pale.

What struck her then wasthat he seemed so vulnerable, aman pitted against aworld he did not know.
Something in her softened, close to empathy.

“Y ou should think of your future. Y ou must plan now,” she said, trying to combat thisfeding.

“I have, Lily. God' struth, | have.” Hisvoice had become gravelly, rough. He dropped hisarm and
turned to look &t her at last, gold and orange around him, ahalo of fireagaing atal knight. “I think of it
al thetime”

Shefdt that odd skip in her heartbeat, meeting his gaze, so severe, dmodt. ..imploring.

Amiranth had to glance away, down to her 1ap. In time she heard him tir.



“And your future, Lady Lily. Have you truly consdered it?’
“Of course”

“A convent,” he said, smoother than before. “ Such a sheltered life, secluded away, prayers every day,
nunsal around you...”

“It will be plessant,” shesad firmly.
“Indeed.”

Now he had that bored tone, the one that used to wound her so. She kept her gaze lowered, studying
her hands, her fingerslocked together. Her nails were very short, suited for work. For surviva.

“I saw it once,” Amiranth said suddenly, defiant. “On avist. Itisalovey place. Green. Wooded. There
are gardens and trees and birds, and a stream that winds around the chapdl. Thereisalittle bridge to
Cross.”

“How nice)” hesad, inthe samevoice.
“Yes” sheagreed, and then said it again, resolute. “Yes. I'm sureit will be.”

He had turned his back to her, asif the conversation were no longer of even the mildest interest. His next
words were spoken down to thefire.

“Shdl | serveyou now, my lady?’
“No. | will serve mysdf.”

Tristan approached the table, then moved to her, ignoring her gesture of protest, knedling at her side.
Therewas abite of lamb in hishand.

“They’ll bein and out, you know.” Hisface had dipped to amask again, expressionless. “Bringing the
courses.”

Her gaze went from the door—unlatched, dightly open—to his hand, waiting with the food. The noise
from the tavern below was a steady din.

“Bewarethemeat,” Amiranth said.

“l know.”

H EHAD STAYED BESIDE HER, FEEDING HERASCAREFULLY as he might achild, and she had alowed i,

despite the strong objection that lingered within her. She accepted his offeringsin smal bites, hungry, not
hungry, contemplating his profile as he deliberated over the platters.

The fever seemed to have its own life within her, surging at times, receding, adow, steady cyclethat gave
her long moments of lucidity beforelosing her again, letting her thoughts drift free.



What asilly lie, to cal him her servant. It had done its purpose, it had gained them entrance to the inn, but
she dtill couldn’t quite believe that it had worked.

After the med was done she examined him anew, garbed in the peasant clothing of Safere, tall and
beautiful, golden with firdight. How had the innkeeper ever believed such athing, when everything about
him spoke of nobility? Hisface, his posture, even hisvoice proclamed his ancestry as clearly as abanner
flag. Hewas an earl, lost and now found again, moving around this little room tonight, preparing the pallet
for her as shelounged by thefire, idle as aqueen.

The serving woman of before regppeared, two others with her. They cleared the table with much
clacking and thumping of dishes, little comment between them. The green-eyed woman kept throwing
Trisan sdelong looks.

For amoment Amiranth feared the woman had grasped what the innkeeper had not—but no. She leaned
back in her chair, resting her cheek on the back of her hand, watching the woman watch him.

Had she ever had such alook on her own face for her hushand? Amiranth wondered. Had she ever
sudied him so carefully, so hopefully, even asagirl?

He was too fine for aservant. He wastoo fine for thisroom, for the lie she had set up for him. Yet he
worked so easily at histasks, pouring water in abasin for her, ordering more towels brought up, more
blanketsfor my lady, more wood for thefire.

No doubt he had been waited upon countless times before in such away. That was why he knew what
do, what to say.

Shetried toimagine him in beattle, and could not. Shetried to imagine him fighting, turning, running
away—and still could not. What was true and what was false? She couldn’t say. She was so tired.

Shelet him undress her to her undergown, pegling avay the heavy layers of her bliaut, hisfingerslight and
brisk againgt her. Heled her to the palet, moving with her dowly across the chamber, her spine very
straight against the curious stares of the women. She lay upon the furs and he covered her with blankets,
impersona. As he turned to dismiss the others from the room, Amiranth closed her eyes, letting the
swesetness of hisvoice carry her, al at once, to deep.

T HE DAMNED FLOOR WAS TOO HARD.
Tristan couldn’t deep upon it, even with three blankets piled under him and a cushion beneath his head.
There was a strong draft coming from the doorway, the door ill-fitted againgt the jamb—

—would it stick in a hurry? were the stairs wide enough to run down? how high was the window?
how far the ground?>—

—and the draft chilled the |eft side of his body, no matter how he arranged the covers over him.

Lily dept so peacefully just afew feet away, surrounded with softness. He should be happy for her now.
He should be relieved that she had the succor he had so desperately wanted for her. That, for now at



least, shewould gain afull night’srest.

He had stretched out on the floor at the foot of her palet as any true villein might, part guardian, part
servant. He knew therole; he had lived the guise of earl for years before it was taken from him. He
remembered what to do, how to act, what to say to remain convincing, to follow Lily’slieand hide his
true saf from the people here....

But he could not deep. Not likethis.

Tristan sat up, rubbing hiseyes, smiling grimly. He had dept in acell with no heat or decent covering for
years. Thisroom was an extravagance of solace compared to that. Y et he had been aone then, always
aone. Tonight she drowsed nearby, wrapped in the comforts of civilization.

Beneath warm blankets.
Inagown very loose.
Inapallet clearly large enough for two.

Thefire had dl but gone out; the room now was dusky with night, only afaint, reddish glow coming from
the hearth. Hours had passed since she had first lain down. The tavern below was largely silent now, only
an occasiond snore from the men deeping there creeping up through the floorboards.

Helooked &t Lily, fair in the night, her hair loose and free, long curls arranged around her like a pillow of
spun gold. Hiseyeswere il used to years of darkness—he thought he could see her better now than
evenin daylight, with her brilliance dimmed, dumber and dreams taking away the caution that dways
seemed to shade her.

Shining Lily, locked away for the rest of her lifein aconvent. Inconceivable. How could she choose such
alifefor hersdf? How could she hide her spirit that way?

Hefound himself knedling beside the pallet, examining her face, her hands againg the blankets, the way
her wrists seemed so dender, such fine bones, soft skin. Her closed eyes, her lashes long and winsome,
asif they belonged to alittle girl and not the grown woman who had saved him. The delicate dash of her
brows, strong yet feminine, relaxed now. Her lips, sweet and pretty and full. He remembered how they
tasted, how they felt....

All other thoughts seemed to melt away from him, fading into the dusk. As Tristan stared down at her a
new word cameto him, just one, repeating itself—a dangerous word, encircling him, and her, until it was
al he could congder:

Mine, mine...

Heleaned down closer to her, dowly, dowly, never taking his eyesfrom her face. Lily dept on, unaware
of histhoughts, hisvery presence, the peril near her now.

Helet hisfacelinger over hers, their lips close to touching, but not quite. The scent of her cameto him,
subdued and infinitely pleasing, filling him. Hefelt dmost dizzy with it, heady now, logt.

Tristan lowered hislipsto hers.

She waswarm and luscious, for al her deeping peace. He kept the kiss soft, so nearly not there, teasing
himsdlf with the contact between them, dlowing hislipsto glide across hers, fegther light.



Hiseyes closed. It was heaven.

Hefdt her takein her breath in asigh and paused, hovering, but she did not awaken. So he continued the
kiss, dtill gentle, fighting the craving within him for more of her, for what was not his, despite the
throbbing ache of hisbody. And because that thought made the craving turn unbearable, Tristan alowed
his tongue to savor her lips, to dide adong the smoothness there, a deliberate torture.

She sighed again but thistime he didn’t stop. Greedy now, he curled close over her in atight arch, his
hands clenched against her pillows, tasting, tasting, and oh, she was so good, so sharply beautiful to him,
and hewas so hungry for her—

Tristan pulled back, breathing too hard, raising his face to the ceiling, to the wall—looking anywhere but
at her.

Lily lifted ahand to her mouth, till deeping, brushing her lipswith her fingertips, turning her head. Shelet
out her breeth in along, languorous murmur.

“Trigan...”

What an gppalling mistake. Thiswas not heaven—this was absolute hell. He stood, pacing away from
her, turning to the door. He was afraid that if he looked at her now he would givein to the craving and go
back to her...and awaken her in away that would turn hisnamefrom asighto aplea.

He heard the rustle of her blankets. When he could finally face her again he saw that she had rolled away,
her back to him, her hair still gleaming gold, falling down her back to whisper acrossthe covers.

How would it fed, to touch her hair....
Tristan took the few short steps he needed to leave the room and closed the door quietly behind him.

He had been too long without awoman. That was dl thiswas, he told himsdlf. Eight years—and the last
time he had enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh he could only bardly recdl: hiswedding night, ablur of
memories, too shadowy to recover.

Hiswife. Amiranth.

Shame came back to him, cooling the lust, clearing his head enough that he could lower it against the wall
of the hdlway, grimacing.

Amiranth, he thought blegkly, trying to summon her face, her eyes, anything to clear the spell of Lily
from hisbody. Amiranth, Amiranth.

She was the innocence lost to him. She was the reason he was here now, fighting his basest sdlf. She was
the only reason, in fact, that he knew her cousin at dl, that he traveled with her, and longed for her.

What would she say about this? he wondered. What could she say? It was too late to reach
her—despite his noble intentions, he had failed al those fine oaths he pledged to her in France. She had
died too soon. He would never have the chance to make her happy.

But would she offer her blessing now? She had loved her cousin, he was certain of that. If he could
make Lily happy, if he could wed her, and win her, and spend hislife trying to please her—would
Amiranth ill haunt them?

Tristan let out alaugh, curt and hushed. Wed Lily. Not bloody likely. Not without amiracle, a papa



dispensation at the very least, to marry the cousin of his deceased wife. Not without along and arduous
journey through the courts of Rome, payments addressed, officia petitions made to deflect the laws of

consanguinity......

If he could convince the world that he was who he said he was.
And if shewould have him.

Trigtan thought, glumly, that most likely shewould not.

Even if he managed to push away the ghost of hiswife, it was perfectly clear that Lily never would. She
wanted her convent, nothing else. He was dreaming, to think he might have her. He was crazed, indeed.
Perhapsthiswasal just an intricate new nightmare of his, and hewas dtill locked in hiscdll in France,
waiting for deeth, hoping for it.

He opened the door to the room again, finding the shape of her against the night. Real, thisisreal, he
thought, and let the spird of rdlief unwind through him. No matter what the sSinsof hislife, Lady Lily
Granger wasred before him.

He shut the door, beginning adow wak down the halway.

Ale, that’'swhat he needed. A good mug of ae, perhaps some of that lamb to go with it, aye. Rebuild his
appetite, prepare for thejourney ahead—

He descended the stairs too quickly, amost blundering into the conversation of lowered, dy voices
coming from the tavern room.

“...her clothes are fine enough, | can tell you that much. And that mare! Did you see her?’

A man’ svoice—the innkeeper, Tristan was quite certain, coming from near the bar, where he could not
see. He dowed on the gtairs, then stopped just outside the room, out of sight. From here he had aview

of agood dice of the tavern, the tables, the hearth. Men lay strewn across the floor, fast adegp—weary
travelers and the servants of this place, clustered next to thefire.

A loud snore from one of the deeping men drowned out awoman’ sreply. The innkeeper spoke again,
furtive

“Notroubleat dl, | tell you. Think onit, Moira. It’ sjust awoman and a serf. No doubt she' s been
whoring her way to the city. They’ll have plenty of coin to go around. Who are they to complain? Who'd
believethem, anyways?’

“ Sheriff might, that’ swho.”

The serving woman, the one with the unpleasant eyes. Tristan remembered her, the veiled |ooks of
gpeculation she had thrown at him.

“What? The sheriff? Doubt me? Believe them over me, what' s been hisgood friend dl these years?’

“Friend,” the woman snorted. “Aye, you' reared friend, you are. Y ou took with hiswife like the dog
you arefirst time he blinked. And keep your voice down, fool.”

“Now, Moaira, pet, you know you' rethe onein my heart....”

Theinnkeeper’ stone degpened, turning intimate, prompting an gppreciative murmur from the woman.
Tristan stared at the wall before him, thinking quickly.



He had no real weapon—no sword, merdly his dagger, good enough only at close range—and there
were many of them, all those men adeep just beyond him, no doubt as greedy as the couple speaking
now, as eager for bounty—

“WE Il doit, then,” said the man, still low. “I'll take the mare to the old shepherd' s hut in the woods. Y ou
take care of the coinsin theroom.”

“Me?Why should | risk goin’ up there? You take the coins, and I'll take the mare.”
“Moira, my swest, you' re the one they won't suspect....”

Tristan didn’t wait to hear more. He was aready racing up the airs, fleet asacat. He found the room
and closed the door again quietly, ingpecting it. A flimsy lock, easy to pick. Easier il just to bresk.

He dragged a chair over to the door, token defense, better than nothing.

The woman would not dare break in to the room so openly. But the mare—it would not take the
innkeeper long to remove her. Once taken, Jorah would not be easily located again.

And then the man would return, and perhaps he had been right, perhaps the sheriff of this shabby little
town truly would believe an innkeeper over a serf and awhore—there had never been ahorse, or coins.
Perhaps the innkeeper was adept enough to convince hisfriend that they were the thieves. He had heard
such tales before.

Tristan would not suffer another night imprisoned—not another minute, in fact. Death was a happier fate
than that.

“Lily! Wakeup!”

He had her by the shoulders, hauling her upright, ignoring her moan of protest.
“Wake up,” he whispered again, urgent. “ Stand! We must leave.”

“What? Why?'

Heleft her Stting on the edge of the pallet, rubbing her eyes, bewildered. He found her bliaut, tossed it a
her, then her shoes, moving rapidly through the room, throwing together the rest of their meager

beongings.

“Thewindow,” he commanded. “Open it. Quietly.”
“Tristan?’ She sounded more dert. “What' s happened?’
“WEe' releaving this place. Now.”

“Wearenot,” she countered, finally standing. She clutched the bliaut to her chest.

“Look out thewindow to the stables,” heinvited her, dragging her along by the elbow. “ There, to the far
right—do you see? Recognize that horse?’

She gasped at the scene below, aman in acloak tugging at areluctant steed near the stable door, his
dtifled oaths floating up to them. “Jorah!” Lily turned to him, her eyesasoft gleam inthe night. “What is
hedoing?

Tristan thrust her cloak into her arms on top of the gown. “Not taking her for a pleasant walk, | assure



you.”

He opened the window, |etting in the cool air. It brushed againgt him, stirred the curlsaround Lily’s
shoulders. The innkeeper wasn't making much progress, the mare began to fight him, angry squedsthe
man tried to hush.

“Out,” Tristan whispered, and began to push her to the ledge.
Sheresisted. “Stop! Stop it! We must go downdtairs, raise the darm—"

He clapped ahand over her mouth. “ Downgtairs is awoman preparing to rob us, surrounded by her
felows. Shewon't take much longer coming up, ether.”

She pushed his hand away, but dropped her voice to match his pitch. “We || summon the innkeeper—"

He pressed her down to the ledge, lowering hisfaceto hers. “That is the innkeeper, my lady. Hethinks
us naught but awhore and her sexf, ripe for plucking. Hurry.”

To her credit, shedid not argue with him again. He saw the change come over her, indignation turning to
ire, and then determination. Lily dropped the cloak and pulled the bliaut over her head; he had to pause
to help her, tugging the material down over her body, tightening the laces as quickly as he could while she
struggled with her shoes. She was still aconfusion of loose ties and ribbons when she stooped to sweep
up the cloak, flinging it over her shoulders. He helped her swing her legs out over the edge of the sill,
easing out to the short, dippery thatch of the roof. She faced him, holding tight to hisforearms.

“Careful,” he urged, supporting her. “It'sastegp drop, but to the left isabed of turned dirt. Do you see
it?”

“Yes” Her voicewasfaint, thin.
“Canyou makeit?’
“Yes” A tiny quaver in theword, less certain now.

The mare screamed again, her hooves clattering againgt stone. Tristan could no longer see the man or the
horse. They would not be far, not yet—but how close was the sheriff, how soon could he be here, bribed
toinjudtice, awaiting cell—

Heleaned out more, lowering Lily carefully, dowly, hisgrip diding from her armsto her hands, until he
could go no farther with her. She dangled in the air now, nothing below her but the ground.

“Don’'t worry.” Hiswordswere clipped with strain. “It'snot far.”
She looked up a him suddenly, her eyes very dark and wide, golden hair drifting around her.
“Don't let go—" A whisper, choked.

“I'm sorry,” Tristan said, and released her hands.



S—|E FELL WITH A RUSH OF COLD AIR PUSHING UP her kirts, ashort howl of wind in her ears, followed
by acrushing impact to the ground.

Dirt puffed up gently al around her, settling over her in speckles of bark and peat. Shelay there, stunned,
until sherealized there were stars above her, and the awvning of athatched roof.

From near that roof aman’svoice called out quietly, her cousn’sname.

Amiranth rose to her elbows, inhaling the earth, staggering to her feet. She could not reply to Tristan. She
could not breathe yet—

A flash of something before her, aman fdling, Tristan, landing with agrunt and aclever roll, coming to his
feet again dmost before she could takeit in.

He clutched apair of bagsin hisarms, unkempt, aswinded as she was. They stared at each other for a
moment, the dirt rising between them.

Jorah cdled out again, distant.
Tristan took her hand. “ Comewith me.”

Sheran with him, trying to manage her loosened gown with her free hand, to keep from tripping over the
layers of materid that bunched between her legs. He moved quickly, hdf pulling her dong the uneven
stones.

Jorah was at the end of the courtyard beforeit led out to the open road, panting and snorting, dancing on
the cobblestones. She reared, and the innkeeper dragged hard at the reins, his oaths much louder now.
When she landed again, the man struck her across the nose.

Amiranth had no sense of breaking free of Tristan, or even of time or distance—only an ingtant, frenzied
rage, to seethe abuse of her horse, the rolling whites of Jorah’ s eyes, the bit tearing at her mouth. She
came upon the innkeeper o suddenly that she had only the impression of his startled face as she flung
hersdf a him with al her weight, assailing him with both fists, ahowl in her throet.

The man lost the reins and stepped back, yelling as she hit a him, and they tangled together for amoment
before he shoved her off with avicious blow, sending her fdling to the stones.

“Bitch!” he cried, taking astep toward her.

Theform of Tristan blocked her view, deft violence unloosed. The two men became movement and
harsh, ruthless sounds, fists striking flesh. Amiranth scrambled up and ducked around them, searching for
her mare.

There were new sounds now, light coming from the tavern, people spilling out. Jorah had bounded across
the enclosed courtyard, still panicked, the reins dapping at the ground around her forelegs.

The new people moved between her and her horse. Amiranth limped to ahalt, watching with dismay as
they approached—Ilarge men, burly.

“Herenow,” called out one. “What’ sthe trouble, Nigel ?’

Theinnkeeper and Tristan stood clutched together, frozen in amoment of brutality. Tristan had hisfists
clenched in the man’ stunic; the innkeeper had braced one hand against his shoulder, holding him off, and



the other cupped his nose, blood dripping around hisfingers.
“The sheriff,” he called back, eyeing Tristan. * Get the sheriff! Got a couple of thieves herel”
“The hell you do,” Tristan snarled.

Amiranth looked quickly back to Jorah, backed near the wall of the tavern, quivering with fear. One of
the men had taken up her reins. Therewere &t least half adozen of the newcomers, with more beginning
tofill the doorway. Someone held up alantern; it cast mad shadows acrossthem dl, swaying in hisgrip.

“Tell them to release the horse,” Tristan said now to the innkeeper, fierce. “Release her, and we' |l be
gone”

“Aye, no doubt you will!'” The man tried unsuccesstully to shake Tristan off, then turned hisface to the
men again. “ Caught them myself, lads, stedling my new mare! Bring the sheriff, | say, and we'll ded with
these two properly!”

“Your mare, Nigel?” asked one of the men, cynicdl.

“A beauty, sheis” said theinnkeeper quickly. * Fetch afine price on the market, and you know it, Will
Stone. More than enough for afew good men like us.”

The others exchanged looks, dowly nodding. A few of the stableboys had crept to the edges of the yard,
watching with open-mouthed fascination. The serving woman of before had dipped outside aswell,
standing next to Jorah.

“Right, then,” said the man with the lantern, and began to approach Amiranth. “What' s acharmer like
you doing thievin', love? Too bad for you, | reckon. Mayhap we can work something out...”

She shifted but then Tristan was beside her, in front of her, swift and dark, like one of the shadows
streaking across the yard.

“Touch her,” hewarned, “and I'll kill you.”
“Bold fellow,” taunted the lanterned man. “Y ou against me? And my brothers here?’

“I'll takedll of you,” Tristan vowed, in avoice Amiranth wholeheartedly believed, wilder than before,
utterly fearless.

The other man very ddliberately put the lantern on the ground, cracking his knuckles.
“Oh!” Amiranth cried out, clutching at the clasp of her cloak. “Oh, my heed—the pain!”

No one paid any attention to her; Tristan and the man were beginning to circle each other around the
flickering light, crouched low.

“The plague,” Amiranth moaned, louder than before, and gpproached them both, shrugging back the
cloak to reved the dack folds of her gown, laces fluttering around her. “ That last village—two days ago,
John...welingered too long—"

She had their attention now, right enough. Tristan’s adversary paused, flicked hiseyesto her, wary.

“The blackamith,” she said, sopping, holding out one trembling hand to Trigtan. “Remember the
smith—how he sickened afore he left me—"



“What' sthat?” Now the other man straightened completely, staring at her. Amiranth kept her gaze on
Trigtan, her hand till outstretched.

“God sblood, look at her,” someone said, and she made certain to step closer to the lantern, pushing
back her hair from her face with splayed fingers, hoping the flush of before had stayed with her.

“John,” she cried again, in avoicethat cracked with redl fright. “ Take mefrom thisplace! The
pestilence—it comes heretoo, | know it, | see it ontheir faces—"

The other men had begun to edge out of the circle of light, plainly unnerved. Only Tristan remained where
he was, gazing back at her, hiseyes till too wild.

“Away,” she moaned, and swayed to him.

He had sense enough to catch her, hugging her to him, hard and fast.

“My lady,” he murmured, closeto her ear.

“Plague,” she heard the others repest. “ The plague, by al that’ s holy, look at her—"

She pulled away from Tristan, swinging around to the man who restrained her horse. “My marel” she
cried. “The smith touched my mare, he shod her, remember, John!”

“Aye” replied Tristan, just behind her.

The man released Jorah' sreins asif they had turned white hot, jerking out of Amiranth’ s path. Of dl the
people around them now, only the serving woman seemed unconvinced, her face pinched with
emotion—anger or greed, Amiranth couldn’t tell.

No matter. She caught the reins again; Jorah moved toward her, ears pinned. Tristan flung the bags of
their belongings across her withers, then quickly lifted Amiranth onto the mare' s back—no saddle, she
supposed the innkeeper meant to sall it gpart, or keep it—following her with rapid grace, asolid warmth
behind her.

“Nigel,” snapped the woman, near their feet. “What' sdl this? She' sacunning whore, that’sal itigl”
“Pity’ ssake, Moira, get back—"
“It'snot the plague,” the woman inssted, shriller than before. “1 watched her dl night! | would know!”

Amiranth looked at her, imploring. “1 pray you, mistress, protect yoursalf from this death! Burn your
clothes, the bedding—oh, that it’s not too late—"

“Cunning dut!” The woman came closer, her eyesturned flat gray inthelight. “It's not the plague! It's
not!”

Without warning she reached for the bridle, startling Jorah into asideways leap, whinnying. Amiranth
fought to regain control as the woman perssted, still reaching. Out of desperation Amiranth bent down
and spat a her.

The men cried out together; the woman stumbled backward, shrieking.

Tristan made some urgent sound, leaning in to her, and the mare responded. Jorah lunged for the road so
suddenly that Amiranth toppled back, nearly falling, caught only by the crush of Tristan’sarm across her
ribs.



They raced off across the black countryside, soon lost to the night and the fell world around them.

BY DAWN THEY HAD FOUND A NEW SHELTER, WOODS again, thick and dark. They stayed there,
watching, waiting to seeif they were followed. No one came after them.

Asdaylight crept across the sky they moved through the pines and ms, silent, weary and awake, no
words between them.

They lunched on aportion of the cheese and bread he had stolen before, still mounted, still moving. At a
stream flickering with light they paused to map out the rest of the journey to the convent. It could well be
their only hope for respite, both understood this. Tristan thought he knew the way to it; Amiranth nodded
and said it sounded right. They would make it there soon. They would be safe there. The church would
protect them, she was certain of it. There would betimeto hedl, to rest.

They did not speak of what would happen after that.

T WO DAYSLATER THEY ARRIVED AT OUR LADY OF the Blessed Faith. The outer wall was crumbling,

neglected, the scent of smoke ghostly inthe air. The gate was gar. They dismounted together and
entered the grounds.

All around them were only the blackened shells of buildings, ash and soot smudging the sonesin
fantadtic, whirling patterns.

The convent was deserted. It had been scorched to the ground.

Chapter Eight

H EWALKED ALONG THE PAVING STONES CHOKED With weeds, stepping carefully over the rubble of a
broken sanctuary, Aves and benedictions forever gone.

The sweetness of the day seemed almost amockery of the convent ruins around him, a soft blue sky, a
clement breeze stirring the branches of the old treesthat still lined many of the paths here. But for the
charred vestiges of the chapel before him, Tristan might have convinced himsdlf hewasin someidyllic
country estate, enjoying adeepy summer day.

He crossed the wooden bridge Lily had described to him that night at the inn. It was a charming thing still,
gpared the flames that had consumed all the other structures. It arched over awinding creek that fed



patches of milkwort and vetch, bright flowers against green moss and stones.

Hefound Lily in the courtyard past the chapel, seated on a bench that had tendrils of ivy winding around
its base. She was staring down at the ground, her empty palmsturned up in her Iap. All around her
gpread clusters of rosebushesin full bloom, arainbow of huesto frame her, brilliant colors against the
dark of her gown.

Tristan sat beside her, not close, and watched a pair of blackbirds exchange nods atop a shattered beam.
“Glynwdlenisthreedays away.”
“I cannot...” Her voice faded off, shaken.

“Besengble, Lily,” hesaid, in hishardest tone yet to her. “What e seisthereto do? Y ou might goto
Iving to say again with Augustin—"

She looked up now, closeto stricken.

“But Glynwalleniscloser,” hefinished. “We need shdlter, and food and rest. WE |l go there. Y ou may
consider what to do next after that.”

She shook her head dowly, amost stunned. He had the sense that she was not actudly refusing him, but
rather this place, what had happened here—her careful and cloistered future turned quite literdly to ash.

Hefdt acurl of satisfaction at it, of wicked hope, and crushed it before it anchored too strongly within
him.
“Thesgers” shesad, in her lost voice. “ They must have gone somewhere. | can find them...”

He sighed and spoke again, kinder now. “Have you seen thefield behind thiswall here?” He knew she
had not. “It'sagraveyard. All of it. | fear your Sisters are there.”

A wordless sound escaped her, thin and cut short, her hand pressed over her mouth. She would not ook
at him, instead blinking rapidly at the ground.

“It was not vandals who did this, my lady. Not pagans or mercenaries. | think it wasthe churchitsdlf. |
think the plague ravaged this place, and they burned what they could, to contain it.”

It made sense. He knew it did, but that did not gentle the stark truth of it.
He stood. “1I’ve found acellar, | think. There might be food there. Come with me to see.”

Sherose dowly, amost languidly, and followed him to the battered wooden doors he had discovered,
st at an angle againgt the ground. Tristan had glanced only briefly at the darkness of the cellar from
above; down the gairsit was dim and damp, surprisingly chilly. Hedidn’t actudly think there could be
food stored there, not any longer, but there could be no harm in looking.

He watched her covertly as he opened the second of the heavy doors, letting out a sweep of musty air
from below. Her lassitude disturbed him deeply. She seemed dazed, remote, nearly unaware of her
surroundings. If danger came. ..

The need to keep her near him was strong and binding, even though it was plain no one had been to the
convent in quite sometime. There could be no danger in this sad and desecrated place. But before they
descended the cut stone steps, he paused, glancing around them again.



Sooty walls, empty fields. The bridge, the water. The mare stlanding docile nearby, feasting on thelong
grass and clover beneath the shade of awalnut tree.

Lily, pae and flushed together, her lashes moigt, her hair catching the sun and turning it to sweet amber.
She was staring at the darkened space before them, not meeting his gaze.

She seemed suddenly very frail to him, alone woman in a haunted garden, relics of avanished world al
about her.

Hetook her hand, and led her down the airs.

Such afamiliar setting, close wdls, afinite gpace; such familiar shadows and coolness, though he had not
been here before. Familiar smells, of dirt and dugt, alack of living things, combined with that ever-present
tinge of smoke. The doors above them let in asquare of sunlight that dipped down the dick stones,
reveding pits of moss and orange lichen. He stepped carefully, minding the shadows beneath hisfest, his
hand firm on hers.

At the bottom of the stairs the light ended. Beyond him stretched the unknown confines of this cold place,
black shapes amid blackness. He wished devoutly for alamp.

“Why arewe stopping?’ Lily’svoice was hesitant, asif the darkness had touched her, aswell.
Tristan took a deep breath, then walked forward.

A ground of hard earth, alow celling. Soft, whispering tendrils of something diding dong hishair,
brushing his cheek. . .dangling roots from above, or cobwebs....the smell of winter down here, of cold
death, in fact, lurking in the corners, wherever the cornerswerein this black and hollow place. He could
hear the rats now aswdll, dy skittering sounds, hungry, crawling toward him—

He stopped again, closing his eyes, fighting this.
Not real, not real —
“Trigan?’

Lily was close behind him. She was the only hest to this place, the only true thing at dl around him. He
tightened hishand over hers.

“Do you see something?’ she asked, hushed.

He opened his eyes. The darkness began to break apart, to dissolve into adusky new shape, something
close and dreaded.

Therewasastonewadll in front of him, aye, he could see it now. And were those. .. chains hanging from
it? Chains, long and heavy, thick with rust, blood on the manacles, blood on the floor—pooling,
spreading oily and viscous, right to hisfeet, the rats running to it, squeaking, greedy for it—

Trigtan turned and walked swiftly back to the square of light, pulling Lily with him. He took the gairstwo
at atime, ignoring her gasps, yanking her up without pauise when she stumbled.

“Sow down! What—"

They emerged into the brightness of the open sky and only then did he release her hand, his fingers stiff
and clumsy, asif it were some other person who had dragged her out here to the sanity of the day.



Lily faced him, rubbing her hand, glaring.

“What were you doing?’ she demanded. “Have you logt your wits? We might have fallen down those
steps—hbroken our bones!—and then what would become of us?’

He had no response for her; he only kept histeeth clenched together, concentrating on her face, the color
in her cheeks, the heet in her eyes.

Not real. Not real! Breathe Sowly...

He saw achange cometo her, agradud thing, uncertainty taking the place of her anger, her frown fading.
Shetook a step back from him, holding her hand to her chest, assessing him with along look. Her gaze
drifted over him, across hisface, lower, to histhroat. When she spoke again her voice was camer.

“Did you see aught amiss, my lord?’
Trigtan felt his mouth shape into something like agrin. He gave one short, awkward jerk of his head, no.

“It wasfair cold down there,” she said, ill mild. “1 believe | need to warm up again over there, on that
bench in the sun. Will you accompany me?’

Hetook her hand as she offered it, careful with her now, pretending to lead her to the damned bench,
gplashed with light, dthough in redlity it was shewho led.

They sat together in the yellow sunshine, the rustling of her skirtsvery loud to him. Birds celebrated in the
trees, the soothing trickle of the creek nearby was a constant ballad over the stones. The scent of roses
cameto him with awhisper of wind, warm and heady.

Lily, beside him, stayed quietly tranquil, aseamless part of the light and the vibrant day.

Trigan fdt thetightnessin his chest begin to unclench. Sowly the feding returned to hisfeet and hands, a
prickling heat. He became aware, eventudly, that the sun was quite hot on his heed; that atense,
pulsating ache was pounding near histemple. He raised ahand to hisface and wiped at hisbrow with his
deeve

A beg, fat with pollen, hummed by themin alazy, spirding flight.
“What did you see, my lord?’ Lily did not look at him.
“Nothing. Darkness. That wasadl.”

“Oh””

He couldn't tdll if she believed him or not. It didn’t matter. He would not spesk of it. He would not think
of it any longer—

—rats, blood, death—

Lily said, *'Y ou do not ook well.”

“I have—apainin my head.”

“Oh,” shesad again, less cautious now. “Merely that?’
“Aye. Merdy that.”



He rubbed at histemple, at the ache that did not diminish, like ademon cometo lifeingde him.

She gtirred, asideways ook he did not return. “ Perhaps | might go seeif there wasfood, after dl. |
thought | might have seen astorage bin.”

She moved swiftly, gracefully, and was dready afull five steps away before he redized she meant to go
back down there by hersdlf.

“Lily! Wait!”

He caught up with her next to a battered gray pillar, part of a covered path. She turned, placing her
fingersover his, where he had grabbed her wrist.

“I won't belong. | remember whereit was, | think.”

He felt the coldness of before begin to dither over him again, up hisfeet, up hisspine.
“You can't go down there,” Tristan said, trying hard to sound rational.

“Why not?’

“It' sunssfe”

Shetilted her head, studying him. “I1t was safe enough afew minutes ago.”

“I was mistaken. There' s nothing there. There’ sno reason for usto go down.”

“We are not going down.” She removed hishand from her. “1 am.”

“No,” he said past his clenched jaw, and the cold burrowed deeper into him. “1 forbid it.”

“You are not my master, my lord,” shereplied, ahint of temper. “1 will do as| please.” Shewaked away
agan.

“Dammit, Lily!"” He caught up with her once more, blocked her path. “We should leave this place. There
isnothing for us here. We need to make haste to Glynwalen, to the shelter there.”

“With no food? 1’ d rather not. Thiswon't takelong. If you areright, then I’ll be back very soon. And if
I’mright, then at least wewon't starve.”

“Starve?’ He bit back a harsh laugh, reaction to thiswinter-cold thing in him. “We have—oatcakes, and
bread—"

“A very few oatcakes, and even less bread,” she said firmly. “We need food. Y ou know we do.” And
shelifted her chin and met his gaze, a chalenge, so beautiful with her tattered gown and uncombed hair,
s0 remarkably fool hardy.

Shewould do it. He knew she would—eeasily, thoughtlessly, with no idea of what dwelled in the
shadows. Hefelt the winter pierce his heart, the image of her donein that death trap, the rats, the blood.

Trigan swalowed the mindless dread in him. The pain in histemple turned ferocious and bright.
“Very wel, my lady. WE |l go together.”

“Y ou don't need to come—"



“I sadwe Il go,” he growled, and began a blind walk back to the gaping cdllar doors.

T HAT NIGHT THEY ATE WALNUTSFALLEN FROM THE trees, and blackberries found growing in hedges
around the convent walls, hidden behind green leaves and thorns. There were also pears and apples from
the ragged orchard beyond the chapel. The grapes were not yet ripe enough, and the birds had gotten to
nearly dl the plums.

But Amiranth had discovered treasurein the cdlar, after al: wine, jugs of it, and half awhed of moldy
cheese, the edges of it gnawed away, most probably by rats.

She carefully diced away the mold and those edges, and tried not to think of what else had tasted this
cheese.

They had decided to camp in what was | &ft of the chapel, Snce it had sustained the least amount of
damage from thefire. Thenuns' cells had collgpsed into mountains of scone—but the chapd till had four
wadlls, and the beams of itsroof. They built afire near the dtar from the green wood scattered on the
grounds; the smoke whorled around them in billows of white, vanishing up to the stars. Amiranth sent a
quick prayer for forgiveness up with it, hoping God might understand why they dept in Hishome on this
night.

Tristan ate Slently, dmost sullenly, ignoring her for the most part, which suited her well. His handswere
scratched from the blackberry thorns, his fingertips stained dark with their juice. He had finished esting
before her—largely because she was the one who had prepared the food, she thought, vexed—and now
douched againgt awall opposite, methodicaly tearing off the petals of ayellow rose he had stolen from
the garden.

Amiranth watched him from beneeth her lashes, discerning what she could of his humor through the
smoke. The curl to hislipswas Hill there, still comely, but there was something setoit now: a
suggestion of the moody displeasure she knew so well of old.

She granted him his mood. She sensed that in some way he deserved it. Clearly he had not wished to
return to the cellar. He had acted so strangely about it, had seemed amost panicked. She could not
fathom what he was thinking; it was only acdllar, nothing very unusud at dl, certainly the same as most
others. Y et he had gone so cold in there. Cold and till, asif thelife had drained straight from him, and
left behind aman deathly pale, every aspect of him turned brittle and sharp.

Aboveground again he had only stared at her when she demanded an explanation, and she had seen it
then, the savagery in him, awild creature cornered and desperate.

How curiousit had made her fedl. She had not welcomed the sensation of tendernessin her at this; she
did not want to care any longer about the enigmaof Tristan Geraint. Perhaps he did not like the dark.
Perhaps he was averse to the cold, or to the specters of thisplace.... Y et, no matter what the cause, she
had to think that accompanying her back to the cellar had been naught but an act of bravery.

He had not wanted to go. But he had gone.

She had found the cheese and they carried it up the stairstogether, back into the light, and he had taken it



and nearly thrown it down to the ground. Then he walked away from her, pushing his hands through his
hair, moving briskly to the rose garden.

She had dipped back down to the cdllar by hersdlf for the wine.

So tonight they ate their unlikely medl, and Amiranth, at least, thought it fine enough. They had food,
drink. The cheese was excdlent, the berries plump and ripe. There were apples and pears and wa nuts
enough to carry them on afew more days.

They drank wine from two large scallop shells she had found lining one of the paths. There were no
remnants of plates or mugs left in this place. The shellswere a pleasant discovery, washed cleanin the
creek, inverted to cup the wine. Amiranth had thought it rather clever of her to suggest using them. It
made her fed exotic, dmost daring.

But Tristan had only shrugged and turned away, shunning her again.

The petals of hisravaged rose swirled past her feet now with the night breeze, pale yellow mingled with
the pink and cora of the ones he had dready destroyed. Smoke followed the breeze, drifting over her,
making her close her eyes againgt it. She turned her head away and took another blackberry from the pile
nearby. Asthe smoke cleared she brought it to her lips, tasting the juice of it first with her tongue,
pleasing and pungent. She closed her lips around it, looking up to find Tristan watching her past the haze,
his eyes dark and intent, hiswhole being arrested, the tattered rose dangling from hisfingertips.

She bit down too quickly; the blackberry exploded into sweetness, arush of flavor that flooded her
mouth. She brought ahand up to her lips, feding the liquid there, swallowing, embarrassed.

“A nun,” Trislan said, dmost in disgust, and tossed therose into the fire.

She kept her eyes averted, watching the stem of the flower singe brown, the leaves begin to curl with the
hest.

“Tdl methis, Lady Lily.” He stretched out hislegs, crossing them before her, thelight glowing aong the
curves of hismuscles past the hose. “Why did you wait so long to come to your convent?’

“I...” She shook her head, trying to think past the wine and the potency of the look he had given her. “I
did not wish to leave my cousin.”

“Y et you would have left her.”
“Eventudly, yes”

“Rather heartless of you, don't you think?’
“What?" She sared at him, indignant.

Heregarded her with afaint smile, derisve, arms crossed over his chest. “Wadll, after dl, you did cometo
companion her. Y et you were so ready to leave.”

“The arrangement with this convent was established long past, my lord. She—I would have waited for
Amiranth’spermissonto leave”

“And left her done”

“Shewould not have been done very long,” Amiranth retorted. “ The king had an eye for her next
husband, | assureyou.”



Hisarmsuncrossed. “Redly?’
“Aye.” Shelooked down, toyed with the scallop shell near her, red wine pooled in the bottom of it.
“Who?’

She shrugged. “1 know not. Some old man, I'm certain. She had aready paid aforfeit to the royal
treasury to remain unwed for five years. That time was about to expire when...when the plague came.”

“He never cameto Safere to see her, this prospective husband?’

Amiranth lifted her head, spoke with deliberate meaning. “No one ever cameto Safere.”
“Except you,” Tristan finished dowly.

“Aye. Except me.”

Shelet her gazefdl again, unwillingly troubled by his expression, feding aguilty pang at the remorse that
might have flashed behind his eyes. She ressted thisodd fedling within her, reaching for another
blackberry, putting it back.

Trigtan spoke quietly, musing. “ So, Amiranth had no wish to remarry.”
“Why should she? Her first experience was hardly encouraging.”

He said nothing to this, leaving her to study him once more from benegth her lashes. He seemed so
distant, dmost aghost to her in truth, as handsome and solitary as he had ever been, whether in her
dreamsor intruelife.

She asked, “Would you have minded, if she had wed again?’
Thefant smilereturned. “I should say so. Two husbands are one too many.”

“I meant, if you had not come back—rather, if you had died...” Shetrailed off, then tried again. “1f you
could not return, and she were done, would you mind if she wed another man?’

He gstared at her from the shadows, glimmers of firdlight still caressing the edges of him. “Aye,” hesaid at
lagt. “I mind.”

“But what if she met akindly man, one who would take gentle care of her?’

“Shewasmy wife,” Tristan said shortly. “ Thefifth Countess of Haverlocke. And dthough you may not
believeit, my lady, that mattersto me.”

Another ook sustained between them, thick with smoke.

“What would you do,” Amiranth heard herself ask, “if shewere ill dive?’

“Do you mean—here, now?’

She shrugged again. “What would you do if, say, Amiranth lived—but wanted to be apart from you?’
He looked away. “A foolish question, my lady.”

“What would you do?’



He scowled, tapping hisfingers againgt one knee. “Why should awife live gpart from her husband?’

“If she did not love you, and you did not love her,” Amiranth said softly.

“Love,” he echoed, surprised. “Love? Why should that matter?’

“If itdid,” sheingsted.

“I would...gpeak with her about it. | would ask her why she wanted to leave, where she thought to go.”
“Andwould you let her go, my lord?’

“No,” hesaid, decisive. “ Of course not. A wife belongswith her husband, dl elseaside”

Therewas an achein her chest; shelet out her breath, only now redlizing that she had held it. “A most
Ccurious response, considering your past,” she murmured to the floor.

“Then let usmerely say | have learned alesson from that past,” Tristan replied, curt.

Shefdt hisgaze and findly found the nerve to sudy him again. His hair fell in waves about hisface, the
black of his eyesremained shuttered. Firelight and smoke combined to make him seem unearthly,
remote.

Without warning herose. “It’slate. Y ou should be adeep.”

And heturned and |ft her done with the flames and swirling smoke, rose petals drifting softly around
her.

H E TRIED TOIGNORE HER THE REST OF THE JOURNEY t0 his castle.

Her hair, her mouth, her eyes. The way she had looked at the medl in the ruined chapel, with blackberry
juice staining her lipsadarker crimson, beckoning him, glossy with light.

Her body, pressed againgt his on the bare back of the mare whether he willed it or no, until at last he
could suffer it no longer and got down to walk, inssting it would be better for the horse thisway.

Her voice, low and dulcet, atantaizing lure to him, the heated reaction of hisfervent imagination.

It was driving him mad, if hewasn't dready. It was making him crazed—more crazed—being near her,
touching her, talking with her, learning her.

She was beauty and thought perfectly joined; she was passion and logic melded together, put on this
earth solely to torment him for therest of hisdays.

He admired her intelligence, her courage, her ingenuity. Heimagined growing old with her, playing chess
with her by firdlight, ruminating over their lives, esting together, deeping together, Spping winefrom
scallop shells, for God' s sake....

Tristan held on to his reason one breath at atime, each step, each moment taking him closer to hishome,



and thefinish to this misery. He needed patience for the conclusion of this, that was all. He needed
merely to bide histime, and then she would be gone from him, and he could reclaim the life that used to
behis

He would not think irrational thoughts. He would not wish for something that could never be. Hewould
not dwell on theloss of her, on how soon she would be gone, and that he would be facing the uncertain
world aone.

Hetried to remember who he was, and what he was meant to do. He had a castle, manors, tenants. He
had atitle and asurfeit of dutiesthat he would soon attend to. He had a brother, and explanationsto
demand.

But for now therewas only Lily, perched astride her mare, her skirtsrising up past her ankles, her feet
small and dangling, as cardessasamilkmaid, aslovely asadove.

Patience, patience...

By mutua agreement they avoided villages completely. It wasn't difficult; this part of the kingdom was
heavy with woods, and the population was sparse. He knew it better and better each hour, coming closer
to his childhood home. It gladdened him in spite of al his other troubles, and when the first bright turrets
of Glynwallen cameinto view over the tregtops, Tristan had to stop completely and takeit in.

Glynwalen. A tremendous castle—some of the more cutting wits at court termed it monstrous—formed
of buff-colored stone and heavy buttresses, thick and imposing, nothing so much of elegance about it as
absolute strength. There was no moat; it wasn't needed. A high wall ringed the whole of it, seemed to
gtretch on forever, guarding the buildingsinsde, the bailey, the keep itsdlf. It had circular towersand
rectangular ones, siones upon stones, from cream to dun, reaching up to heaven itself.

It was not attractive. It was home, imposing and redl.

Lily leaned forward, her hands woven into the mane of the mare.
“Isthat it?’

“Aye.” He began to move them on.

“Wait.” She dipped from the horse, diding down to the ground. He watched as she pulled off the bags
holding their belongings, setting them before her. Shelooked quickly around, then back at him.

“We need to change.”
“What?’
“Clothing.”

Sheindicated her dusty gown—torn in places now, the hem of it tattered dong one sde—then kndlt,
rummaging through the bag. “I1t won't takelong.”

Tristan turned away when shetold him to, keeping hisfocus on the turrets of his castle, trying not to listen
to the tdltale movements behind him. Trying not to picturein hismind what she might be
doing. ..shedding her gown, the undertunic, fine linen and long ties, fanciful, feminine things.

When she said his name he looked back at her, and saw before him alady he did not know.

Gonewas the old gown of black. On her now was agarment of shining brilliance, the paest green, like



summer leaves under ice. Embroidery of silver and gold gleamed aong the Sdes of it, enclosing countless
tiny pink flowers, rimming the bodice and hem. A gown of darker green peeked from beneath the dit
deevesand the split in her skirts. The colors perfectly suited the gold of her hair, the warm brown of her

eyes.

She looked like aprincess. An exquisite fagrie, drawn from the ether. He stared at her, unableto say a
sngleword.

Lily pulled back her hair, twisting it over her shoulders.

“Now you,” shesaid.

He kept staring. She bent down, oblivious, to the bags.

“We haven't any clothing fit for an earl,” shesaid, “but there is this”

She pulled out the winter cloak, shaking out the folds of it, |etting the light illuminate the scarlet and indigo
velvet, jewd tones, bright againgt the forest.

He cleared histhroat. “1—I couldn’t wear that. It'syours.”

Shethrew him an impatient look. “ Actudly, it syours. It was made for you.” Sheflung it over his
shoulders before he could protest, the weight of it coming down againgt him in satin smoothness, heavy
and coal. Lily adjusted the clasp at histhroat, concentrating, and he was so close he could make out the
very tipsof her eyeashes, honey dark in thelight.

Her fingers paused; her eyes met his. He felt the heat go through him, smothering, the way her focus grew
soft and gentle, the way her lips parted, and he could breathe her now, he could nearly taste her—

She stepped back, her hands faling to her sides.

“Good enough, | think.” Her words were dightly bresthless. She hesitated, then added, “ Shall we go, my
lord?’

Tristan glared down at the ground. “ Aye.”

Hefound the side road that branched off from the main one, leading straight to the castle gate. He
walked Jorah dowly, taking in his surroundings, examining this place he had left so cardlesdy eight years

ago.

Heknew it all, the fields and the huts of the peasants who dwelled here. He remembered this, the color
of the earth, the wheat and barley, the hedges and trees—even the homes they waked past, unchanged
for generations.

Y et he led the mare on without pause, even when afew of the people stepped out of their homesto stare
a them. He saw no one he recognized—not that he would know these folk, in any case. He had not
bothered with them back in his thoughtless youth. They had been merely hisworkers, hisserfsand
villeins. They did their part in the intricate workings of the estate—toil, labor—and he did his. Or so he
had thought at thetime.

It pained him today, seeing their faces, worn and curious, their smple clothing and tools. Tristan thought
he understood them alittle better now. He understood it al alittle better.

Hetook care to meet their eyes, nodding, but none nodded back. He saw only surprise on them,



speculation and interest.

The last of the woods grew thin, lessand less of the forest between him and his castle. They traveled
through it dowly, a man on foot and woman on a horse, no accompaniment—no banners, no squires or
knights, no fanfare of any sort. Only aragged tail of peasants behind them, following at an amost fearful
distance.

Right before they cleared the trees heturned to give Lily afinal look. Lady Lily, aprincessfair, was
sested like agentlewoman on the mare now, both feet to one sde. Her hair stirred dowly with the
breeze; feathered clouds floated by above her head in shades of luminous pearl. She did not return his
gaze. Her face wasllifted to the castle ahead, her expression unreadable.

Trigtan surveyed her onelast time, trying to memorize this moment, the sight of her againgt the radiant sky
and thewoods of his home, the colors of her gown and her hair glowing with the sunlight. Soon she
would be gone, but at least he would have this—this, and Glynwallen.

He drew the mare forward, and approached the gate.

Chapter Nine

T HE GATEHOUSE WASMASSIVE, TRULY THE LARGEST Amiranth had ever seen, nearly asbig asdl of

the manor house of Safere. It wasthe only part of the castle she could see that had any sort of decoration
on it: the stones around the porta had been arranged according to color, from dark to light to dark again.
At thetop of thetdl archway acarved stone tablet revealed a chained unicorn standing with its head
high, the spiraled horn pointing straight to heaven. One hoof wasraised, asif in warning, or in flight.

The gate was raised, inviting entry, but the portculliswas firmly lowered. She glimpsed the buildings now
past the grid of it—a chapel, a granary, stables, gardens. Over there, in the corner, a gentle motte that led

up to the keep—
“Halt!” A guard, posted high at the top of the gatehouse.

Tristan sopped, turning to hand her the reins. Amiranth took them, searching hisface, finding naught of
his emotions there. She hoped he was not as nervous as she.

“Who comes?’ caled out the guard.

“The magter of thisplace,” caled back Tristan, hisvoice degp and ringing. “I am Tristan, Earl of
Haverlocke. Raise the portcullig!”

From behind them came ahushed fury of sound, asif al the peasants had gasped at once, followed by
excited whispers. Tristan did not turn, o neither did Amiranth.

“Your name again, Sr?’ questioned the guard, incredulous.
“Trigan! Earl—of—Haverlocke! Now open this portcullis!”

The guard disappeared from view. The voices behind them rose again, a babble of sound, disbdlief, thrill,
agitation. Amiranth focused on the man before her, standing relaxed by the mare, looking around,



perfectly composed. She dug her nailsinto the center of her pams, trying to appear serene.

Half a dozen men came back into view at the top of the gatehouse. One leaned down from the
battlement, peering at them.

“My man tdlsme abrash story,” he said in aloud drawl. “ He tells me astranger has come caling with
the name of adead man. Since know this cannot be true, tell me your true name and purpose here.”

“Who areyou?’ Tristan demanded. “1 do not know your face!”
“Nor | yours! Get you gone from here, villain, and do not waste my time.”
The man began to withdraw.

“By dl that’sholy,” Tristan began, arumbling shout, “1 will not stand for such insolence in my own
demesne! Y ou are not Charles Bingham, my castellan! Send forth that man, and my brother Liam, at
once!”

All the men paused, then turned to one another. Amiranth heard them begin to confer in quick, worried
tones, too low to make out. The lead man broke apart from the group and spoke again.

“Charles Bingham, you say? That is the name of another dead man. And | would like to know how you
know of it.”

“I am the master of thisplace. | do not know you, but there are agood many men | do know, and who
will know me! Send forth my brother, and let us settle this”

“The Earl of Haverlockeisaway,” said the soldier briskly.
“Then send out the steward of my estates! Send Silas Jamesto me!”
“Slas James no longer resides here. Y ou till waste my time, knave. Get you gone!”

“Alain Grayson!” Tristan roared. “William Fremont! Gaylord Roswald! Jacob Wentford! Dylan of Trent!
Show methese men, and | will prove you my true name, soldier!”

More conversation among the guards, afew nodding their heads, appearing to argue with the leader. As
agroup they disappeared, hidden behind the stone.

Behind Amiranth came anew current of sounds, the peasants speaking louder, their excitement rising.
Sheturned her head and glanced back at them. They had given her awide berth, not coming too closeto
the gate, staying in adigtant half-circle. A few were returning her look, but more were facing away,
toward the end of their gathering, focused on something she could not see.

“Those names arewell known to us,” said avoicejust ahead of her, no longer shouting. She found the
entire guard had reassembled behind the portcullis, staring at them past the bars of it. The castellan spoke
agan. “Y et any man might have learned of them. Thisisno proof you are Tristan Geraint.”

“Where arethey?’ Tristan took a step forward. “ Ask them themselves!”

“Alas” said the cagtellan, with amalevolent grin. “ All those soldiersare gone, | fear. They |eft thisedtate
with the demise of their lord.”

“Convenient,” Amiranth muttered.



The cagtdllan’ s eyesflicked to her, dismissve, then back to Tristan. “Indeed. And so—for thefina
time—I ask you to leave this place, Sir. Y ou are not welcome—"

“Isittrue?” A new voice, anew man, behind them, pushing through the crowd. Amiranth and Tristan
both turned to see an older man coming toward them, a peasant with long white hair and eyes of brilliant
blue. “Isit 07" he continued, walking straight to Tristan. “My Mother Mary, | never thought it could
be...”

“Slag” Tristan went to the peasant, plainly shocked, taking him by the arms. “ Silas James, by my soul!”

“My lord!” The man began to tremble, staring up at him. “My good, good lord!” He dropped to his
knees suddenly, picked up the hem of the colorful mantle, and buried hisfacein it. Tristan attempted to
lift him up again.

“What has happened to you?’ he asked, scowling.

“Itis he!” The man named Silas broke away from Tristan, rising to face the guards. “It istheright and
truelord of Haverlocke! By my life, | swear it!”

“Theword of an old peasant man—" began the cagtellan, uncertain.

“Theword of an honorable man!” Tristan interrupted, furious. “ An honest and faithful man, who by al
rights should be behind that gate now himsdlf! Who has donethisto him? Tell me!”

Now the castellan looked uneasy, his gaze going from his men to Tristan, shifting. “He withdrew himself
from his position. He left the castle so that another might serve. Heisold. ' Twasdl it was.”

“Open the portcullis” Tristan ordered coldly. “And I will set to right what has so clearly gonewrongin
my absence.”

The castellan hesitated, backing up astep. “I—I cannot. One man’ sword is nothing. Y ou have no
proof....”

“Proof!” Tristan thundered. “Proof, isit? Hereis proof, soldier!”
And to Amiranth’ s horror, he pointed straight to her, still seated atop the mare.
“Hereismy lady wife to confirm me—Amiranth, Countess of Haverlocke!”

Shefelt the blood drain from her face, her body turned to ice, her ssomach dropping to her feet. She
blinked down at him, speechless, and tried not to faint.

He knew! He knew, he knew, oh God, he knew all along!

Trigtan |eft the portcullis and waked to her now, giving her aformidable look, his mouth turned grim and
flat. He reached for her and she felt hersdf dipping from Jorah’ s back, lighter than ash, everything in her
turned hollow except for aquick beating panic in her chest—

He caught her to him and bent his head to her ear, a soft rushed whisper, asif an endearment.
“Please, Lily. I'll give you whatever you want. Just do this—whatever you want...”
He leaned back to see her. His eyes captured hers, fierce and dangerous, wild once again.

The panic dowed, fading. She gazed up at him, bewildered, as he took up her hand and pressed hislips



to the back of it, then leaned in again, still spesking swiftly under his bresth.

“I'll give you your own manor—Merlyff, the fairest estate of them dl. I'll leave you be for the rest of your
life, if youwishit. us—please.”

He didn’'t know. It was atrick—a cunning and desperate one. She understood him suddenly, what he
risked, what he wanted from her, what it would mean. She knew well of tricks and the unkind way's of
fortune. The advantage was entirely hers. Unfair, perhaps, to takeit. . . but too few advantages had come
to her so readily before.

She spoke around a clenched smile, just as hushed as he had been.
“Promiseme”
“I promise”

Amiranth took back her hand. She ran her palms down the fine silk of her skirts, leisurely, sending them
graight again, then lifted her voice to everyone around them.

“Hereis my husband, the Earl of Haverlocke, home from long battle with the French, bringing back the
glory of England! Who in this place would not receive us?’

“Thiswoman—" sputtered the castellan.

“Isthe beloved sigter of the Earl of ving,” she interrupted, speaking coolly, smoothly, the way she knew
to do. “The strong and vengeful Earl of Iving, whose holding isbut daysfrom here, | believe.”

“But you are—"

“Also the dear cousin of hismgesty the king,” she continued, imperious. “Our sovereign lord, who
would befair grieved to hear that | had been mistreated in any manner.” She paused, and gave the
cagtelan awithering look. “Any manner whatsoever .

The man said nothing, his expression darkening. Amiranth strolled up to the porteullis, resting her fingers
lightly againgt adat of wood. All around them the Silence rang, every eyefixed on her, every ear turned
to her.

“My good man,” she said indifferently, “would you be the one to begin awar between the rightful Earl of
Haverlocke and his brother? Would you be the one to explain to King Edward the very grave error of
your thoughts on thisday?’

The man’sface grew ruddy, swesat beading across his brow.

“Open the portcullisand let in your true magter,” she said mildly, “and mayhap we might forgo thetdlling
of thistdeto my cousintheking.”

“Or, begin the war that will provoke King Edward himself,” she finished, and then smiled, sted andice.
“You decide”



G LYNWALLEN WASA CAVERNOUSPLACE. TRISTAN loved that about it, he had missed it so
dearly—God, he was so happy now, to be back here, to walk these halls again, and see these chambers!

He escorted Lily through the keep, and she walked beside him, so sweet, so temperate that he nearly
could not believe the threat she had enacted outside the gatehouse.

She was wondrous. Magnificent!

Hefdt asif nothing could stop him, asif the power of the sun had come to him and suffused hislimbs, his
mind. He remembered every path asif he had |eft here but yesterday. He was truly home! At last, at
ladt. ..

Hetook Lily to the great hall, both of them trailed by his brother’ s chastened men, completely silent now
but for the metdlic chink of their hauberks diding against their scabbards.

The great hdl. It was not quite as he remembered it, but close enough for the bright feding in him to
expand again. A huge and imposing space, with the cream stone and heavy wood that suited this castle.
Four enormous hearths, two of them with fires blazing, tapestries and benches and the Sately steps of the
dais of the main table, where the carved chair of the Earl of Haverlocke still awaited him.

Tristan crossed to it, Lily at hisarm. He seated her and then himsel f—forgotten luxury, cushions and
colors and gilt—Ilooking down at the people gathered below him, staring eyes, whispering mouths.

“Food,” he ordered. “Ale. Now.”

A few bowed to him, dowly, and backed away. Tristan picked out the castellan of before, ashort man
with wispy red hair. “You, Sr. Whereis Slas James?”’

“I amuncertain,” the man replied, frowning.
“Find him and bring him to me. Immediately,” he added, when the man remained motionless.

Lily leaned forward and brushed her fingers across the wood in front of her, asif to test the polish.
Tristan watched the man’ s eyes go to her; he gave aterse bow, and left.

More people were crowding into the great hall, men and women, serfs and nobles. He wanted to
examine them. He wanted to search for afriendly face, anyone who might spark his memory. But the joy
in him wastoo greeat in this moment. It was beyond joy, astrong, barbarous thing—like pain, in fact.

Mine, he thought, and felt that flood through him, clear and powerful, areawakening that soread through
hissoul. Yes, mine, all of this.

Thistimeit wasright, thistimeit was real : the ferocious longing for it all—every sone of it, every bit of
wood, every pebble, every chair and table and cup. It sang through his beating blood, the pounding of his
heart, acal to him, ancient and true and deep.

He glanced up to the arched ceiling, dim and distant with tapestries, a hollow heaven above hishead. He
knew each beam. He could place each strut, each archer’ s dit in the walls, memorized without his
knowing in the wilderness of hisyouth.

Mine! Finally. Forever.

Hewould never givethisup again.



Serfs began to place trenchers on the table, goblets brimming with de. Someone put aplatter of fish
before him, grilled steaks of pink salmon, so hot that wisps of steam twirled up into the coolness of the
chamber.

Trigan amiled.

H UGH FLETCHER, CASTELLAN TO THE GREAT CASTLE of Glynwallen, walked swiftly down the
corridors of the keep, his steps echoing againgt the heavy stone that surrounded him.

He had known Liam, Earl of Haverlocke, agood five years, had held his current position for three. He
was the son of freemen, amercenary at the age of twelve, living alife of hard gains and taking the
rewards due him as he could. Liam Geraint had found him in London one night at atavern that made
even the gutter whores ook fine. Hugh had accidentaly stepped into a brawl involving the earl, and
finished it for him. He had been the earl’ s man ever since.

Hedid not know this stranger claiming to be Tristan Geraint. He did not care to know him, or to let him
stay. It seemed impossible that the earl’ s older brother might yet live, but if it were so...hewas clearly
aone, no knights beside him any longer, not even the retainers who would have served him years before.
A man who stood done, Hugh thought, would not remain standing long.

The woman was a problem, but the one thing he had learned over hisyearswasthat dl problems had
solutions, even if they were ugly ones.

The bailey wasfilled with people gathered in groups of gossip, everyone talking, everyone staring up to
the keep. He motioned for acircle of his soldiersto join him near the doors.

“Send the swiftest man for the earl. He should be at Staffordshire now—tell him what has occurred. Tell
him...” Hugh paused, thinking of the earl’ sreaction to thisnews. “Tell him we await hiscommand,” he
finished grimly.

T HE CHAMBER THEY WERE SHOWN TO CLEARLY WAS not the quarters of the Earl and Countess of
Haverlocke.

Amiranth entered firgt, examining the furnishings. apdlet, achair, one smple cupboard. A sngle window
of leaded glasslet in the light in watery waves acrossthe floor. At least the rushes were fresh, she noted.
The floor waswell swept, the walls barren.

The girl who had escorted them here stooped to alow curtsy, her face downturned. Tristan entered the
room behind them, an imposing shape againgt the frame of the door, the colors of the mantle muted
againg the cool shadows.

“What mischief isthis?” heinquired, dark and silky to the poor maidservant. “Isthis where you would



placeyour lord, girl?’
“Please, my lord,” shewhispered. “Thisiswherel wastold...”
Her words ended with an audible tremble. Amiranth took pity on her.

“No doubt you will need time to prepare the proper chambers of the earl,” she said, with astern glance
at Tristan. “No doubt the earl’ s younger brother has persona goods in place that require much tender
carefor moving.”

The girl said nothing, staring miserably at the rushes on thefloor.

“Be certain to tell the castellan we expect Lord Liam’s belongings to be handled wdll in the move,”
Amiranth continued, regdl. “Naught will be broken, or lost. Tell him we shall expect to bein the
appropriate quarters of the earl and countesswithin aday.”

Thegirl curtsed again, beginning to inch away.

Tristan threw Amiranth adry look, shrugging out of the mantle. She crossed to him and quickly took hold
of the edges of it, keeping it wrapped around him, then called out again to the maid.

“Ancther thing, child. My lord requires fresh garments, fitting to hisstation. Seetoit.”
The girl curtsied once more, very deep, then dmost fled the room.

Amiranth released the mantle after the door shut. “Best not to give them further reason to doubt youl.
These clotheswere well enough for travel, but they won’t do any longer.”

Another look from him, even drier now, as he pushed back the folds of the cloak and worked free the
clasp.

“A man would do well to keep such sharp wits as yours around him,” he commented, pleasant.

“Y our witswill be sharp enough.” She went to the door, opened it a crack, and peered through. Nothing;
only an empty hdl, faint echoesfrom distant chambers. She closed it again and leaned back against the
wood.

“Tell meof this estate you have promised me, my lord.”

Heturned away from her, taking care with the mantle now, folding it up dowly, precisdy, his head dightly
bowed. “ Areyou so eager to leave?’

Amiranth felt awarning within her, reaction to the silkiness that had returned to his voice. Helooked up
at her now, till holding the cloak.

“Firgt my wife, and now mysdf. Tel me, Lily, what isit about us that makes you want to flee?’
“I an not fleeing,” shereplied, striving for cam. “Y ou made me apromise, my lord.”

“Sol did.” But he did not move, and he said nothing further, only gazed at her with aflat, measuring
look.

“Merlyff,” shetried, combating that look. “I believe that was the name of it. Where doesit lie?’

“North,” he said shortly. “ Digtant north.”



“How long will it take meto travel there?’
“Weeks, | fear.”

A surge of dismay took her. Weeks of travel—and she was so weary of travel. He knew she was; he
knew that much about her, at least. His expression grew velled.

“A rough journey, aswdl,” he added. “Through moors and marsh and bog. It isno trip for the light at

“Yousad it wasfar!”
“Passing fair,” he granted, with ashrug. “ Once there. But getting there...” Another shrug, careless.
“Y ou havetricked me!”

Hefaced her fully, sobering. “No trick, my lady. | meant what | said, by my honor. Y ou saved me. | owe
you everything.”

Her protests died away within her. He stood quietly, waves of light rippling over him like sunshine under
the seq, turning shining bluein his hair, radiant againgt the lines and sinewy curves of hisbody. He was so
handsome, her lost husband. He was still so comely to her, dark and tall, elegant enticement.

“Don'tgo,” hesaid. “Don’'t leave meyet.”

She opened her mouth to refuse him, but the air was suddenly too thinin her lungs, and dl that came was
asort of 9gh. A strange weakness befdl her: She could not look away from him, from the heet in his
eyes, the ungpoken question on hisface.

Tristan moved toward her in thelight, his shadow thrown long across the floor until it overlapped hers,
and the shape of them together grew blurred and inditinct. He reached for her hand and she dlowed it,
dipping deeper into thisfleeting folly. Hisgrip was loose, no pressure, just hisfingerswarm againgt her
in.

“The danger has not passed,” he said, gazing down at their hands, then up to her eyes. “I still need you.”

She frowned, fighting the pleasure she took from this, trying to hold on to the warning within her from
before. But it was so hard to think of it now—uwith Tristan before her, focused on her, asking her to
day...wanting her to stay....

“Lily. Please”

He had agentle smile now; hislook was sweet honey. His voice was so tender, soft asalover’s, intimate
and rich. With asense of familiar dismay, Amiranth avoke out of thistreachery.

Hewastaking to Lily. Everything about him now—his smile, histouch, thelight to hiseyes—wasfor the
illusion of her cousin, not for Amiranth. Not his plain, forgotten wife.

She pulled her hand free from his. “In truth, you don’t need me any longer, my lord. Y ou served at
Edward's court. The king can vouch for you, can he not?’

“Hemight. If he remembers. | cannot know that he would. But either way he will not come here, Lily. |
would haveto goto himin London.” He met her gaze, ill so enticing. “1f | leave Glynwallen now,
chances are very good | won't be able to get back in. Not without storming the gate.”



She sighed, frudtrated, redizing the truth to hiswords. “Very wdl. I’ll stay awhile longer, to be certain of
your place here again. Then | must go.”

“I'll escort you there mysdf.”

“I'm surethat will hardly be necessary.”

“It would be my honor.”

“Y our honor would be better spent in this castle, my lord, than with me.”
Thelight to his eyes dimmed,; the gentle smile vanished. He gave adow nod.
“Asyou say, my lady.”

She drew back, stepping out of the watered sunshine, feding asharp regret zing through her even though
she knew she had done what she should.

A knock sounded on the door.
“Come,” Trigtan cdled, tossng the mantle onto the pallet.

Amiranth rolled her eyes at his recklessness. The door eased open, aweathered hand wrapped around
the edge of it.

“My lord?’

It was the man named Silas James, the old peasant from the gate. Behind him was the maidservant of
before, and two other men. Guards, she could see, dressed in the colors of the castle, caution and
distrust dl about them.

“Enter,” said Trigtan, waiting near the pallet. He did not look at her again.

Silas James did s0. On his heelswere the guards and then the maid, who darted forward, setting a heavy
jumble of materid at the very edge of the chair.

“Garments, my lord,” she mumbled, and fled again.
The guards did not follow her. They lingered near the entrance, shifting on their feet.

Amiranth turned to them. “That will be dl.” The soldiers only exchanged looks; she placed her handson
her hips, eyes narrowing. “Whét, do they not understand me? | did not redlize, my lord, that the vassals
of your demesnewould be soill trained.”

“Nor did I,” said Tristan, and there could be no mistaking the danger that had come to him, swift and
certain, shading histone, his posture. “My brother appearsto rule with asofter hand than 1. | beg your
forgiveness, my love. Itisafault | will soon remedy. Glynwallen still hasadungeon, | presume.”

The guards |ooked to each other again, clearly uneasy.
“Y our pardon, my lord,” said one, and together they bowed, backing out of the room.
She returned to the door, listening closdly for the sounds of their stepsto fade away.

“Silas James,” greeted Tristan, same as before, but now with soft regret.



“My lord.”
The man was on hisknees again before Tristan, his hands over his heart.

“Rise” Trigtan urged, helping him. He pushed impeatiently a the garments on the chair, sending them
silling to thefloor, then led Slasto St. He gestured to Amiranth, still lingering by the door.

“My lady wife”
Silas began to stand.

“Stay,” she ordered, using her rega tone again, because she was uncertain whether this man would need
to see her fine authority.

“Mogt graciouslady.” Hisvoice was muffled; he kept his head low, his hands over hisheart again. “I
greet you, and welcome you.” Silas glanced up, his gaze going from her to Tristan again, and the raw
hope on his face made her look away from him.

Amiranth went to the careless heap of fine clothing, whisking up the garments, busying hersdf with
dtraightening them, spreading them flat on the pallet as Tristan and the man conversed.

“How can it be?” Sllaswas saying. “How can you be, my lord? We were told you had died—the

wa—
“Aye. | know it, friend. Y et you see me here. At times| do not know it myself how, but | do live”
“Praise God!”

“Aye” Trigan said again, atouch of irony darkening histone. “But explain to me what has happened
here. Y ou were steward to all my estates! Y ou served my father and me with the same devotion. What
has my brother done?’

A pause, followed by a short cough. “Naught. Only what waswise, my lord. | have grown older—"
“Weareadl older,” interrupted Tristan. “What else?’

“Wdll...” Another pause. “Y our brother is...ayounger man, my lord. At hisascension to thetitle he
brought with him asteward from his homein the country. | chose mysdif to leave. It istrue.”

“And you chose yoursdf to live outsde the castle, aswel 7?7’
No answer.

“Where are my men?’ Tristan asked quietly. “Where are the faithful who served me? Has everyone
gone?’
“ After your deeth, my lord—the new earl came, and with him hisown men...many left Glynwalen. They

found lives dsawhere. A few remained you would remember—A ppleby, Sherman, Dorset, and
Manning—hbut they succumbed to the pestilence, my lord, not ayear past. Many did.”

Thetunicin Amiranth’ s hands was fine wooal, thin and lightly woven, like the down of athigtle. She
pretended to study it, listening for Tristan’ sresponseto thisill news. From the corner of her eye she saw
him standing steedily, rock cadminthelight.

“Whereisthis new steward?’ he asked abruptly. “Why has he not come to greet me?’



“Hetravelswith your brother. They have goneto direct the other estates for this half year. Layton,
Ergonbury, Staffordshire, Merlyff—"

Amiranth turned, dropping the tunic, watching them openly now.
“—and Yaverling. They are due back this Michaelmas, my lord.”
“Micheelmas,” Tristan mused. “A distant time, indeed.”

“Aye,” agreed the old man, nodding.

Tristan straightened, going to the window, staring out at the view. Amiranth and Silas both watched him,
ashadow againgt the sky.

“You are sdeward now,” said Tristan, not turning.

“My lord?’

“And find me acompetent castellan. | do not like the eyes of the man my brother has employed.”
“But, my lord...”

“Y es?|sthere aught amisswith my orders, sleward? Do you not know of atrustworthy man for the
position | named?’

She had seen agrizzled man seated before her, the wear of hisyears evident from hisfaceto hisfeet. She
hed listened to her husband' s orders and felt amild alarm thrill through her at this, the beginning of his
command in this place. Silas James seemed an unlikely choice for seward—whatever his experience, he
was old now, bowed and thin with time. It seemed agamble a bes, to throw their lot in with thisfellow.

Then, before her very eyes, Amiranth saw asmall miracle take place. The man in the chair transformed,
his back growing straighter, his head held more high. Shelooked into the blue of his eyes and was struck
again with their brilliance, akeen and lucid light shining through. He seemed years younger to her now, in
just the space of asingle bregth.

“My son,” said the man. “My son Evan worksin the stables, my lord. Yet | swear to you he has served
honorably in the king’'s own army. He knows wel| the ways of war, and would be aworthy castellan.”

“Done,” announced Tristan, and when he turned he had a smile that matched the sharpnessin the other
man'seyes. “Has hefriends? Men to trug, to serve with him?’

“Good men,” affirmed Silas, anew strength to hisvoice. “Friends and sons of friends, | promiseyou.”

The sharpness about Tristan grew finer, hardening to calm assurance. “1 like it well, this new beginning for
my castle. We Il go find your son and then the man who used to be castellan. | will inform him of what
fresh order has comein hisstead.”

Slassad, “Methinks Lord Liam will make haste home now.”

“Yes” replied Tristan, very composed. “| think it, too.”

Chapter Ten



T HE MAN IN THE EARL’'SCHAIR AT SUPPER THAT night was astranger with Tristan’ sface.

Amiranth entered the great hal dowly, mindful of her position now, of the stares that would be pinned to
her, and the words flung fast behind her back.

She had spent the early evening aone, without the company of Tristan or servants, using thetimeto
bathe, to unpack what few belongings she had brought with her on thiswild and unexpected journey.

Three more gowns, shaken out. Undertunics, combs, belts, garters, aprecious few baubles from her life
that she had not the heart to leave behind her at Safere.

Her jewelry, resplendent and heavy, flashing colorsin the sealight of the room, tinted with the faint blue
of thewindow.

To bathe again fdlt like the most sinful extravagance she had ever dreamed; the water was warm and
soapy, fragrant with primrose and honeysuckle. She had washed her body and her hair and felt, for the
firgt timein months, a sense of pure relaxation. She felt dmost happy again, healthy. A screen of painted
birds and trees hid her from the rest of the world, from even the rest of this smple room. She had not
wanted it to end.

But women cameto attend her. Amiranth tried to recall the lessons of her youth, how to act, what would
be expected of her. She chose the most sumptuous of her four clean gownsfor her first supper asthe
Countess of Haverlocke. It had abliaut the color of autumn, impressive shades of scarlet and flame and
gold, arefined yet bold pattern over along tunic of bright white. She knew it suited her well; she knew it
moved with her in away that spoke of subtle delight, flowing and opulent.

She wore her mother’ s pearlswith it, twined in loops about her neck, and had the satisfaction of noting
the handmaidens awe when they were finished with her.

Amiranth declined avell, dlowing instead that her hair be arranged in soft braids and curls. She wanted
to hear everything said tonight without the distraction of covering over her ears.

The handmaidens had stared at her with wide eyes and she had gazed back at them, wondering at what
they saw, if shetruly looked the part of a countess. She hoped so.

They offered to brush and press her gownsfor her; Amiranth consented to this, knowing full well she
would need new clothing soon if shewasto stay herein this place. Four gownswould not be enough to
last her charade. Perhaps she might borrow some. Perhaps she might even have some made, to take with
her to Merlyff. She had not had anew gowninavery longtime....

Asthey were leaving, one of the women had discovered the mantle, crumpled across a corner of the

pallet.
“Shadl | deanit for you, my lady?’

Amiranth examined it, thoughtful . It had worn well throughout their adventures, only afew stainsmarring
the colors of it. The white ermine remained asfine asthe day she had sewn it to the hood, dl those years

ago.
“Canyou?’ she asked.



“Aye, my lady. Surdly.”
“Dosn.”

The women had curtsied, and swegpt it up with the rest of her clothing, dl of it gone to somewhere she
could not know, down to the inner workings of the castle,

Amiranth waited and waited, and gtill Tristan did not return for her. So eventualy she had left the room
and began to roam the halls of the castle by hersdlf, taking in her new surroundings.

She had gotten lost dmost immediately. Glynwallen, it seemed, was as vast as acity. She encountered
few people, only long corridors, and voices that seemed to disappear when she rounded aturn. She
became acutely aware that she was treading the territory of the enemy, that her position here was
anything but secure, no matter who she claimed to be.

That this place was actudly to have been her home almaost made her laugh out loud. She could not
imagineliving here. She could not imagine attempting to rule, to command the serfs and freemen and dl
others except Tristan. How incredible, that she had nearly stepped up to this station. How astonishing,
that plain little Amiranth St. Clare had nearly, nearly become the empress of this castle-city.

Shefinally rounded acorner where the voices did not dim, and found hersdlf in the greet hall, facing a
chamber filled with people, and that stranger with her husband’ s face seated in the earl’ s chair.

Everyone quieted, staring at her as she stood alone at the entrance.

The man at the earl’ stable remained distant, as fine and forbidding asthe king himself. She hid her fears
and began to walk toward him, the autumn gown trailing the floor behind her.

The stranger—Tristan—stood, watching her approach.
All at once she knew him. Of course. Of course she did.

Here hewas, the Earl of Haverlocke she used to be-hold. Y es, here, in the silver and ruby robe she
hersdlf had laid out for him, aheavy belt of midnight stones gleaming near hiswast. Here was the boy she
had given her heart to, dark splendor full grown into aman, still doof, till cool and reserved, every inch a
noble knight.

Hiseyeslocked on hers, hisface haf masked with shadows. Was that aglimpse of misgiving behind his
gaze? Surely not—not when he approached her with such afirm, confident step. Not when he greeted
her in hiscalm, pure voice, an earl indeed, and took her hand, and bowed over it.

She was trangported back in time, to their first introduction. Only thistime, shefdt hislipsagaing her
skin. Thistime, hetruly kissed her hand, warm and lingering, hisfingerstight on hers.

Amiranth fet aflush begin.

When he looked up at her she could see directly into his eyes. There was nothing &t al of misgivings
there. Therewas pride. Possession. A knowing, subtle hest.

“My countess,” hesaid, inavoicethat carried.
“My lord,” she murmured back to him, sinking to a curtsy.

The hush over the hal had not broken. She was certain that she could hear the rapt breathing of them all,
scores of people absorbed in the drama of the scene.



Tristan helped her to rise, led her to her seet. “We have awaited you.”

They had indeed. There was no food set out, only wine and mead, plenty of it, in flasks and cups of
pewter and gold.

The goblet infront of her seat was of gold. She ignored the page who had pulled back her chair for her,
ingtead taking up the goblet, lifting it high so that the flames of the torches lining the hall glowed dongits
golden curves.

“A salute, good people,” she said, not even trying to raise her voice.
The hush extended, avid attention from every corner, every sngleface.

“To our right and merciful lord, our most beloved liege, Tristan, Earl of Haverlocke. Good welcometo
him back home from hislong journey away. May God grant him peace for therest of hisdays.”

She—she done—took asip of thewine, her gaze adare to the rest of the hall over the rim of her drink.
She set the goblet on the table, then curtsied again to Tristan.

“A fair sdute,” he said, once more helping her to rise. She could not tell if there was amusement in his
voice or not. “From afair lady. | thank you.”

They sat together, Amiranth moving carefully, very aware of the set of her shoulders, the straight line of
her back. Tristan remained cool and quiet to her left; to her right was a nobleman she did not know, and
beyond him awoman she did not, and then another man, and so on, arow of new facesfeigning
consummeate interest in their drinks, their laps, or the table. The only sound to be heard in the room was
the subdued bustle of the serfs beginning to bring out the medl.

She accepted the bread a boy handed her, nodding thanks. The child ducked and dashed away.

Tristan took hisfirst bite; everyone began to eat in strained silence. Amiranth could fed the stares aimed
at her, but when shelooked up al she discovered were averted faces, passing glimpses of judging looks.
Only one man met her gaze straight on.

Silas James stood apart from the crowd of the room, against awall not too far from the table, watching
her, Tristan, the chamber. Now that she noted him she saw others stationed like him—not soldiers, but
men who held acommon look of ungarnished strength and restraint. The son Evan and hisfriends, no
doulbt.

She wondered how Tristan had handled the surly castellan of before. Although she searched the
chamber, he did not gppear to bein the assembly. That worried her; an absent enemy was not to their
advantage, not now, o new in thisgame they played. He might be off with hisfelows, stirring arebellion.

He might be anywhere, saying anything—

“A cdebration,” Tristan announced suddenly, startling her. Amiranth turned to him, forcing an inquiring
amile

“Aye” he continued camly, asif she had responded, “that’ swhat is due, my lady. We' Il give thanksto
be home. A feast for our people. For our neighboring lords.”

“A feast,” sherepeated, cautious. “Indeed, my lord? Do you think it wise, o early into your return?’

“All the more reason to celebrate. As soon asmay be, in fact.” He had been speaking straight ahead of
him, to the chilled air and unnatura silence of the hdl, but now he looked back at her. “We Il invite your



brother.”

She could not summon aresponse for this, for the warring emotions that took hold of her: discovery,
disaster, ruin—

Tristan leaned in closer, dropping hisvoice. “Y ou said yoursdf he never cameto Safere, my lady. He has
not seen you since our marriage—no doubt he will be eager to greet you again, and witness how you
have changed.”

She understood immediately what he was about. Tristan apparently remembered his bride enough to
know at least that Lily had smilar coloring. If Augustin had not seen her for years—and he had not—then
he could not know how shelooked now. If she claimed to be Amiranth...of course hewould believeit.

It was naught but the truth, after all.

But since Augustin would know her for her true salf, he could easily betray her with just asmpleword. It
wasagraverisk...yet heknew Tristan Geraint, aswell. He would not forget hiswedthy brother-in-law,
evenif he had let hissigter languish in secluson at the far end of England for years.

To have Augustin acknowledge Tristan as her husband would be tantamount to ensuring his place here,
Amiranth had not lied to the castellan when she claimed the king as her cousin. Digtant, yes, but her
family was il blood. If the Earl of Iving accepted Tristan asthe true Earl of Haverlocke, only afool
would step in to refuteit.

Indeed, the deepest danger would be to hersdlf. Augustin was not aman given to subterfuge and dy
reason. He would see and bdieve Amiranth for who she was and confirm it to al who asked—even
Trigtan, if circumstances turned dire enough.

How could she escape thistangle?

She saw the resolution on Tristan’ sface, how the secretsin his eyes grew brighter, the handsomellift to
his mouth determined. He touched her hand atop the table, adip of acaress, hisfingersthere and gone.

“A finefeast,” he said, ddliberate and composed. “ And your brother will be well met, I'm certain.”
Amiranth bowed her head in assent, closing her eyes, praying.

Let it work. Let it all work.

H UGH FLETCHER WATCHED THE PROGRESSION OF THE medl from the smal vestibule overlooking the
great hall, the man claiming to be Tristan Geraint sitting boldly at the lord’ stable, in thelord’ s seet high
upon the dais. The woman next to him held her haughty air even from this distance. If she was not
actualy nobility, she was actress enough to fool the common eye.

Hugh did not consider his eye common.

Theinterview with the usurper had been no more than what he had expected. This man would want
anyone faithful to Liamto fall quickly out of power—Hugh understood that. Y et he had been dismissed
aseadly asany smple sarf, aclear humiliation in front of al who heard. The usurper had taken careto



arm himsalf with agroup of peasant men—had el evated them to the atus of persona guard—even as
he had calmly informed Hugh he would no longer serve as cagtellan.

It was an outrage. Who was this pretender to dismiss him, Hugh Fetcher, loyad man of the true earl?

But Hugh had no choice. To protest publicly would be a mistake at this point. When Liam returned, al
would be st right again, he knew; and besides, there were other ways to humble a man without open
warfare. So he had choked on his anger, holding on with bare restraint to the sudden hatred that had
flared through him.

The woman below turned her head and addressed her husband. Hugh had a glimpse of the pearls around
her throat, heavy drops of cream againgt her skin, Half the men in the hall were gaping at her, clearly
besotted.

Without looking away from the scene, Hugh addressed the man at his side, another of Liam’s deposed
guard.

“Tell me. Thewife of Tristan Geraint—she stayed at Safere, did she not?’
“Aye. So | heard.”

“A young widow in mourning, it was said,” Hugh continued, thoughtful. “ Resisting thewill of the king to
rewed. My lord Liam never visited her?’

“Nay, | think not.”

Hugh rubbed his chin, till examining her, the golden crown of her hair, the graceful movement of her
hands.

“And we ve had no word from Safere in months, | know that much,” he murmured. “ Strange. One would
think thet if an earl returned from the dead—especidly an earl so desperately mourned—that word
would spread rather quickly. Servants love to gossip, and this certainly would be worthy news. Y et we
heard nothing at all.”

The other man glanced at him, and Hugh looked back, considering.
“A modt intriguing mystery, don’t you think, soldier?’
13 S' rl?!

“I believe avigt to the country isin order. My lord’ s estate of Safere has been neglected far too long.”

I TWASN'T UNTIL THE SUPPER WAS DONE, AND THE food was reduced to scraps of greasy bread and

empty bowls, and the people grew restless on their benches, that Tristan at last deigned to rise and end
the night.

The conversation in the chamber had gradually grown looser over the courses, as wine flowed and cups
were refilled. Amiranth had not been able to make out precise words, but she took it asagood sign, that



at least some were beginning to relax enough to converse.

Y et asthey |eft she finally managed to understand flashes of what was being said. It was the name of her
husband, and that of hisfather, his older brother—and another word, one she had not considered for

many, many ayear:

Murderer.

S—|E SLEPT IN A GOWN SO VOLUMINOUSTHAT THE folds seemed to follow their own will around her,
twisting and turning against her body as she tossed on the pallet. It had been brought to her by one of the
maids, amakeshift gift from the chatelaine of the castle, Amiranth assumed—alady who had tried
unsuccessfully to hide the scandal on her face when shelearned that Amiranth had not brought adeeping
gown of her own to Glynwallen.

Amiranth had been too tired to attempt to erase that look. She wanted only to fal into her deep, and bid
thislong and onerous day farewdll. She was grateful for the gown, assmple asit was, for the length of
pale blue linen that rucked up in pleats by her feet, and the drawstring at her neck that pulled it modestly
tight.

Tristan managed to be e sawhere while she changed, entering the room just as she was dipping into the
pallet. He dismissed the maid with a short nod, then closed the door and stopped, staring at her. From
beneath the covers Amiranth had stared back at him, still splendid in histunic and robe, feding the blood
come rushing to her cheeks.

“Thereisbut one palet,” she blurted—such an obvious fact that she was shamed as soon as the words
left her.

But he only nodded, till fixed on her face, his own carefully blank, unsmiling.

“I'll degp onthefloor,” hesaid.

She broke away from hislook, pinching awrinkle in the blanket beneath her hands. “ Are you certain?’
“It’ s better than the chair.” He moved forward, aready beginning to free one arm from the robe.

She had taken the lamp quickly and blew out the flame, sending blackness across the little room. Hewas
no longer visibleto her, but the thought of him so near—undressing—kept the blush warm across her
body. She peded away the top two blankets on the pallet, and one of the furs, and placed them on the
floor beside her.

“For your warmth,” she whispered, and had gotten no response, only the shadow of him close by, the stir
of air from hismovementsgliding over her.

She heard him bed down, the sound of the blankets being rearranged. Amiranth settled back into the
pallet and tried not to think of him, waiting for deep to come.



DREAMS DREAMSUPON DREAMS, BOTH VIVID AND dark, memorable and not. Amiranth had the odd

sense of knowing of her state, that none of it wasred, but it seemed not to matter. She dreamt of
waterfdls, and of flying asabird, and of swimming deep into the ocean. She dreamt of light and stones,
of colors and sunsets over rich frelds of whest.

She dreamt she was gliding through that whest, at peace, admiring the shades of nature around her, so
many golds, such abeautiful sky, such warmth.

Aye, shewaswarm, happily so. Shefelt safe and serene—she could not recdl such afedling of
satisfaction thet filled her, herein thisfield with delicate semsthat danced and swayed asfar as she could
see.

She sghed with contentment, turning, and felt the warmth shift around her, tighter and then looser, ill
there, till close, abreath a her shoulder, a stroke across the delicate skin of her wrigt.

Amiranth opened her eyes and found Tristan beside her in the pallet, coverstossed over them both,
masculine heet againg her. Beyond him apair of maids moved about the gray of the room, dim to her,
nearly noisaless.

She blinked and it dl stayed just the same: Tristan pressed close; two women lighting lamps, setting out
trays of food.

She gazed at him for along moment, uncomprehending, then opened her mouth to speak.

With fluid ease he leaned over her, placing hisfingerslightly over her lipsashisown grazed her cheek, a
brush of akiss.

“Good mornto you, love.” Hisvoice rumbled through her, intimate, playful even with the note of caution
beneath. “ Y ou dept late. | fear we' ve missed Mass dready.”

Themaidsdid not pause in their work, but Amiranth knew they listened anyway, that every hit of this
moment would be remembered and retold. She sat up, keeping the blankets high over her, noting that the
floor appeared undisturbed, al coverings back upon the palet.

Tristan sat up with her. He was toud ed and impossibly handsome, his ebony hair even more disheveled
than usud, his smile beckoning, his eyes degpy—though that was merdly an act. He knew full well what
he did. So did she.

One hand reached up; he brushed her cheek again, thistime with the backs of his knuckles.
“Dreamwdl, my wife?’

She pushed hishand away, wary of the easy gpped of him, thefedl of hisbody too familiar against hers,
sculpted muscles, apleasing warmth.

“Until thismoment, my lord.”

“Such asour mood!” Thelook in hiseyes did not abate. “Y ou never did like waking. Mayhap | can
changethat for you.”

When he leaned in again she pulled back, but he caught her at the nape of her neck and she had nowhere



to go, with thewall flush behind her. Hislips came down over hers, soft while hisgrip stayed hard, dmost
atendernessto it, close and far too potent for her comfort.

His hand changed, hisfingers diding up through her hair, massaging. Amiranth squeezed her eyes shut
and tried not to succumb to this, his mockery of akiss, her emotions redling out of control, eation and
fear and hope and misery swimming through her.

Oh, it was adread thing, an arrow to her heart. Oh, it was so sweet.

She stayed that way, hunched and frozen againgt him, as he moved hislipsto her cheek, apath of little
kisses, soft as whispers, over to her ear.

“Merlyff,” was theword she heard him breathe. “Think on that, my lady....”
She heard her own reply, far too faint: “It had better be more than passing fair.”

Tristan found a place beneath her ear, the pulse of her throat; she felt his mouth open over it, asif he
could taste even that. His voice was muffled by thefall of her hair. “Fair enough to make aking
weep...fares of thefair....”

He came back to her face, trailing golden strands that tickled between them, and somehow they were
both dowly easing down in the palet. A new kiss, lingering, feding like satin againgt her skin, alazy burn
that found some response deep, deep within her; a song she had forgotten once again beating through her
blood.

A distant part of her heard the door softly closing, the maidservantsleaving. But Tristan’s hands were at
her shoulders, diding down her amsto bring her closer, and Amiranth found that her own were
encircling him—someone esg sarms, surely, that pulled him to her. Someone e <g' slipsthat returned his
kiss, that tasted him and found him like nectar, unfairly forbidden—asif she had been told she could no
longer bregthe the air again, or drink clear water, or see the bright sun.

Someone e s s body, welcoming his, theweight of him, al supple tenson and comdly lines. Someone
else who fdt the mogt intimate shape of him, lithe and fine, skimming againgt her, accenting the desire
between them.

Someone else who closed her eyes and shut out the world, alowing him the curve of her shoulder, where
the drawstring had come loose, and lower, to therise of her breast, where he made a harsh sound in his
throat and tugged the gown even lower 4till.

Someone &l se who shivered and gave a soft cry as he savored her skin, drawing her nippleinto his mouth
with tongue and teeth, a hard, ferocious ache that turned the song within her to adarker pitch.

Someone else who bent her knees and kept him with her, fedling the rhythm of them together, anew
thing, as urgent as all the other newness he gave her.

Shewould not think beyond this moment. She would not think beyond his touch, the press of him against
her, his hair soft againgt her face, hiseyesasheraised hishead and kissed her lipsagain, quick and
fervent, asif he could not decide which part of her heliked best.

Amiranth broke away and made her own study of him, the column of histhroat, the hard dope where his
neck met his shoulder, the flex of hisarm. He wore no heavy garments, only the thin, thin tunic of
thistle-down, nearly tranducent. She could fed him through it; she could dmogt taste him as he had her,
and rubbed her face againgt the pale cloth, pushing it up and away from her with her palms.



Tristan grew till, tense, the force of his breathing rocking them both as she repeated what she had done
before, and rubbed her cheek againgt his now-bare chest, turning to kiss him there, finding sat on his
skin, ddlicious.

His hands came firm around her head, urging her upward, to akissthat hurt from the power of it,
bruising, wonderful. He clutched her closeto him—all of her, to al of him—and pushed againgt her hips
inaway that made her score her teeth againgt hisneck. He did it again, straining, his entire form ardent
agang hers.

“Lily,” Tristan muttered, thick and dazed. He fdt asif hislifewould end if he could not complete this act.
“My God, Lily...”

He moved to the neck of her gown, ready to pull it al the way off her, ready to find the beautiful, bare
flesh of her and bury himsdlf in her. The smple kiss he had begun whirled out of control, so fast, S0
severe that he could not even recall how it had happened—how they both had come to be entwined in
this palet, skin to skin, cumbersome gown and tunic al that was | eft between them.

He said her name again, and something else—her breasts, so perfect, her legs around him, yes, yes—but
then she changed.

Utterly. Completely. Changed, stopped, that lissome sensuality that had welcomed him so well, and so
sweetly, turned to rigid resistance.

Hisbody did not believe what his mind understood: She was regjecting him. That quickly, that ruthlesdy.
She pulled away from his hands and sat up amid the blankets, her hair clinging to them both, then
scrambled to the edge of the pdlet, her feet on the floor. The blue gown drew tight over her shoulders

again.

Hedid not try to stay her. Tristan lay back and stared at the celling instead, enraged, impassioned, hating
himsdf and her in this moment. Hating the world.

Christ, what amistake. What astupid, stupid mistake. Wheat the hell had happened to him?

She would leave him now, he knew she would. She would go—she had every right to go. He had used
her—attacked her—his sanity turned as dark and murky as his soul. He had felt only Lily before him, an
erotic dream turned redl, holding him, responding to him. He had gone mad with it. He had logt dll
reason.

A bewildered panic seized him: She could not leave. She would. What would he do to stop her? He
could not even move yet, for fear that he would lose his control again.

But shedid not rise from the pdlet, only sat there, bowed and smdl asachild might St, her hair falling
down to concesal her face. Findly, she spoke.

“WhoisBess?
He exhded around the clench of histeeth. “Who?”’

“Bess. Sweet Bess.” A lonelock of gold curled down the center of her back, al he could really see of
her, aglossy temptation. “My cousin mentioned her to me once. She thought—you loved this Bess.”

Now hedid st up, staring, astounded. Bess? He had avague flash of aface, adark-haired girl, laughing.
A tavern wench? A servant?



“I have no ideawhere she got such anction,” he said honestly. “I can't think of anyone by that name.”
Lily kept her head lowered. “ She did not say how.”

“Why doesit matter?’

“It doesn't.”

She stood, walking away from him, from the mess of the palet, finding arobe, holding it to her.

He spoke to her back. “Lily, | apologize. |—"

“It does't matter,” she repeated, thin and distant. She hesitated, then wrapped the robe around her,
hugging her arms acraoss her chest. “1I’m going to deep intheladies quartersuntil wefinish this”

[13 NO—”
Sheturned. “l am!”

“No, listen.” He did not attempt to stand, to reason with her up close. She had abrittle look about her
now, tight and fragile. He did not want to be the one who shattered it. “'Y ou won't need to. Today we'll
move to the master chambers of the castle. Y ou'll have rooms of your own. Y ou won't have to—"
Tristan choked on the words, then said them anyway. “Y ou won't haveto seemeat dl, if you wish,
except in public places.”

She made no assent to this. If anything the tension about her increased. Her eyes were stormy and dark,
reproaches shining through.

“Thereisalock on the door,” he offered, desperate. “Y ou may hold all the keys.”

Finally she gave ashort nod of her head. But the sormsin her eyesdid not diminish.

S—|EAVOIDED HIM FOR FOUR ENTIRE DAYS, AND IT Was no essy fedt.

Moving into the quarters of the countesswas atricky thing. The old castellan, the surly man with red hair,
had done nothing to prepare the rooms, no doubt planning to rid himsdlf of them instead of making them
more a home. It had falen to Tristan’ s new man, Silas, to set the chatelaine upon it, and she had done so
with clear reluctance.

Lord Liam had not yet wed, Amiranth knew. When she inspected her rooms that afternoon she found
dust so thick she could draw picturesin it, covers over the furniture, abare stone floor, and an iron grate
empty of wood or even cod to burn. A glanceinto Tristan’s quarters showed little better: Someone had
darted the transfer of Liam’ s belongings—they were piled in aheap in the center of the chamber, clothing
and bottles and jewelry treated with the same careless disregard.

She sent the women to clean her rooms and went to work on Tristan's hersalf. She would not want his
younger brother to have more cause for complaint than he would already.

Tristan traveled in and out. She did not meet hiseyes at dl; he had adistracted ook to him anyway. Well



enough. Let him dedl with the suspicions and questions of hisvassas. She would do her part, and hope
that soon all would settle here so she could leave without a backward 1ook.

She obtained the keysto her quarters from the chatelaine. She tested the lock hersdlf, made certain it
waswell oiled and solid. The click of the bolt sounded very cold to her ears.

So then Amiranth dept apart from him, from al the population of thisplace, in area bed with digphanous
curtains drifting around the frame of it, an embroidered canopy that shimmered with the summertime
breeze.

It was her bed. Shetried not to consider that, but the thought continued to creep back to her, persistent.
It was her bed in fact. It was her room. Thiswas her proper wedded home, even if no one but she knew
the secret truth of it.

By day she did what she could to aid Tristan in his precarious claim. She supported his decisons, she
greeted him with the utmost courtesy whenever they met, granting him al sorts of favorswith her words,
implying that hisblessng was asvita as any overlord could hope. She could not tdll if any of it was
working. She could not tell if what she glimpsed on the faces of the scattered nobles of this place was
fear, or respect, or just adreaded patience, everyone waiting for the day that Liam Geraint should arrive
agan.

Shedreaded it herself. But the sooner he came, the sooner she could leave. And then the problem of
Tristan Geraint would fade from her life, and she would never have to fear love destroying her again.

On the afternoon of the fifth day ariding party was spotted. When the horn sounded everyone gathered
inthe bailey, amassing near the gate. Amiranth had left the keep with agreat crowd and jostled her way
through them, less careful than she should have been, but they were woven so tightly againgt her, not
letting her through—

Tristan was suddenly beside her, taking her arm, and magically apath cleared before them, people
bowing and bending out of their way like flowersin awind-storm.

It was apleasing day; amorning rain had come and gone, so everything still smelled dewy fresh, and the
stones of the outer wall were darkened to taupe and brown, the earth damp before them.

“Who comes?’ cdled Tristan to the man at the top of the gatehouse.
“A great party, my lord! Two score men, at least!”

“Their colors?’ demanded Tristan.

“Toofar yettotell, my lord! A dark and light, that’sal | can say!”

Crimson and silver, Amiranth thought, the colors of Haverlocke, and felt the excitement of the crowd
around her.

Tristan’ sface remained cool, determined. He waited asthey dl did, for the party to bresk past the forest
and approach the gate.

“Blue and snow, my lord,” cried the watch suddenly. “Blue and snow!”

Not Liam—Augustin. Amiranth felt her somach tighten; her fingers momentarily clenched over Tristan's
arm. He covered her hand with his own, looking down at her now, eyesof jet black, asorcerer’s
gparkling mystery. Hiswordsto her were bardly audible.



“Courage, my lady. Can you remember enough of your life at Iving to convince him you are hissster?”

She bit back the urgeto laugh. “1t' srather late for that worry.” When he did not release her from his
dtare, sheadded, “Yes,” onasigh.

“Hemay test you,” Tristan murmured, watching the woods now, the first of the riders coming clear of the
trees—outridersin her family colors, banners and horns and shining wegpons. “ Question you with
anecdotes, or people. Try to remember—"

“Do not fear on thisaccount,” shewhispered, impatient. “1 am full a ease with Amiranth’s memory.”
He gave her hisfaint smile, goproving. “ Excellent. Then we have nothing moreto fear.”
She wanted to laugh again, and still managed to contradl it.

At Tristan’'s command the portculliswas raised, and here came the group from Iving, crossng the
threshold. Amiranth searched the riders until she discovered Constanz and afew of her women, looking
uneasily at the gathered people before them.

Besde Constanz was Augustin, plumper than she remembered, his beard cut shorter, dressed in the full
herddry of hisgation, glorious beneath the sun. It dmost made her smile.

She knew him well, her brother. He would display the best of hisfinery in this moment. He would ride
here with the most noted of hisknights, as a show—not of force but of status, lest anyone think he could
not afford their loyalty. He would smile much and say more, but benegth that outward humor would be a
mean full aware of himself, the Stuation he entered, and hisrank withiniit.

She even knew the horse he rode, a gift from King Edward, a mighty bay stalion—Jorah’'ssre, in fact.

Augustin had not changed much over the years, after dl. She could only hope he would find the same of
her.

Together she and Tristan approached. Before she could even rise from her curtsy Augustin had bounded
from his saddle—mail and al—and nearly legpt upon Tristan.

“By my word!” he exclamed, grinning. “By my word, hereis my brother, back from the depths of hell!”
He pulled Trigtan into a hug, laughing, and Tristan laughed aswdll, hisface transforming from its usud
intengity to something that made Amiranth’ s breath catch: alook of joy, of boyish ddlight.

“Augudtin! It isgood to seeyou again.”

“And you, | daresay! | could not credit it—your message seemed ajape, my lord, but | could not
imagine why anyone would jgpe on such matter! Tristan Geraint dive! And with my sster! 1t was such
newsto take years off my life, | swear to you!”

“Andmine, | promisel”

They laughed together again, two men matched in height, onefair, one dark, the sunlight danting across
them both. Augustin drew back dightly, glancing around.

“Whereis she, by the by? Whereis Amiranth?’

Amiranth took a deep breath and cleared her throat. Augustin turned to her; surprise scrolled across his
face, then happiness again. “Why, and hereismy fair cousin! | had not thought you here, aswell. Good

day toyou, Lily!”



She heard the compl ete silence of the crowd, adrop in al noise that gave even her brother pause.
Amiranth offered asilvered laugh, holding out her hand to him. “Has it been so long, Augustin? | cannot
conceive that you do not recognize me! | am your sister.”

His grin faded, replaced by awatchful expression. Oh heavens—it was worse than she had feared, he
was as Smpleto read asachild! The doubt on hisface echoed clearly in hisvoice. “ Amiranth?’

She kept her amilefirmly in place, hand il outstretched. “Aye.”

Everyone gawked. Everyone waited, from the steward to the serfs, focused on the two of them, her
proffered hand, the motionless man before her. The sound of her heartbest was thunder in her ears.

“Come,” shesaid, her voice so norma. “Will you not greet me properly, brother? 1 would like to say my
welcome to Congtanz aswell. It' s been avery long while”

Augustin changed again, his expresson going from astonishment to pleasure. Hetook the fina steps
between them, enveloping her in ahug.

“By heavens, how can thisbeyou?’ He leaned back, examining her. “Y ou have the face of our cousin, |
vow!”

She st hersdf gently away from him. “A strangeworld, isit not?’
“Indeeditig! Indeeditigl”

He embraced her again, and she gave in and held him aswdll, thinking how peculiar it wasto have her
head reach his shoulder, hisbeard pricking her skin. The last time she had seen him she had been hardly
morethan agirl.

Constanz dismounted, and there were more greetings, these with agreat deal more restraint to them.
Beneath her tempered demeanor Congtanz threw Amiranth long, dubious looks, and Amiranth could only
meet her eyes, willing her to Stay quiet out here, at least.

Therest of her brother’ sknights had begun to dismount, men taking, consulting, amass of them
surrounding them. Augustin and Tristan began to move toward the keep, Amiranth and Constanz on
ether sde of them. Augustin was speaking again.

“Where is Lady Lily? Did she not accompany you?’

Tristan looked at her, dert. Amiranth moved close to her brother. “The plague, my lord,” she said, as
quietly as she could.

He stopped abruptly. “ The plague, you say?’

“Hush!” Amiranth looked around them. “1t was months ago! Y ou are safe. We would not have had you
comewereit otherwise.”

Constanz made some shocked murmur, edging close to her husband. Amiranth glanced at her, frowning.
To her surprise, Constanz was the one who lowered her eyes.

“A perplexing sate,” Augustin said dowly, hisgaze going from Tristan to her. “A most perplexing
sate—the earl dive, Amiranth looking asLily—and Lady Lily hersaf deed.”

“I cannot explainit,” she said helplessy. And then, in arush: “Arethey not glad tidings anyway, brother?
Vad fortunes have turned. Much had been logt, but now al will bewdl again. Think on it, Augustin.”



She did know her brother. Hewas kind at heart; if money was hisweskness, well, he would not be the
first man to succumb to such avice. He had loved her enough to care for her when their parents died,
and not enough to vidit her in dl the eight years of her exile. He had sent Lily to her when shewrote
|etters pleading for company. He had dways ensured her health, if not her happiness. She knew where
histhoughtswould now lie.

Augustin looked about at the city-keep, the massive bailey, the fine stables and granary and dl the good
things here before them that bespoke the uncommon wealth of this demesne.

The advantages of having the Earl of Haverlocke in the family were as plain today asthey were eight
years ago. Augustin had to redize this;, despite his vanity, he wasno fool.

His gaze came back down to hers, considering.
Just then the scout sounded his horn again. As one, everyone turned to the sight of the lowered gate.

“New riders, my lord! Crimson and slver! Lord Liam returng”

Chapter Eleven

A UGUSTIN WASTHE KEY. TRISTAN HAD REALIZED it long ago.

He had been anticipating this moment. He had been keen for it, in fact, the confrontation with his brother
that had been bound to come. For daysit had been eating at him. He had envisioned it a hundred
different ways. Liam angered, Liam delighted, Liam riding for war. He did not know hisyounger brother.
He had not seen him in centuries, athousand years. He remembered the boy his brother had been, but
could not even imagine aface on the man he would grow into.

But here was the man, and here was his face—not so dissmilar from hisown, asit happened, lean and
wakeful, hishair asblack as Tristan’s, his seet on hishorse as certain.

Different eyes. Different mouth. No sign of welcome or delight on hisfeatures as hefound Tristan before
him in the great stretch of the bailey, flanked by the Earl of Iving’ sknights and his own newly sworn men.

If it wasto be war, Tristan was ready for it.

Liam picked him out easlly from the crowd, hiseyes going Sraight to Tristan. “You, Sr!” he called out,
gtill mounted. *Y ou are the man | was told of—the man claiming to be my brother!”

“Liam.” Tristan nodded once, folding hisarms over hischest.

“By what right do you make such an outrageous clam? By what right do you come here, to my demesne,
and grasp at my title?’

“By theright of God and law,” Tristan responded. “1 am your older brother. Haverlocke is my demesne,
not your own.”

Liam’sface grew grim. He kept ahand on the hilt of his sword as his steed turned anervousloop in
prancing steps.



“My brother isdead! He died ahero, in the battles of France!”

“A fetching lie” said Trigtan, with acynica smile. “How unfortunate for you it isnot true. | lived in France
al thiswhile”

“Wewould have word of such athing!”

“Indeed, | should think you would. So | must wonder, brother, why my ransom went unpaid.”
He heard Lily’ s sharp intake of bregth; he did not spare her alook.

“Ransom!” Liam scowled. “ There were no demands for aransom!”

“God swounds—" Augustin swore, but Tristan cut him off.

“No demands? How astonishing. It seemed to be dl the French spoke of to me.”

Liam seemed flustered, his scowl fading to uncertainty. “If there were demands to ransom my brother, |
would know of it. | would have pad it!”

“So | had hoped,” replied Tristan, with adeliberate darkness. “And yet it went, alas, unpaid.”

“Therewasno ransom,” Liam ingsted, adamant. “ They told us what happened—Tristan was dead! He
was dain in the first wave of the battle for Cdais. That’' swhat we were told!”

“Fdledin thefirs wave of battle,” Tristan corrected him, “but not dain, Liam. Not dain.”

Lily had taken hisarm. He didn’t know why, if she meant to hold him back or needed his support, but
gl hedid not look at her. He kept his eyesfixed on his brother, looking much younger on his destrier
than he had a minute ago.

“Therewasno ransom,” Liam said athird time, quieter, discomfited.

Tristan studied him anew, the green youth of his features, unlined, unscarred, the flesh of hisjaw dready
growing loose from an excess of riches. His brother was amost still aboy in truth, even with his bluster.

Hethought of the life Liam would have led back here in England—security, entitlement, abundance—all
the things Tristan had so readily abandoned on his quest for glory. It was not difficult to see traces of
himsdf in thisyoung man before him. How he might have been, had he not taken such awild and
disastrousturn with fate,

Had the French truly failed to deliver their demand? It might be so. Anything could be true of that black
time, he thought; they had bungled it, or never actualy understood whom they had held.

Tristan decided, abruptly, to throw the child abone. “Will you come down, Liam Geraint, and greet me
asyour lord? | swear to you my word istrue. | am your brother.”

Liam gared at him, and then a al the men surrounding him, knightsfully armed, hisguard, dl the people
of Glynwallen, it seemed, clustered in thisbailey. Liam’ s men were not inconsiderable. Tristan knew they
might do some harm if they wished it, a the very seriousrisk of treason. Even so, they would not win.
Not against Augustin’ s forces, combined with his own. He hoped they were not dl so hot-tempered as
hisbrother.

“| fal tosee” Liam said at lagt, “why | should take faith in either your name or your word. Y ou speak of
thingsthat did not happen. | know nothing of you or your tale.”



“Then you will listen to mine, pup!” barked Augustin, agrowling baritone. “'Y ou know my name, | trus,
sr? Then hear mewdl! Hereindeed is Tristan, Earl of Haverlocke! He has more patience with you than |
would, young cur! Get you down from your horse and bow to your lord—or get you gone from here, at
pexil toyour lifel”

“My lord.” Liam glanced at Augustin, his expression wary. “I do know you, of course. Y et thisman
could be anyone! He has the aspect of my family, | admit, but even you could not have seen himin years.
Thistak of ransom—it might be atrick, aconfusion, sent to deceive us.”

“I know the man’sface,” pronounced Augustin, calmer. “And | know my sster.” Heindicated Lily,
standing stonily between them, white as alabaster, her fingers till clenched around Tristan’sarm. “To the
greet joy of theland, Tristan Geraint has returned, dong with hislady wife. Greet him asyou should, as
any man of honor would do.”

Tristan watched his brother grapple with his choice, the flush of his cheeks marking anger, or frustration,
or embarrassment. He rather thought al three.

A new voice sounded across the bailey, clear and high, only dightly too thin. It wasLily.

“Inthree days Glynwallen will host afeast, Lord Liam. Our guests are old friends from far and near. It
would look ill upon you not to recognize the Earl of Haverlocke asthey will surely do. If youwishto
stay, we welcome you. If you will not, then go now, and spare yoursdlf this dishonor upon your name.”

Liam narrowed his eyes, consdering. His horse took another agitated sideways step. Instead of calming
him, Liam vaulted from the saddle, passing off the reins, gpproaching Tristan.

They stared at each other along moment, toe to toe. Then Liam went to one knee, head bowed, and
spoke to the ground.

“| am grateful to be ableto greet you again. Welcome home...my lord.”

Trigtan touched him on the shoulder. Liam stood, young and flushed with emotion—allifetime younger
than Tristan had ever felt.

“I am well pleased to be home, my brother.”

S—|E FELTILL. SHEFELT BETRAYED, UNDONE.

A ransom! He had been held for ransom—thenin a prison, dl thistime—and he had not told her, said
not one word to her about it, not even when she had asked.

It was a struggle to keep walking beside him, not to shriek at him and push a him and demand
explanations. Damn him! He had not told her, had let her think the most awful of things....

Somehow Amiranth got through the moment. Somehow she spoke, and smiled, and directed al the
people to where they were supposed to be. She sent the chatel aine scurrying, to prepare chambers and
food. She moved asif through drifts of snow, jagged ice cutting her with every step, her face frozen, her
wordsringing in her ears.



Then shewas done, in her rooms. Benumbed. She stood there, staring at nothing, reliving the scenein
the bailey over and over, Trisan’ swords diding back to her, amogt indifferent—a ransom, unpaid!

A noise behind her. Tristan appeared in the doorway, closing the door to solid wood against his back.
Shefdt clumsy with her movements, turning to see him. The curl to hislipswas gone; helooked at her
moodily, dark as night.

“Prison,” shehissed, inarage, inafury.
Hedid nothing.

“You never sad! You let me bdieve—"
“What?’ he asked, mild.

She stopped, amost panting, trying to find her control again. “Y ou did not tell me,” shefinaly managed.
“Y ou should havetold me.”

“WW?!
“Why! Because | had theright to know! Because | thought—dl| thistime—"

He waited, but she could not finish the sentence. She could not tell him what she had actualy thought.
Amiranth raised ahand to her eyes, hiding them, feding the anguish splinter through her. Her entire body
was shaking. “I cannot fathom that you did not tell me.”

“It would have served little purpose.”

She released her breath, a scoffing sound. He came closer in dow, measured steps.
“Y ou had no need to know my pagt, Lily. It would have meant nothing to you.”
“How could you say such athing to me?’

“I would have told my wife,” he said, degp and hushed. “ Amiranth would have had that right. But you are
not...my wife”

Shehit her lip, fighting back more words, a babble of accusations. She could not believe the turn her life
had just taken. It was inconceivable.

“Youdidwel, Lily,” Tristan said, another step closer to her. “Very well. Y ou fooled everyone.”

“Prison.” Amiranth shook her head, seeing the dark beauty of him, despairing. Shefet wretched and
sck, everything spinning by too fast for her—he had been imprisoned—forsaken, as he had told her
once, gone from theworld as surely asif he had died, or run away. Imprisoned! Her Tristan—

“Stay with me,” he said, hisvoiceturned to velvet.

It took time for hiswordsto come clear to her, asif she had to trand ate them in her head from some
arcane language, strange and cumbersome.

“What?’ shewhispered.
“Stay with me. Become my wifein my home, in my life. Livewithme. | loveyou, Lily.”

Her hands came up to cover her heart, to shield her from the grief of hiswords. She took a step back



and he equaled it with aforward one, pinning her with hislook. He was brooding handsome, ferd
intengity. She understood then that here was not the man she knew—he had gone past some inner edge,
past apoint she could not know or even guess at.

Shedid not see love on him. She saw danger, and her destruction.

“No.”

“Too lateto deny it. You carefor me, too. | think it so. | saw you inthe bailey. | saw your face.”
“No.” She shook her head again, taking another step away.

“Lily...” Hesmiled at her, that subtle grace, and the wicked curveto hislips came back, the promise of
pleasure there, of heartlessintent. He moved toward her, tal, stealthy, amost athrest draped across him.
She glanced franticaly around the room and saw no comfort—shut doors, alooming bed. A castle
beyond, filled with people ready to betray her.

He caught her then, easily, dmost gently, caught her up in hisarms and kept her there despite her sartled
jerk. His head dipped down to hers.

“No!” She could not think, she could not bresthe—this could not be happening, hiswords, her
fedings—hewaskilling her, hewould kill her with this, she could not fed thisway for him again—

“Too late,” Tristan said once more. He kissed her then, drowning her in him, tasting her, aravishment, dl
gentleness gone. He held her and engulfed her, and Amiranth fell into it, hel pless, suffocating, letting him
win, carrying her back to her own abandoned dreams.

“I' loveyou.” He spoke againgt her cheek, hislipstracing thewords over her skin. “Beautiful Lily, | love
you.”

“Stop!” Shetore out of hisembrace, her vision blurred with tears. “ Y ou can’'t do thisto me! | will not
dlow it!”

“Toolate,” he murmured, his eyes bright upon her.

“Itisnot too late! | won't—" Shelost her breath, asob in her throat. “1 won't let this happen again!”
“I loveyou.”

“Get out!”

He did not move,

Fear made her wild; sheran to the door. “ Get out! Or | promiseyou | will tell them dl the truth! | will!”

Heturned hishead away, only that, so that she could not see the shineto his eyes, the terrible dark look
he had for her.

Amiranth lost her nerve, and fled the room hersdf.



H E WATCHED FORHER IN THE GLOOM AND GLAMOUR of hiscadtle.

Tristan tested his senses, seeking clues of her in the everyday, ahint of her perfume, the flutter of her
skirts, along golden hair coiled across apillow in her room. And she hid from him, swift asarabbit in the
hunt, asif sheduded himfor her very life.

Perhaps she thought she did. Perhaps she did in truth. Tristan dmost did not know himself, this passion
that had come over him. Hefelt light and heavy at once with the thought of her. Hefelt the depths of his
love, untested, and let it wrap itsalf around him, alureto cal her, to bring her back to him.

He discovered layers of emotion within him, aburning for her, adesire above al costs. Hewasamogt at
alosswith these raging fedings, till trying to consider coolly how best to keep her, and capture her faith
inhim.

Sometimesit chilled him, when he might come across her, enough so that he could think of no wordsto
speak. He became as gauche as a country squire, staring at her, watching the blush come to her cheeks,
thinking only of how she would look after he had loved her, mussed and sated in his bed.

Each occasion was most public—at medls, in hallways, and once in the inner garden of the keep, when
he had found her in quiet discuss on with the chatelaine, the two of them going over menus.

Both women curtsied; Lily said hushed things, words that sounded right, in avoice that told him clearly of
her fears.

Tristan had granted her mercy, knowing the leverage was dl his, and none of hers. Despite her threat she
would not betray him. She could not. He knew her better than she thought. So hewould let her fly again,
and could only linger in the space she had lft, finding the imprint of her in the dark of hisimagination.

They spent two nights far gpart, each ensconced in the elaborate quarters of the earl and countess.
Tristan had not bothered to test the lock on the door between their chambers. He knew it would be
secured againgt him.

She did not know he had another key, purloined from the master chain. He would not use it. Not until he
had to.

He wanted her. He needed her. He would make her forget the past, her cousin, hiswife...hewould
make her think only of the two of them, and what could be between them.

Sheloved him too. He was certain of it. Tristan had seen it in that moment in the bailey before his
brother, with her fingers pressed hard into hisarm and her face turned stark. It was like arainbow
flashing clear of aprism, aburst of revelation, there and gone.

She loved him, she did, and that made dl their other problemsthin as paper. He was going to vanquish
mountains of memoriesto win her. All he needed wastime to gain her confidence, to let her redize the
truth.

These were the things that mattered to him: his name; hishome; and her, Lady Lily, circling ever closer to
the careful trap he had laid for her heart.



T HE NOBLESARRIVED IN MAGNIFICENT STYLE FOR THE feast, carriages and steeds draped with
pageantry, the greetings of horns, curious strangers Tristan barely recaled from hisdays at court. A few
old friends—very old—men grown fat with life, or thin with avarice, talking to him, picking gpart his
words and actions, ready to devour all that he did and spread the stories back across the kingdom.

Where had they been, these joking fellows, while he had rotted in a French dungeon in defense of their
king?

Tristan played their game with deft assurance. Thismuch, at lesst, had stayed with him: how to laugh with
them and jest about their ignoble pasts, say the things it would be expected he would say, act as the Earl
of Haverlocke would act in his keep. He traded quips and sporting insultswith the lords, threw fase
complimentsto their ladies. He cared for none of them beyond what they could do for him—secure his
rule here. Rout out the last of doubt around him.

When they questioned him about France he aways managed some light response, asif that time had
been nothing to him, aminor inconvenience in the splendor of hislife. No one pressed him; it wasjust as
well. He had nothing for them beyond this facade.

Liam waked heavily around the keep, quiet, reserved. Tristan kept aman on him at dl times, heldto a
discreet distance. He was not careless enough to fully trust hisbrother yet. Liam had lost much. Tristan
knew how that hurt.

And asthe new people arrived, Lily managed to stay away more and more, until it seemed she was no
longer with him even at the medls, only ashdll of her, her eyes empty, her words too dry for meaning. At
times her hands would tremble as she ate; he contemplated that, wondering what it was, in fact, that she
feared so greatly.

L et the celebration finish. Let these japing crowds depart, and he would conclude his hunt for Lily. He
would set her right, and convince her he was naught to fear. That she needed him. That shewould Stay,
and they would find their delight in each other forevermore.

The feast day arrived, great bustle and cheer among the guests. Minstrels wearing his colors played and
sang, performing adong the length of the greet hall.

The sight of the tables laden with food sent agreat cacophony echoing around them. Tristan escorted Lily
through it al, past the musicians and frankly staring noblesto their places a the main table, her touch on
hisforearm cool, her fingers pae againgt histunic. She wore agown of violet gray—storm clouds, he
thought—rich with trim, anecklace of lilac stones clasped high around her throat.

She stood with him silently as the noise began to die, a sea of expectant faces turned to them.

Thiswas histime. Thiswas hismoment: home again, histitle regained, hislife held once morein hisown
hands. Thiswas the place, the chamber, the castle he had never relinquished, not even in the degpest
moments of misery. Through al the madness of the past, thiswas his again. He saw no skepticism on the
people before him now. He saw interest, greed, curiosity, engrossment—but they all acknowledged his
name,

“My friends,” Tristan said, hard victory singing through him, “I thank you dl for joining us here. May God
save you and keep you. My lady and | greet you, and pray the Lord’ s blessing upon each of you and
your houses. Noble Sirs, gentle ladies, enjoy our great bounty.”

Augustin, two places away, stood, seconding him, and so Liam could do no less. He raised his gobl et



and commanded atoast to Tristan, to hiswife, and Tristan turned his head just enough to see Lily beside
him, her eyesdmost feverish with emotion.

She glanced a him once, then swiftly away again.
They ate.

It was alavish medl, dl the foods Tristan had savored in years past and had tried not to consider in the
yearssince. He knew it was Lily who had planned it dl; he was not astonished to find that she had read
hisdreamsin this, that she had plucked from his thoughts the very dishes he craved. She had not asked
him anything. She had known.

It gratified him. It kept him laughing in his segt, anticipating the end of the med, the finish of thislong
test—when he could find her done again, and taste her, and let her fed the true beating of his heart.

Conversations were loud and hearty among his guests. He kept a choice few acquaintances of old at his
own table, men and women with quick mouths and an ear for gossp. Soon the story of his successful
return would be circulated dl over theroya court, from the king down. Tristan had fortified the
arrangement well; in addition to the gossips he had placed both his strongest dly and his potential enemy
nesr—Augustin and Liam, seated across from each other, where Tristan could observe their faces.

Waves of laughter would take the room, asif some joke was passed from table to table. Tristan paid it
amost no mind, histhoughts distracted by the soft glow of violet besde him, the vison of asingle, perfect
curl faling over Lily’ s shoulder, ending & just thetip of her breast. He wasfollowing theriseand fdl of it
from the corner of hiseye, imagining thelock freed from the glittering pinsthat held it in place, dl of her
hair falling loose over her shoulders, amber and darkened gold againgt her skin, againg his....

Augustin was speaking over the gentle srumming of alute. A maiden was tucked away in acorner by
their table, playing aquiet balad. In the depths of hisfantasy Tristan waskissing Lily to the notes of it, a
bit of her at atime,

“...amazing, | must say. | never conceived you might grow so closeto your cousin Lily’slooks. None of
usdid, did we, wife?’

Tristan looked up quickly, his atention honing back to the moment.
The Countess of Iving shook her head. “No, | daresay not.”

Lily spoke, thefirgt time Tristan had heard her dl day. “Wel, we are dl family, are we not? Such things
happen.”

“Aye, true enough,” Augustin conceded. “Why, you should see Emile, Amiranth! He has the face of our
father aready, if you can believeit.”

“I can,” said Lily, in asteady voice.

Augustin turned to Trigtan. “1 tdll you, my lord, there is nothing like a child to remind aman of hismorta
fate! 1 see my father in my son—my cousinin my sigter! All the family repeated, from old to new again.”
Helaughed. “You'll find that out soon enough, | warrant.”

A high, ddlicate blush was overtaking Lily’ s cheeks. Shelowered her lashes, modest, but Tristan had
caught the flash of her eyes. It had not looked like modesty to him but something rather more vibrant.

Sheignored them dl, very deliberately reaching for her goblet, taking asmal sip.



Augustin continued, picking over hisfood. “Of course, you had achild dready, didn’'t you? A little girl.
Y ou named her after our mother, as| recdll.”

Conversation at the main table dropped, eyes widening, faces turning toward them. The Countess of
Iving murmured something in areproving tone.

“What, my dear?’ Augustin looked at her, frowning, then dowly began to redden. He darted aglance
back to Lily, and then Trigtan. “ Oh. My apologies, my lord.”

Tristan began an ingtinctive denid, brushing aside this uncouth comment, imperioudy, theway alord
should do.

But something stopped him. Something in him quickened to frogt, the pit of his ssomach, hismind seizing
upon Augustin’sred face, the line of consternation across hiswife' sforehead.

With a sense of dow wonderment Tristan felt himsdf split gpart—quietly, eveninvisbly, atota wrenching
of hissoul. Hewatched the hal turn flat before him, become like apainting, aportrait of some eegant,
unknown place: the men and women in their finery, feathers and velvet and luminous colors. Bloodred
wine shining in goblets. Everyone motionless a the table, each person staring in adifferent direction,
refined and till against the rich backdrop.

Augustin, bearded and florid.

The wife Congtanz, veiled and bgeweed, pearlsand gilt al about her.

Lily beside him, her hair up, her face averted, pae, expressionless...

...her fingers clenched so tightly around her goblet they had turned pure white.
Oh God. Oh God.

From that split in the chasm of his soul Tristan felt aglimmer of hisold self reemerge—the boy he used to
be, so many lifetimes ago, a sharper wit, arrogant and filled with contempt for this softer version of
himsdf.

Of course, the younger Tristian said, mocking him. Of courseit’s her. You knew it all along, didn’t
you?

No. No! How could he have known?
Of course it was your child. Your daughter .
A little tonein the chapd floor, scripted initids, asingle date. Bluebdlls. Her daughter—his—

Hewas standing. He did not remember doing it but he was, his chair pushed back from the table, and
they wered| staring at him now, al but her. An awful smile stretched across hisface; he could not seem
to eraseit.

“Pray forgive us,” he said, barely an excuse at dl, and calmly took her arm and |eft the great hal with her.

They werewaking. They waked and walked until Tristan redized the surroundings again. They were
aoneintheinner keep garden, and she was staring up at him, white-faced. Everything about her was
empty and smooth, till asapainting, o perfect. Her hair shone with golden firein the sunlight. He had
both hands at her shoulders, asif to push her awvay yet keep her close a once.



“You,” wasdl he could think to say.
“You,” he said again, not even managing her name.

Hewas sinking to hisknees before her. His arms wrapped around her, holding her so hard hewas
amogt trembling, but shewasn't trying to push him off. She had turned to marble before him, just as she
had been the first moment he saw her at Safere. The accidental brush of her hand wasicy cold, evenin
this hest.

Her skirts whispered benegath his cheek, soft violet. He placed ahand over her somach and she didn’t
protest even this, the pressure of him againgt her, drawing his palm downward over thefolds of her
gown, following the bare curve of her there,

Hismind chanted, A little stone, a little date, a little girl ....
Hiswife. Hisdaughter.

“What was her name?’ Tristan asked, closing hiseyes.
Shetook aragged bresth, the only sign of lifeto her.

“Rose” shesaid at lagt, her voicefragile. “1 caled her Rose.”

Bluebells, hismind responded, irrelevant, befuddled. Not roses; dender bluebells across her stone, tiny
flowersfor hisdaughter.

The woman before him took another breath, speaking up to the sky, away from him, the words soft and
hurried, floating off into the blue.

“ She opened her eyes just once—they were dark like yours, so beautiful. And then shefell adegpin my
arms. And that was all. She cametoo early, you see...far too early.”

A strangled sound came from histhroat, bitten short. His clenched fists made a mess of her skirts.
“I want to go now,” shesaid. “I want to leave.”

“No.”

“You promised me! You said | could!”

Tristan stood, releasing the gown, staring down at her, the familiar featuresthat had haunted him, lovely
and cold right now, the sunlight brilliant upon her. “1 promised Lily Granger she could leave. | did not
promise you—Amiranth.”

Her lips began to tremble, true tragedy on her face. He looked into her eyes and couldn’t believe al that
he had not seen. How stupid he had been. How blind.

“You let me be sorry for your deeth,” Tristan heard himself say, incredulous. “Y ou let me apologize for
kissng you.”

“You should be sorry,” she snapped back. “Y ou should apologize!”

“For kissng my wife!” Hisemotions spun and turned, vast beyond his control. “For what ismine, by all
rights”



“l amnot yours!”

He proved her wrong because he had to, because the contempt and frenzy in her voice goaded him to.
He pulled her to him and kissed her, hard and ruthless, painful. They broke apart, gasping.

“I am wdl enough sorry for that,” he said, low, dmogt vicious. “But no more, my lady. We have played
enough games between us, you and I. It isfinished.”

“What do you mean?’

“| am ddlighted to find you dive, Amiranth, and that isafact. We are wed. We will begin living together
astrue husband and wife.”

He had thought her face pale before; now it blanched even whiter. Only her hair remained bright, framing
her with color.

Her voice was gtricken. “ Y ou promised...”

“Not toyou.”

“I don't want to stay with you! Y ou must let me go!”
“No. Absolutely not.”

She began to back away from him into the garden, into the trailing wisps of averdant willow, long leaves
gliding over her shoulders. “1 will tell everyone |l am Lily! That you are afraud!”

“I' will do,” Tristan came close, menacing, “whatever it takesto stop you. Whatever it takes, Amiranth.”

“Why?’ she cried. “What difference does it make to you? Y ou were willing to let me go before, even as
everyone believed | was your wife!l”

“That was before | knew who you truly are.” Hefound her in the willows, stalked her until they were
both beneath the canopy of green, isolated. “We were joined before God. We will remain together.”

“I don’t loveyou!”

He amiled over the pain of that, keen and sharp. “ Do you truly think that signifies? It doesn’t. Y ou will
day withme”

He came closer ill, taking up her hand—Ilimp now, asif thelife had fled her. She stared at him with
luminous eyes, her lipsturned down, tearsfaling like stars down her cheeks. She seemed transfixed on
him, appalled, terrified and fascinated, his prey finally cornered.

Tristan leaned in to her, another kiss, softer than before, more persuasive.

“Thisdoesn't have to belove, Amiranth. We have this.” He touched histongueto her, tasting the tears,
feding the warmth of her through her gown, the hitch in her breething. “Thiswill do.”

For now, he added slently.
“God help me,” she whispered to his chest.

“Too late,” Tristan told her, and felt awild and dark anticipation spread through him.



Chapter Twelve

AMIRANTH HID IN THE CHAPEL, THE ONE PLACE she knew he would not go. She sat and then kndlt,

kneading her hands against her ssomach to fight the queasinessthere, her loss of balance that set the
world onitshead.

The great party carried on without her. She could not hear it, but knew it continued, because the nobles
had not yet poured out of the great hall.

Tristan had gone back aone. He had not pressured her to return with him—had not even asked, in
fact—s0 he must have sensed the panic that lived within her. It was a savage, raw fear, and she could not
say what would come of it.

Now he knew about her. Now he did.

The cadtle priest had approached her twice so far, asking questions, was sheiill, did she need help?
Amiranth had refused him—she wanted only to pray, please, let her be. Since she could not seem to stop
her tears she knew he would come again soon, and this time perhaps with her husband, or one of his
men, or her brother—she would be paraded before the entire assembly of shrill and dazzling people
Tristan had invited here, and she would not be able to hold her composure at al.

The man four rows behind her kndt as she did, but Amiranth was not fooled. Hewas one of Tristan’s
guard, sent to watch her, to contain her if need.

What should she do? What was she going to do?

She remembered being with Tristan in the chapd at Safere. She remembered fragments of that day, that
morning, risng before dawn, finding the last perfect slem of flowers|eft in her garden. Placing it on her
daughter’ s grave and then remaining there, adrift in her thoughts, dwelling on the brief spark of life that
hed been her child.

No one ever spoke of it at Safere, the tiny, precious secret entombed behind stone, missed by none but
she, it seemed. Her baby, blonde and fair and so very, very small. Rosine had not been meant for this
world. That'swhat they told her. And Amiranth could only weep and agree as shelay in her bloody
sheets, clutching her daughter. She had let them take her from her. She had held Rose for her first and
fina breath, and then let them take her away, wrap her in shrouds and give her over to the darkness.
Forever. There was only the crypt to remember her by, aflat stone, not even her full name.

For along time afterward Amiranth had considered joining her daughter there. Only Lily saved her. Only
Lily had been too stubborn to let her go, and nursed her back to health.

And now Lily was gone, just as Rosne was. There was only Amiranth left, and the man she used to love.

She had truly thought no one would remember, after dl those empty years. She had thought that al had
forgotten. Then Tristan had come to the chapel and stood right above his daughter, asking about her as
casudly as could be.

In that one strange moment Amiranth had not lied to him. 1t had been the fever making her spesk, or she
knew not what. Perhaps she should have lied, but she had not. Now he knew all.



Her love for him had led her to disaster, over and over. She could not risk such athing again. Shewould
not.

“God keep you, my lady.”

The quiet voice echoed through the chapd . Amiranth started, looking around to find Liam gitting behind
her on the bench. He stayed awkwardly near the edge, asif he meant to spring up at any second. His
glanceto her was short and uncomfortable.

“I beg your pardon, my lady, if | disturb you.”
She swiftly faced forward again, wiping at her face.

“I did not cometo disturb you,” Liam continued, after a pause. “1 merely noted....that you were so quiet
at thefeast. You left so quickly. My brother told us you felt unwell. And now | find you here...l cannot
help but notice that you do not seem at ease.”

“lanwell a ease,” she said to her clasped hands, an obviouslie.
“Your pardon,” said Liam once more, and fell slent.

They stayed like that, she knedling, he Sitting. Shewondered if Tristian’s man was till behind them, but
did not turn around to see.

The priest walked before them, preparing for the Mass to come. She caught the scent of incense as he
passed. It mingled with the beeswax that saturated this place, asmell that always reminded her of degth
and heaven together.

Liam did not tir. Finaly she spoke without looking at him, keeping her wordsfaint.
“Why did you come here?’

“Topray,” heresponded gravely.

She dmost sighed. “ A worthy endeavor.”

“Aye. So | hope.”

There was something strange in hisvoice, but when she dared to glance at him hisface held only gentle
inquiry.

His eyeswere brown, lighter than her own, flecks of hazel in them. He was much younger than Tristan,
she thought, but right now she clearly saw hisbrother in him, the raven hair, the set of his mouth.

“Hasthe med done?’ she asked.

“Nearly s0.” He glanced downward, and she saw now that they had the same lashes aswell, sable thick.
“Or so | think. All were stegped inwine and ale as| |eft. The food was finished.”

“Doyou not drink?’
A wry smiletook him. “Not that much.”
A part of her wanted to return his smile; she turned forward again to disguiseit.

“I must leave,” Amiranth said. But she did not. She did not want to walk out into the day and see dl



those people again. She did not want to see Tristan.

“I know itisnot my place,” Liam said, interrupting her thoughts. “ But—I wondered if thereisaught |
might doto hep my lady.”

Shelifted her head. “Help me how?’

He stood, rocking on hisfeet. “ Ah—forgive me. | misspoke.” He offered her a short bow, then walked
away. Shefollowed hisform until she met the eyes of Tristan’ s guard, watching her, and turned around

agan.
She could not hide here forever. Even if she could, her knees were aching, her eyesitched, and a chill
had crept through her from the stone of the floor.

Amiranth rose and | eft the chapel, pretending not to see the bowing guard she passed, walking as quickly
as she dared into the courtyard, the bailey, and then the wel come shadows of the keep.

She managed to avoid the great hal—where the sounds were indeed quite merrily drunken—and findly
found the solace of her chambers, empty of people and words and prying looks.

Tristan was not there. When she peered past the door into his rooms, he was not there, either.

She was left alone, undisturbed, until aknock on her door revealed amaid, holding adamp cloth
wrapped around loose stems of lavender.

“From Lord Liam,” themaid said. “ A soothing balm, for the relief of my lady’ seyes”

Themaid curtsed and was gone. Amiranth was | &ft to stare down at the fragrant cloth in her hands,
pondering what it meant.

T HEY WOULD NOT DISPERSE, THESE REVELERSHE HAD invited into hishome.

Tristan had stopped drinking hours ago, and now only watched the wine flow into cups, spill onthe
tables, asthe laughter and conversations reached astonishing heights.

The empty chair beside him was asilent reproach. He did hisbest to act asif nothing were amiss, and all
elsedid the same.

Hiswife wasindigposed, he had told them, and silently Iet them draw the obvious conclusion from that. It
sent knowing looks around the tables, afew covert smiles. He had his own smile, he knew, adick
disguise over the true emotionsroiling through him.

Rose, Rose—But he would not think on that here. To think on that wasto invite disaster, to alow those
emotionsfree reign. He could not afford such athing now.

Later. When he had privacy, and the sanity of mind to absorb the truth.

So he had made her excuses and to his hidden amazement the words did not stick in his throat—my wife
, he had said, smooth as honey. He had called her that before, when he thought it naught but aclever lie,



or asenseless hope. But it wastruth.
Amiranth lived. By God, shelived!

All thistime—through al the past days when he had been drawn to her, had condemned himsdlf for
wanting her, thinking she was forbidden—all thistime, she had been hisall aong.

Perhaps in some deep, dark corner of himsalf, he had known it. Perhapsthat secret part of his
heart—the part that had kept her close throughout the ordedl of France—had recognized her pure spirit,
unchanged over the years. How dseto explain hisfedingsfor her, this sense of overwheming relief
mixed with pain?

Amiranth dive, not Lily at al. He bit back the laugh that wanted to come, the crazed joy of it, the bitter
ache.

He could not trust himsdlf to be close to her yet. There was much at risk today: there were questionsto
appease, and quick liesto conjure to dismiss any lingering suspicion over his strange actions before. In
any case, he could not merely abandon the grand celebration he had created, even if he wished to do so.

He needed timeto think, to sort through what had happened to him. .. hiswife restored to him. The
woman he loved turned out to be the only woman he should love.

It was too swest. It was too much amiracle to believe—but he did.

He sent aguard after her and let her done; the sight of her weeping did disturbing thingsto hisheart, a
pinching hurt. He would rather she recover before he went to her again. He would rather she cam, and
think of what he had said to her, and begin to accept their union once more.

Finally the people beganto tire. It was hissignd to rise and end the feadt, allowing them all to stagger off
to the places assigned to them.

Augustin was beside him, dill laughing and hde, hiswife acolorful shadow at hisside.

It was only when Tristan looked both ways down the main table that he noticed that Liam had stolen
away.

No matter. There wasn't much his brother could do to him now. Tristan smiled at the cheerful mob
before him, wishing them well, accepting their wishes, confident at least in this place, in hishome.

W HERE ISHUGH FLETCHER?’

Liam Geraint leaned back in his chair, thumping hisfingers againgt the plain wood of thearms. It wasa
smple chair in asmple chamber, the furnishings austere, the hearth too smal, the window too
narrow—nothing like what he was used to.

“At your estate of Safere, my lord.” The soldier before him kept his head lowered. “Heleft just before
you arrived.”



“Safere? What the devil ishe doing there?’

“Hedid not say precisdly, my lord.” The man looked up. “ Y et | believeit has aught to do with the
regppearance of your brother.”

Liam frowned, staring at the space beyond the man’ s shoulder, his eyes distant.

“Safere,” he muttered. “ Gone al the way out to that miserable place. He must have had an excellent
reason.”

“Aye, my lord.”
Liam sank back into silence, contemplating the unadorned wall before him.

SLASJAM ESWALKED THE HALLWAY SOF THE CASTLE heloved, listening with trained perception to
the words that came to him past walls and doors, from knots of people that scattered as he approached.

These were not the nobles hislord had brought to Glynwallen. These were the remnants of Lord Liam’s
rule, sharp faces, caustic glances he met evenly.

He had never liked thisfawning crowd, and they had never liked him. That the balance of power had
shifted back in hisfavor was aboon that no one—least of al he himsalf—had anticipated.

Silas knew the man standing idle next to the store-room; that man had mocked him once, when Silas had
tried to persuade him not to take awounded hawk on a hunt. When the hawk had sickened and died,
Slaswas blamed.

He knew the two men speaking next to the firein asitting chamber; for alark they had chased his
grand-daughter onefine day, and only relented when haf the men of the village stepped in to shield her.

He knew the three women speaking behind the door of theladies' quarters; one had dapped hiswife
when some trifling need had not been met, and the others had threatened her with moreif she
complained.

[l people, ill content. They looked to Lord Liam for relief, and that they were finding none troubled them
mightily, Silasknew.

It troubled him, too. He knew Liam well enough. That he had not acted beyond the most obvious means
to discredit his brother was aworrisomething. Silas had Evan to warn him of criss. He had hisown
sensesto guard the castle. But it was avast place, with corners and crevices that were aways just
beyond him, and whispering words that faded before he found their source.

He heard the rumors resurfacing—stories of the deaths of the old earl, the el dest son—fleeter than he
could crush them, and could only stay ever more vigilant, fighting to ensure the rightful rule of hislord.



T HENIGHT WASVELVET BLACK. TRISTAN HAD EXTINGUISHED dl thelampsin his chambers, so that

only thefitful glow of the dying fireilluminated the space. The air was cool dl about; he hardly felt that
againg the heated tumult that had taken him. He himself would warm the room. He himsdlf would warm
her bed.

He held the key to Amiranth’ s chamber in the cup of hispam, feding thelong weight of it, brassforged
to asample pattern, tarnished with age. It gleamed mysterioudy in the light, promising aworld beyond his
dreams, just past the door that separated him from her.

Stll, hewaited. He waited until he could hear nothing from the hdlways, nothing beyond the occasiond
poem of the nightingale roogting in the eaves above hiswindow.

Hedid not know the time. All he knew was hisbody, his heart...and Amiranth, in her bed beyond the
wood of thisdoor.

Hedid the key into thelock, and turned it.
The door opened without a squeak, only the dull click of the bolt announcing him.

Her room was nearly as dark as his own, but she had left alamp burning on atable, its flame ameager
dip of gold against the blackness. She had drawn the curtains around her bed; they were tranducent to
him, folds of phantom paeness surrounding her in eerie eegance.

Hewalked to her on soundless feet, crossing rushes and rugs with equal care, intent on her, the shape of
her behind the sheer materid—smudged colors, amber hair and the soft blue of her gown, the covers
hugging her figure.

Tristan paused just before her, dlowing the thin fabric of the curtain to drift againgt hisface, cool on his
skin. He closed his eyes and then opened them, finding the split in the cloth, pushing it back with one
hand.

She watched him from her pillows, camly, asif she had expected him. Her eyes glowed dark; her skin
seemed touched with atrace of the fever she had had before, pinkness high on her cheeks. Golden hair
waved al about her to form ahao, richer than any he had seen in paintings or stained windows.

“Yousaid | could haveal thekeys.” Even her voice stayed flat cam, unsurprised.

He sat at the edge of the bed, finding his balance on the downy mattress. “ The rules have changed.”
“Your rules. Not mine.”

Hesmiled a her, faint. “ Samerules, my love”

She stared at him, very serious, the dightest trace of unhappinessto her lips. “1 did not invite you here. |
want you to go.”

“I no longer need aninvitation,” he said softly. “Y ou are my wife.”
“Oncel was, avery long time ago. But no longer.”
“Y ou can't change the truth, Amiranth.”

“You can't change my heart.”



Hepicked up alock of her hair, holding it, fedling the brilliance of it, faerie Sk againgt hispam. She
made no protest to his move, only kept her gaze steady upon him, as sober and wild as aforest creature
cometo the light. He broke away from that 1ook, going back to the burnished gold entwined between his

fingers
“I’ve never seen such acolor asthis”
One shoulder lifted to ashrug, dismissve.

“It wasn't dwaysthisway,” he said, remembering. “1t was...lighter before.” Helooked up at her.
“And—shorter?’

“ NO_”

“Morecurl,” he guessed, and then remembered. “Aye. It curled. All over.” Tristan smiled, recdling that
inhismind.

“It'sonly har,” shesaid, and with asmal flick of her hand freed thelock he held, sweeping it over her
shoulder to fall againgt the pillows again. Her look was sulky now; she avoided his gaze.

“Will you let me stay with you?’ he asked.
“No.”
“Would you deny me, Amiranth?’

Before she could reply heleaned over her, placing ahand against her cheek, fedling the burn there againgt
him. Tristan captured her gaze, holding on to her unhappy look.

“Don’'t answer meyet. Think of this...” Hishand did down her cheek to her throat, the ddlicacy of her
collarbone. With the center of hispalm on her chest he could fedl her heart beating, passionate, the
opposite of what her face told him. “We have a desire between us, Amiranth. It’s been thisway since
Safere, and you know it aswell as|. Whatever else our past has been, we havethisnow. It'sno sin. It's
what we were meant to do.”

143 NO_”

“No?Youdon't likethis? Histouch turned to a caress, skimming her skin and the softness of her gown,
finding the weight of her breast, cupping it. Her nipple hardened againgt him.

“No,” shesaid again, tighter.
He smiled down &t her. “You'reabad liar, my love.”
“Youdidn't think so before.” She pushed away his hand.

Tristan sat back, taking a deep breath to regain his contral, to fight the selfish thing in him that told him to
take her now, to smother her protests because they were not redl, to bring forth her passion the way they
both wanted him to....

The curtains drifted slently againgt him, cool floating.
“Another child,” he said, concentrating on them. “ Another baby. Wouldn't you like that?”’

She did not reply. He waited, looking back at her only when he heard amuffled sound, nearly



imperceptible.
She had turned her face away, ahand over her mouth, eyes squeezed shut.

“Amiranth,” he said, dismayed. He went to her in the shelter of the bed, touching her arm, her shoulder.
“No, love—I’'m sorry. | thought—"

What the hell had he thought? That she would relent to him for that? That she shared his hidden hope for
afamily; that if nothing €se mattered, it would be enough to stay her? He had meant to say theright thing
and only said everything wrong. Tristan found her free hand and brought it to hislips, and then his cheek,
holding it fast.

“Amiranth. | loveyou.”

He knew ingtantly that he had made another mistake—even before she took her hand from her mouth,
blinking back the wetness that had come to her eyes. She tugged at the hand he held and he released it,
watching as she sat up amid her pillows, the sheath of her gown shadowed againg her.

“Love,” she scoffed, her eyes bitter bright. “1t’snot love you fed for me, Tristan Geraint.”
Hefumbled for theright reply, afraid of making some new blunder.
“I do,” he said anyway, because he had to. “I do love you. Y ou don’'t haveto believe me. It istill true.”

“Do you know what love means?’ Her voice had atremble. “Do you know how it wounds? Y ou don’t!
Y ou think only of yoursdlf, and your titlel Y ou think you need me, when dl you redly want frommeis
what you could buy at a common whorehouse.”

He drew back, staring. She gave abrittle smile.

“Do you truly think | don’t understand? From the moment | met Lily | wanted to be her. | could not even
hate her for her beauty, because she was always so kind, and so good to me. | loved her. | admired her.
| till do.” Shetook adeep breath. “And so do you.”

“Y ou don't know what you' re saying.”

“Y ou see before you theimage of my cousin. It's God' s jest, mayhap—you found her fair then, asyou
do now. But it'sonly me! 1t's still my own heart, my lord. | haven’t changed from that plain little damsdl
you married. | am il her insde, with al her fears, and her lost dreams. Intimeyou’ |l grow bored with
me, no matter how | look now.”

“Amiranth—it’ snot true.”

“I don’t trust you. | don’t know if | ever could.”
“I love you,” he said fiercely. “ You.”

“Y ou love the face of aghost. Not me.”

“Y ou' rewrong. Dammit, Amiranth—"

Hefound himsdlf kissing her, holding her hard though she gave no resistance, hislips on hers, willful, asif
he could prove himsdlf through this. When he moved away it was only to catch his breath—to toss away
the blankets over her, to cover her with himsalf, more kisses, athousand, amillion—however many it
took to melt the ice that had come over her, and make her understand his heart.



She did not struggle, she did not kiss him back, she did not do anything. She only turned her face avay,
gazing out at the hazy dark room beyond the curtains. Tristan paused, fervent and ready, focused on her
expression, the passive blankness to her eyes.

“Hurry,” shesad, lidless. “Doit, if you must.”
“WI,H?!
“| won't stop you. But leave me after. At least give methat.”

He stared down at her, the passion till singing through him, heightened by the sense of her body benesath
his, soft and warm, scented of the night and of her. Sowly she drew her legsinto an arch on either sde of
him, cradling him close.

“Hurry,” shesaid again, distant.

Tristan pulled away from her, away from the bed. The curtains swirled at histouch, whispering in the
night, tugging at the air behind him as he left her room, left hiswife donein her bed, with only her
blankets to comfort her—and no comfort for him et al.

Chapter Thirteen

T HE WINDOW OF THE SITTING ROOM WASNOT CLOSED as securdly asit should have been. It dlowed
Amiranth to hear more than she wanted of the party gathered in the bailey for the hunt about to take
place. She kept her back to it, resolute, and concentrated on her embroidery, fashioning tiny, sparkling
starswith thread of precious silver against a dark-stitched night.

The noises outside were rowdy and robust, men gathered with their horses, laughing, their voices coming
to theroom asalow roar.

It wasthe fourth and find day of Tristan’s celebration. Tonight would be the last banquet, and then they
would depart, all those jocular knights and their sharp-witted ladies. Amiranth would not be sorry to see
them go.

The only people she might misswere her brother and siter-in-law. Not because they had been overly
warm with her; more that they were vestiges of the familiar, abuffer she had set between Tristan and
hersdf. She had spent more company with Constanz than perhaps either of them had liked, but the
thought of being done—vulnerable—in this enormous place was more than Amiranth could bear just
now.

They sat together, she and Constanz and afew of the women of the castle, sewing quietly asthe men
outside mounted and the horns sounded. The barking of the dogs was especidly loud, rising up thewalls
of the keep tofill the room.

She caught hersdf straining to hear Tristan among the chaos, and forced hersdlf to stop, frowning at a
corner of her embroidery.

“A merry hunt,” commented one of thewomen timidly.



“Indeed,” replied Consgtanz, after amoment.

Amiranth had invited hersdf into the circle of women in thisroom. She knew they met here daily, the
minor ladies of the relm, young wives of knights sworn to the earldom—the earldom Liam had ruled, not
hisbrother.

It bothered her, that she was so avoided by them. It annoyed her, rather. So she had taken her sawing
and Constanz and dragged her to this door, then greeted their whispers and perfume and thread asif it
were the veriest surprise to discover them here.

Constanz had mellowed with her years, apparently. She had said naught to any of them beyond the
shortest of comments. Which was more than Amiranth hersdf felt like saying now.

A red-haired lady spoke. “Does my lord the earl enjoy the hunt?’

“I do not know,” Amiranth replied, curt.

One hound began a particularly mournful bay, prompting an echo of others.
“Doesmy lady hunt?’ asked the same woman.

“Nay.”

A heavy pause; the women settled back into their sewing.

Tristan had not attempted to come to her bed again. She had considered dragging something heavy to
block the door every night, and abandoned the idea as childish. If he wanted to, he would find away in.
Shewould not resist him in body—only in her soul, the place he would not think to find.

It made her bregth short to consider it. It made her ssomach ache, to remember that night, the look on his
face when she had spurned him. And then, when she had retreated into hersdlf, and left her body to him.

Shewould not be sorry for it, Amiranth thought. She would not fed thisremorse now as she
remembered him, dusky and enticing, hiseyes of jet, the sensud curve of hislipsright before he kissed
her....

Amiranth stabbed her needle into the cloth again, missing her mark. She set her jaw and dowly worked
the needle back through the fabric to undo her mistake.

She was not sorry. She would not givein to him. Shewould not believe him.
Hedid not love her.

The needle stuck; shejabbed her finger againgt thettip of it, and jerked her hand away to suck at the
blood.

Damn him anyway, even to say such athing! Damn him for hislooks and charm and soft, dy words! For
making her think such impossible thoughts.

The huntersin the bailey began to ride out, the sound of hooves bringing thunder to the Sitting room, the
howling of the dogsfading in thin, baeful notes.

She pitied the creature they were to kill today. She pitied hersdlf.

“A surfeit of blood sport isnever good for acastle,” commented one of the women, without glancing up



from her work. She paused, then added lightly, “So | have heard.”
Amiranth looked at her, guarded, uncertain of her meaning.

“Quite s0,” said a second lady, awoman with a head-dress wrapped in pink satin. “Men sport in blood,
but too often the consequences turn tragic—do they not, my lady?’

Amiranth answered in the same nonchadant tone. “However do you mean?’

Thewoman'’ s eyes widened, feigned innocence. “Why, only thet lifeisfull of danger; weal know of thet.
And when men thirst for the hunt, accidents may occur.”

“Accidents?’

“Aye. Was not my lord’ solder brother killed in ahunt?” The woman turned to the othersinthecircle, as
if to seek confirmetion.

“Washe? Amiranth bent her head over her cloth again, pretending to work with her needle. “I cannot
recal.”

“Aye” sad athird woman, in acoy drawl. “It'strue. | recdl hearing of it. A tragic timeindeed. Theold
earl had died with his countess, from a sirange sickness none could explain. And then their eldest son, the
new earl of the land, so hagtily undone in ahunt. He had drawn away from the main party. He had gone
off...done?’ Her voicerose dightly, doubtful, an invitation to contradiction.

Amiranth narrowed her eyes, the diver of needle pressed hard against the pads of her fingers—her hands
were too stiff to sew, but she could not seem to loosen them.

“Alone?’ The pink satin woman shook her head. “I think not, Vanessa. | remember that someone was
with him...only one other person, also from the hunt. Now, who could it have been?’ Her voice turned
cunning. “Ah! I haveit now! It wasour very lord, infact! Aye, it was hisbrother Tristan with the earl
when he died.” She placed ahand over her chest, afrown puckering her forehead. “How dreadful!”

“Dreadful, indeed,” said Congtanz, dry. “More dreadful ill that such ataewould beliving yet inthis
cadle”

“Why, itisnotae, my lady. Itisfact!”
“Fact or no, it iscertainly no fit subject for thisroom.”

“My lady, | only—"

“Wereyou there?’ Constanz demanded. “No, you were not. | wager you were till in the nursery at the
time, clinging to your wet nurse. | suggest, madam, you let the past lie, asit should.”

The women around them exchanged danted looks, afew beginning to blush.

“I an done.” Amiranth dropped her needle and cloth into the basket at her sde and stood; al the ladies
except Congtanz stood as well, bobbing curtsies. Constanz merely nodded, her eyes going to the other
facesin the chamber.

“I believeI’ll say. | find thelight here very fine”

Amiranth nodded in return, svegping from the room, trying very hard not to dam the door behind her.



S—|E WALKED, AIMLESSAND RESTLESS, DOWN THE long hall before her, her sewing basket on her arm,
her thoughts turned round and round.

Amiranth was not fooled by the light tones and arch words of the women she had just left. They did not
like her, and she saw no reason to attempt to like them.

But she had not known that Tristan was the sole witnessto his brother’ s death. She only barely recalled
the rumors—back then she hersalf had been but a child. No one had openly discussed any of it with her.

Not that it mattered. A rumor was only that: hearsay. She was not fool enough to worry over it. Tristan
had his secrets. She had known that about him from the moment she had first seen himin theking' shall,
washed in sunlight, laughing and not laughing. His soul was deep and gtill; he wasamystery, yes, filled
with both fury and gentle humor...he had led alife she was dmost afraid to imagine—but that was no
causeto brand him amurderer.

Y et here in the depths of thelong halway she had an image of him, defending her inthe yard of theinn.
His struggle with the innkeeper, histhreat to the lanterned man. The savagery she had glimpsed behind his
eyes. How she had so believed him, that he would do it, kill them al to keep her sasfe—

“My lady.”
Amiranth let out asmal cry, whirling to confront the voice behind her.
Lord Liam looked at her with consternation. 1 beg your forgiveness.”

She had wandered deeper into the keegp than she had meant to. But for them, the hall was empty, only a
series of torches giving off dull light for comfort. All the doors before her were closed.

“I fear I'vemade anill habit of startling you,” Liam continued, rueful.

“No. No...l wasmerdly in heavy thought.” She shifted the basket over her arm. * Did you require
something, my lord?’

“Only aword, if it pleasesmy lady.”

But he said nothing more, only gazed down at her. In the torchlight she saw it again, traces of his brother
in him, but softer, younger, more like the boy Tristan had been once.

“Speak, then,” shesaid.

“Not here. Mayhap we might...” He tested the handle of the door nearest them. It opened, silent asa
crypt. Darkness waited beyond.

Amiranth looked down the hdl. Still no one else came. The only sound to be heard wasthe faint sizzle of
thetorches.

“If thistime doesnot suit you...” Liam said, hesitant.

“It does.” Shewalked past him into the room, inky thick shadows and a chill that sent bumps across her
skin. No one had been here for some time, she would guess. Dust lay heavy on the table she passed.



There were no rushes on the floor. Two chairs faced each other beside a closed chest; Amiranth ignored
them, turning back to Liam.

Hewas staring down at his hands, clasped loosely before him, saying nothing at al. The cold around her
seemed to swell.

She asked, “Do you not hunt, my lord?’

“Not today.”

“An unfavorable day?’

“A smplehunt.” He shrugged. “Today it' smerely deer. | prefer...agreater chalenge.”

She nodded, faling into silence herself, glancing uneasily behind him, to where the door |et in the meager
light.

“Itisnot my place” hefindly began, and then stopped himsalf with asmal laugh. “I hear mysdf saying
that to you yet again. | am afraid you'll find metoo bold in my speech, my lady.”

“If your thoughts are not bold, neither will be your speech,” she replied, keeping a careful distance
between them.

“Aye.” Hiseyesflashed up at her, brown and hazd, direct into hers. “ But they are bold thoughts.”
“Then perhaps you should not speak after all.” She began to brush past him, out to the halway again.

“No, wait.” He caught her arm, halting her easily with afirm touch. Amiranth pulled away from him, back
into the room, since he blocked the doorway. He must have noted the expression on her face; he spoke
quickly now. “Please—I beg your pardon once more. But | must talk with you. It is about your
husband.”

She kept her basket clutched over her somach, watching him closely. Liam sghed and ran both hands
through his hair—another trait of hisbrother’s, familiar, unaware.

“I need to ask you—do you truly know Tristan, my lady?’

“I am hardly likely to forget my own husband, sr,” she said tartly.

“Of course. | meant, how well do you know him?’

“Wel enough!”

“| have offended you. | apologize. Please believe that | speak only out of concern for you, countess.”

She arched abrow at him, unable to move, trying to find her regal poise again, because it seemed the
best defense againgt him and what he might say. Liam turned to the door, placing one hand upon the edge
of it sothat it crept nearly closed. His shadow grew vague across the floor. She watched that, rather than
hisface, the unsettled look there that sent afaint thrill of fear through her bones.

“I have very few memories of my childhood.” He spoke to the darkness around them, somber. “1 left
Glynwallen at an early age—only ten—and what | do recall of this placeislimited. But there are some
things| shall never forget. My father’ svoice. My mother’ stouch. And Tristan—histemper.”

His hand released the door; it stayed open by a bare crease.



“Many times he seemed jolly to me. | remember he would laugh, and it made me laugh aswell. But when
he grew angry...my lady, it was afearsome thing. He made the servants scatter, he would send my
mother to tears. | would hear my father shouting at him, our eldest brother, and Tristan shouting in
return.”

“Every family hasdisagreements” Amiranth said steadily. “1 fought with my own brother.”

“Did you?’ Helooked at her, ahint of asmile. “I cannot imagine such athing. Y ou seem sokind.”
“Then | suppose you cannot trust the first gppearance of things.”

His smilefaded. “No. Y ou cannot.”

“My lord, what isit precisely that you mean to say to me?’

“Becareful.” Hisvoice dropped. “Be careful, my lady. Y our life has been sheltered, properly so. You
cannot realize—I know your husband has been gone many years, to France, he says. But how much can
he have changed? | remember hisfits and anger. | remember the weeping he caused. Hewas
not...rationda.”

“With dl respect, my lord, these are the memories of achild.”
“But true memories, nonetheess”

“| thank you for your thoughts, Lord Liam. However, you must excuse me now. | am late for an
gopointment.”

He did not move from the doorway, even when she walked up close to him and waited, striving to look
cam, unruffled. A frown cameto him, hiseyesfdling from hers, so that dl she saw wasthe length of his
lashes.

“You areso lovely,” he said, dmost under hisbreath. “1 would not see my lady harmed.”
“Harmed by whom?’ Her voice turned sharp. “By my husband, do you mean?| assure you—"

“Where hashe been al thiswhile?’ Liam looked up again, amost pleading. “Hetold us prison, buit |
swear to you therewas no cal for ransom for him!”

Amiranth took a step back and he found her arm once more, following. “Y et if it weretrue, if it were
prison, surely they would have wanted his wealth. But we heard nothing!”

“Rdeasemd”

“Itwasalie, my lady! He stayed away, alone, for his own mad reasons. Or perhapsit was prison—he
wasjailed for crimes committed—"

She tore away from him; the contents of her basket scattered between them, gleaming pins tumbling with
tiny plinks, drifting cloth, the thread of silver coming unspooled, floating in dow sparklesto the ground.

They watched it together, motionless, as Amiranth’ sembroidery settled in folds by her feet.
“I’'msorry,” Liam said, strained. “I did not mean—I only wanted to warn you, Amiranth.”

“Firgt names,” said anew voice, lazy and ominous. “I did not redize you were on such intimate terms
with my wife, brother.”



The door dipped open. Tristan stood there leaning against the wood, arms crossed, adangerous smile on
hisface. Hedid not look at Amiranth.

“A presumption on my part,” Liam sad, very cam. “ She did not grant me that right. Forgive me, my
lady.”

She nodded, not trusting her tongue.
“Areyou not needed elsawhere, Liam?’ Tristan prompted softly.

Liam faced her again, asilent look of warning before he bowed to them both and | eft, hisfootsteps
hollow down the hdll.

Amiranth threw Tristan one furtive glance but could not make out hisface, lost to shadows and the thin
light behind him. She kndlt, gathering up her belongings. The silver thread tangled, glittery, around her
cold fingers.

Tristan knelt aswdll, picking up thelong design of her embroidery, staring &t it.
“I know this”” hesaid, holding it to thelight. “1 have seen thisbefore.”

She snatched it from his hands, tucking it swiftly into the basket.

“At Safere,” he continued, watching her. “1 saw it there, abandoned, | thought.”
Amiranth stood, brushing out her skirts, not replying.

“Y ou brought it with you. It must be important.”

“Itisn't,” shesaid, and finally managed to leave that dark room, hoping she was headed in theright
direction down the halway. Tristan fell into step beside her, graceful and fleet, the back of hishand
skimming hers, then taking hold of it, pulling her to ahdt. The glow of atorch just behind him spread
lustrous gold across his hair.

“Did he digtressyou, my lady?’

The edge of danger to him had returned. Amiranth avoided hislook. “No, not at all.”
“A drangething, to find my wife meeting done—in the dark—with my brother.”

“An accident. He came upon me by chance.”

Hewaited, and so she went on, nervous, *He only wanted to—speak of his childhood.”
“How very...unlikey.”

Her fingers curled againg hisgrip. “Itistruth.”

“Istha dl?’

“Heisjust aboy, my lord.”

“Heisaman, my love. Don't mistakeit.” Hisfingers locked with hers, warm and strong, almost too tight.
“Y ou have aman aready, Amiranth. | didike competition.”

“He snot...” She couldn’t finish her sentence, the words choked in her throat.



“No,” Tristan agreed, silky threat. “He snot.”

T HEY BADE THE GUESTSFAREWELL TOGETHER, ASGROUP by group they left Glynwallen, causing a
great clamor in the bailey and confusion in the stables, high-stepping horses and the din of impetient lords.

Amiranth stood by her husband and wished them dl well in adight voice, not bothering much to be
heard. Tristan himself was much more hae; he grinned and waved and joked them gone, until at last there
was only Augustin and his party |eft to depart.

And after they were gone, it would be only she and Tristan at the castle, surrounded by the crafty
whispers of the people who dwelled here.

She embraced her brother and then Congtanz, stepping back to let them mount amid their knights, the
blue and white of their house flashing bright acrossthem dl, from the horses to the smallest pennon
banners.

From atop her mare Constanz gestured to her. Amiranth approached, trying not to look as morose as
shefdt.

Constanz leaned down from her saddle, her voice pitched low. “ Digperse those women, Amiranth. They
will do you no good.” She ran agloved hand down the neck of her steed, her eyes serious. “Were| you
| would send them away as soon as may be. They are shdlow, biting creatures, unfit for you.”

The response came easily, an old habit resumed: “Y es, Constanz.”

And then Constanz smiled a her suddenly, open and friendly—thefirst time Amiranth had ever seen such
alook for her on her sster-in-law’ sface. “1 think you'll do well here, child. I’'m pleased you' ve found
your love again. Watch your back. God keep.”

She pulled away. Amiranth, astonished, watched her turn her mount to Augustin's, dl of them riding off
to the accompaniment of great fanfare from the players on the wall-wak above.

S—|E STAYED AWAY FROM HER QUARTERSUNTIL SHE couldn’t any longer, until it becameridiculousto
avoid the night, and the deep that had befalen the rest of the castle. Tristan’s men lay sprawled across
the great room, on benches and the rushes, close to the hearths. Pages and squires dept curled together
in cornerslikelitters of puppies. It seemed to Amiranth that the hounds of the keep had the better dedl:
they nestled among everyone, hording warmth, afew raising their heads to watch her as she passed by
the doors.

Tristan would not be there, adeep with his men. He would make good use of the luxury of hisrooms, she
knew that, a soft bed, private comfort comparable only to her own quarters....



And he had akey. As much as she hated to think it, she had no way to prevent him from using it. Again.

Without the disorder of the visitors the keep seemed much emptier than it had before. In such alarge
placeit could not be surprising to fed alittle smal, even if she was supposed to be the mistress here. But
it was not her smalnessthat Amiranth feared; it was that there were fewer people between her and
Tristan now, less digtraction, less protection.

She drifted into her chambers on silent feet, moving as softly as she could manage. The hearth had been
lit for her, her bed turned down.

Tristan lounged in achair by thefire, studying something he held in his hands. He did not look up &t her
ariva.

“My lady,” he greeted her, quiet reserve.

Hewore arobe again, this one asubtle wool of darkest green, anarrow design of gold and lapisblue
traced dong the edges of it. It lay open cardlesdy, showing her no tunic benesth, only the fine expanse of
his chest, the musclesthere warmly sculpted infirdight.

“Your work isexcdlent,” he said to her, findly looking up. She did not need to move closer to him to see
what he held: her swan embroidery, asold astheir marriage itself—older, in fact—born from the mists of
her infatuated girlhood.

“Itislate” Amiranth said.

“Aye.” But he did not rise from the chair. His gaze returned to the cloth, the curl to hislips so serious.
She waked toward him, holding out her hand for the material. Heignored her gesture.

“Why do | know this?’ he asked, musing. “Why isit so familiar to me?’

Her hand remained out. “ Y ou said you saw it at Safere.”

“Aye. But more than that. Could | have seen it before?’

“No.”

Helooked at her from beneath hislashes; the line to his mouth changed again, lightening, roguish once
more. Hisfingersfollowed the edges of the cloth, pulling it taut, releasing it again, stroking the materid in
arhythm she found disturbing for no reason. Amiranth drew close and grabbed it from him.

“I wishyou to leave, my lord.”

“I do not wishto leave,” hereplied, relaxing back into the chair. “1 am most comfortable here.”
“And will you spend the night there?’ she asked, sarcadtic.

“Ohno.” Hisvoice had ahidden laugh. “I’m not that comfortable. Not yet.”

Shelet out her breath in frustration, snapping away from him, taking the embroidery to the basket she
hed |eft on aside table, rolling it up to put away.

Without warning he was behind her, hishand over hers, stopping her. The heat of him againgt her back
felt like awelcome. She stared down at the basket, trying not to think, not to fed him so closeto her, his
arm following hers, the colors of hisdeeve [gpping over her forearm.



“You aremogt gifted,” Tristan said, hishand till on hers, cupping it, turning it so that both their pams
faced up. The embroidery dipped from her fingersand fdll at an angle across the basket, unrolling to
show thefull scene. Amiranth frowned at it, trying to focus on that, the lake and the swan and the gars.
She had used the slver thread unsparingly acrossit all, so that now the entire cloth seemed to glitter
agang the surrounding night.

Shedidn’'t know what it was going to be, this sparkling piece. It had started smdll, alittle daydream she
stitched together, over the years growing larger, more complex. It was amost as big as two pillows now,
an dtar cloth, perhaps—and gill she had not finished it. She did not know when she would be able to
stop.

Tristan had wrapped hisfingers around her own, stepping closer, so that the presence of his body behind
hers became intimate, and she could fedl his breeth againgt her temple. She did not dare move. Shedid
not dare turn her head.

“I beganitlong ago,” she said for adistraction, concentrating on the swan. “Y ears ago, actualy. Before
our marriage. Before the plague came, and everyone began to die.”

Hislips brushed where his bresth had been, till light, flegting. His other hand stole around her waist,
holding her there.

“It' syou,” Amiranth said, fighting the urge to close her eyes, to lean back against him. Shetook her hand
from hisand placed it on the cloth, pointed to the el egant silver swan on its sgpphire lake. “It was how |
used to seeyou.”

Tristan paused. Hislipslifted from her temple, athough he did not move away.
“This?’ he asked, quiet puzzlement. “Y ou saw me asthis?’

Her voice grew dender. “1 used to watch you from adistance a court. | used to admire you. You
seemed S0 handsometo me. So done. | pictured stars and night around you. Y ou were. ..untouchable.”

Another pause, longer; shefelt him tilt his head, giving the cloth another look. Amiranth reached for it,
pushing it back into the basket, embarrassed.

“It wasjust some girlish foolishness. Do not heed it, my lord.”
“What if | wishto?" he asked, soft.

“Then you areabigger fool than | was.” She moved out of the circle of hisarms. “I’m only finishing it
now because it vexes meto haveit remain undone.”

“S0...how do you see me now, Amiranth?’
Shetried acold smile. “Better not to ask.”

He cameto her, the light fully upon him now, revedling hisfacein orange and gold, growing bright in his
eyes. She backed away until she caught hersdf doing it, then stopped, standing her ground. He smiled at
her—adistant, distracted look—and took her by the shoulders, hisfingers curving into her. His head
lowered; he placed akiss at the crest of her shoulder, at the edge of her gown. One hand did down her
back, forcing her to lean closer to him. He spoke againgt her skin.

“But | am asking.”



She swalowed, keeping her hands clenched in her skirts. “ Stop.”
“How do you see me?’ he asked, persistent, as he kissed her again, higher, a heated path up her neck.

“|—" She could not finish the thought. He had taken it from her, stolen her reason with histouch, thefed
of hislipson her, the soft huff of his bresth warming her.

“Let’ smakeit fair. | will tell youfirst what | see” hesad, dl velvet and honey. “A woman beyond
beauty, with agentle heart and the quick mind of astrategist. A woman | never forgot, not even in death,
Amiranth. Thewoman | love”

“Liar.” Shewasdizzy with him, shewasburning. “Y ou don’'t love me.”

“Comewithme,” Tristan whispered, drawing her to him, pulling her along so that she barely felt her feet
moving—not to her bed but across the chamber, to the door that led to his. “1 can proveit.”

At the open archway they stopped. He brought his hands to her face and kissed her, not as soft as
before, but with ahunger to it that awakened that part of her she did not want to consider. She grasped
at her wits, trying not to succumb to the sweet humming call of him.

“Shdlow man. You did not like me nearly so well when | wasplain.”

That hurt him, she could seethat it did. But he hid it well, giving her no clueto his pain beyond theflashin
his eyes. Hisforehead lowered to hers; hisface blurred out of focus. “ Amiranth.” His voice was deep,
amodgt grieving. “1 did not like myself.”

Before she could respond to that he was kissing her again, achingly tender. She felt restless, too hot in
her skin, her gown too tight. She wanted to go forward with him and she did not. He took the choice
from her by lifting her up suddenly, moving them both across the room to his bed.

It was massive, like hiskeep, fitting for thelord of this place. It was heavy and old, with thick, dark
wood and curtains of its own—not sheer, but glimmering cloth-of-gold that fell al the way to thefloor in
weighted folds.

Shefelt the curtains dide against her asthey passed, and then she wasin the bed itsdlf, lost to the furs
and rich blankets, fragrant, luscious. Her hand encountered something unfamiliar: rose petas, scattered
across the sheets.

She frowned at them, watching them drift from her fingersin dabs of pink and cream and deep, deep red.

Tristan came down beside her, so close the folds of hisrobe settled over her, dusky green against her
gown. He reached for the knots of her jeweled belt and she stopped him, their gazes|ocked, her hand
tensearound his.

“Yousaid | could,” he pointed out, reasonable.

She had. But she had not meant it like this—in his bed, with petals and softness and the teasing contact of
his body againgt hers.

His hand moved anyway, not waiting for her response, diding out of her grip to the belt again, smple
knots, easy to unravel. The cloth-of-gold framed him, unreal, a shimmering crown to apagan king.

The belt loosened; he pulled it free, pressing akissto her there, the curve of her waist, then took her
hands and lifted her to Sit, so that they faced each other in the pagan bed. Without aword he put hisarms



around her, no kisses now, his gaze holding hers, entrancing. Shefelt hisfingers nimble against her back,
finding the tiesthere, pulling them free. The tightness of her gown eased away, drawn over her head,
fluttering to the floor. She wore only her undertunic now, athin wool, fleecy white,

His hands grazed her, barely touching, her shoulders, her breasts. Her ssomach, her thighs...back up
again, drawing teasing circles against the shape of her. She was unable to look away fromit, the tan of his
skin againg thewhite.

“How do you see me now, Amiranth?’ His voice was husky, closeto her ear. Hislipstouched her there,
found her earlobe, withdrew. His hands were stroking, moving down her legs, his pamsflat againg her,
drawing down, down...her caves, her ankles. With greet care he lifted one dippered foot, and then the
dipper was gone. The other foot. He traced her calves again, pushing up her tunic to reved the stockings
shewore, plain and warm. He scooped up ahandful of rose petals and let them glide across her body, a
contrast of colors.

“I seeadream,” he murmured, watching his hands, the petals. “I see my dreams. How do you see me?’

She could not answer. There was ahardnessin her throat; she could not spesk at dl. Tristan glanced up
at her, dark and wild. She knew thislook about him now. Aye, shedid.

His robe had come open even more, held in place now by only the dash of hisbelt. The muscles of his
stomeach rippled as he moved; she had aglimpse of his shoulder, smooth skin, hard curves. With dow
solemnity he ran one finger under the garter on her leg, testing the ties of it, then tugged it down and
away, tossed to the shadowed room. The stocking unrolled againgt his pams, hisfingerstrailing dong the
tender flesh of her thighs, a caress disguised. ..down the length of her leg, exploring the shape of her
beneath the plain fabric. Shebit her lip ashedid it al over again, her other leg now, and could not hide
the shiver that took her.

With the stockings gone Tristan began to raise her tunic, until she had no choice but to lift her arms,
helping him. Another shiver went through her as he finished. There was nothing about her now but the
coverings of the bed, and him, hiswarmth faint againgt her. Amiranth clasped her arms over her chest and
then released them, determined not to show her shyness, not to et him know the secret song that was
awakening through her.

If he noticed her response he gave no hint of it. His hands and gaze had gone to her hair, pinned up in
tight fashion since thismorning. With great care heloosened the pins, pulling them from her one at atime
until her hair fell free about her shoulders, down her arms, helping to hide her. The pinsjoined her
dippersonthefloor.

Now he paused to look at her openly, every bit of her, rose petals and unbound hair, along, bold
examination that sent an unwanted blush blassoming through her. Then he turned away, and al she had
was his back, swathed in green, the black of hisown hair falling againgt it. When he turned again he held
something in hishands. A bowl, polished silver. Hisfingers dipped into it, and came out stained dark,
wet. He held agleaming blackberry between hisfingertips.

He brought it to her, leaning over to placeit againg her lips. Amiranth felt the juice of it dipping into her
mouth.

His gaze was aimost dumberous, focused on the berry, her lips, that roguish ook turned rapt acrosshis
face.

“| seemy dreams,” Tristan said again, dow and musing, asif he could not quite be sure.



She opened her mouth—she meant to protest, to say something, but instead she felt the blackberry,
plump with juice, touching her tongue, hisfingers againg her lips. It was sweet and tangy, ripe with liquid.
She had no choice but to accept it.

He brought her another, again placing it againgt her lips. Amiranth fatered, uncertain if she should
continue, what it might mean, but even as she hesitated he met her eyes, intent and commanding.

She ate the berry, watching him, theway he smiled at that, completely sensud, knowing. When he leaned
close shewas perfectly ill. Their lips met, dick with juice. She tasted the blackberry and him at once,
and could not seem to breathe. Tristan pulled at her lower lip gently with histeeth, then kissed her
deeply, finding her tongue, encouraging her to kiss him back.

He shifted. She fdt hisfingers againgt her, very cool, and when she looked down he had taken more
berries, the dark liquid of them diding down her bodly.

How do you see me?

He bent his head, following thejuice, licking her skin, soft tongue, a heated sucking, to her breadts, her
nipples. She watched as her hands came up to hold him there, her fingerslost in the waves of hishair.
Swirls of deep purple decorated her skin, his mark upon her, his hands clutching at her, greedy, eegant
fingers painting her somach. Lower.

How did she seehim?
Likefire darkly turned, a cool burning, painful and wanted.

Shelay flat in the covers, tilting her head back, feding him, his robe gone, his body lean, masculine, all
that she did not know—that she wanted to learn. He moved on top of her and shefelt theliquid run
between them, crushed berries. He found her lips, and he tasted of untamed things, the wild forest, purple
sugar.

Like the wind, a force she could not master, only feel.

Her body arched againgt his, eager for the weight of him, solid muscles and supple tension. The song of
before—a deep thrumming, half forgotten—grew stronger in her, overwheming. She pressed her lipsto
him, his shoulder, seeing her own hands adorned by blackberry juice, fluid sweetnessthat transferred to
him, to her tongue, finding him, fedling the hard begating of his heart as she began her own exploration.

Like satin, like stedl .

Rose petals clung to them both, their perfume heavy. She adored the tapered lines of her husband, how
he moved, dow and sure, old memories coming back to her—but better, finer, her own secret dream
returning, and no unhappy endingsthistime.

They were Sitting up together. They were kissing as his hands skimmed her, urging her closer. Shefdt his
legs come around her, her own around hiswai<t, until their chests were crushed together, and the hard,
urgent part of him stayed giff againgt her belly.

Like sunlight over mist, too bright and beautiful to takein.

She watched hisface, comely and fine, adevil’ ssmilefor her, black eyesthat glittered. He grasped her
buttocks and moved her againgt him, rubbing them together, and the song in her turned fell and potent.
She held him fast. Shethrew her head back and closed her eyes, smiling her own fierce smile as Tristan
bent his head and tasted her again.



Like the ocean, strong and sweet and salt, bitter and clean, she could not catch her breath from
him.

They moved together easily, effortlesdy, and she was down on her back amid the petds, and he was
above her with her legs still wrapped around him, craving him. He entered her quickly, adelicious push,
and it didn’t hurt—not like before, no agony. She didn’t even have timeto flinch; there wasonly a
strange stinging under the pleasure, and then not even that. . .just the fed of him inside her, building their
rhythm, along, dow diding that began to quicken, sharpening the craving.

Like the sun itself, beyond her comprehension.

They were entangled. They were entwined, they were lost together. It was roses and sugar and astrong
building ache, athing she could not name. It was Tristan, wild and pagan, gold behind him, raven hair,
eyesof jet. It was hisbody over hers. It was histeeth againgt her skin, hiswords, ragged murmurs she
could not make out, breathless, her name—her true name—worshipful.

Like her soul.

Shefdl gpart around him, with great tremors and bright joy. She felt him find his own release, holding her
even closer than before, hisbody pumping againgt hers, a sound like anguish low in histhroat. She took
him in and kept him there as it happened, her arms clasped around his back, her face turned awvay where
he could not see, and guesswhat lay behind her eyes.

Like love.

T RISTAN WATCHED HER AS SHE SLEPT, HISROSE-TUMBLED wife. Shewas painted inindigo by him;

they were both bedecked with soft petas, artful patternsaong their limbs. It wasfull dark at last, the
heart of the night, and yet he could still see her. She was more radiant than the night, she glowed amber
and ivory before him. He held her and cherished her warmth benegth the scented sheets.

His dreams had come true. By fate or good fortune, he didn’t know, he didn’t care. All that mattered
was here with him now. The past eight years were naught but a distant nightmare.

She dept so peacefully as Tristan kept his quiet watch, admiring her, everything about her.
Hiswife. Amiranth.

The nightingale outside his window began alilting song as he settled back in the bed, bringing her close.

Chapter Fourteen

T RISTAN WASTEMPTED TO LET AMIRANTH AVOID him again the next morning. He had had to leave
before she woke, and she seemed flustered at the breakfast, avoiding his eyes, her cheeksflagged with



color.

By accident or design, strands of her hair had dipped free from their knots; they joined to become acurl
down the Side of her face, faling into adeep spird, darkened gold against delicate pink.

Only hair, he thought abruptly, remembering her words. Y et he would never say such athing about
it—not the burnished, rich amber gracing her, the way it shone and sparkled. Theway it had felt to him
last night, both silky and fine, theway it did through hisfingers, fantasy turned true. How it had felt on his
face, the scent of it, of her, amid the sweet layers of blonde, heavy and warm. Only hair, she had said.
But to him it wasapart of her, and so apart of something nearly incomprehensible: lush womanhood, the
promise of sanctuary in her arms. The rapture of last night, and dl his unspoken dreams of her.

So Tristan smiled at her a the table and decided to overcome her morning shyness, making certain she
kept close to him, that their fingers would touch, that he spoke to her in words he dmost did not listen to,
distracted by the faded smudge of blue on her skin he could see just above the cut of her
bodice—blackberry juice, scrubbed faint but not quite gone.

That made him smile again. She noticed. He watched her take along bresth, and found the new blush
that washed over her completely captivating.

Tristan was not the only man at the table to take note of it. His casua glance found his brother staring at
Amiranth, his brows drawn together. One of the hounds came up beside him, sniffing for food—Liam ran
ahand over its head absently, then pushed it away, dtill fixed on Amiranth. Almost dowly helooked up
and discovered Tristan' sglare.

Liam looked quickly down at the table. When the dog came again, he cuffed it, keeping hisface lowered.

Very ddiberately Tristan drew Amiranth’ s hand from her lap, bringing it to hislips. When sheturned to
him he captured her face and kissed her lips—there, in the open, for al to see.

She pulled back; the pink of her cheeks deepened. He could not tell if it was passion or embarrassment.
It did not matter. He would not suffer another man—any man—to think hiswife open for claming.

Themeda progressed quietly, deepy servants and yawning nobles, desultory conversation. Even the dogs
seemed lethargic. Many people were dill recovering from the festivities of the days before. It would bea
while before the castle found its routine again, before the people settled back into their accustomed
places....

Or rather, not. With the help of Silas James, Tristan had been making quiet plansfor those brash young
knightswho had served his brother. He knew they were restless, ill tempered with the shift in their lives.
Hewas not blind to the sharp looks thrown to him, to the clusters of men and women who watched him
with disgruntled faces. He dmost could not blame them—they were young and impetuous, bolder than
they thought the world to be. Sooner or later they might be foolish enough to start more than just the evil
rumors he had been hearing.

Hewould not abide such surly thoughts, much less any action against him. Indeed, he did not have to.

He was going to send them al awvay—every one of them—uwith their wives and horses and belongings,
whatever they had brought to his castle. He would deed one of his estates to Liam, on the condition that
they dl remain there, forever. Let them stew in their resentment far from Glynwallen.

Perhaps he would give them Safere. Hefelt abiting irony at that.

“My lord, I have athought,” said his brother, underneath the steady murmur of the medl.



Tristan came back to the moment, taking asip of de, inviting Liam to continue with awave of his hand.
“I had thought perhapsthat | might leave Glynwalen.”
Tristan set down the de. “Indeed?’

“Aye.” Liam kept his gaze straight on Tristan, not glancing for even amoment a Amiranth, who had
dtilled with focused attention on him. “I have ayearning to travel—and you do not need me here, after
al.” He spoke carefully, asif considering hiswords. “A few of the knights would like the same—if it
pleasesmy lord.”

Tristan sudied him, hiding his surprise. “I see no reason why not. It isavast world, brother.”

“Itis” agreed Liam, more quickly now. “I thought we might tour the country, and stay awhile a one of
the estates.”

Tristan nodded. “Which one?’
“Whichever you decide. Merlyff, | thought.”

Besde him Amiranth drew up straighter, her hands clenched againgt the edge of thetable. Liam talked
on, oblivious.

“It isadistance from here, and has not been attended to in sometime, | fear.”
“And s0 could useaguiding hand,” Tristan finished for him, ng.
“Aye. Or so | thought.”

“I think it amost excellent idea.” He spoke over Amiranth’s gasp. “ Perhaps you might need more than a
few men, after dl. Perhaps you might need...agood number of them. And their wives. To make the
place habitable again.”

Liam raised hisbrows. “Do you think so, my lord?’

“I do.” Tristan gave him ameasuring look. “1 think your plan should be enacted with dl haste, in fact. |
dread the thought of any property of mine being misused. | am sure with you there, al will be set to right

agan.

Liam gazed back a him, not quite achalenge, bresking it off only when Amiranth spokein an overbright
voice.

“Merlyff. | have heard much of the promised beauty of this estate. Perhaps| might join you there, Lord
Liam”

There was an awkward pause. Liam seemed gtartled, the other people around them uncertain. Tristan
turned to her and she was staring back at him, haughty. The flush marking her now was clearly anger.

“You will dways be most welcome, my lady,” Liam findly said, gdlant. “But it isindeed along journey. |
think it best if you wait to visit, until we may be certain the manor isfit for your grace.”

“Yes” sad Trigan flatly. “It will be sometime before my lady will be ableto see the place.”

Amiranth clamped her lips closed, her eyes flashing as shetook in hisface. She rose tiffly, dipping a
brief curtsy, leaving the table, and then the hall.



Tristan watched her go—they dl did, staring. There could be no glib excusesfor her withdrawd thistime;
he didn’t even bother to try. Instead he fought the feding that was flooding through him now: jedlousy,
caugtic and undenigble.

She only wanted the manor, he told himself. It was not the man, merely the place. He had promised it to
her once—or rather, promised it to her cousin—and now that she was thwarted again, she had struck
back. She did not truly want to be with Liam over him.

But thejealousy stayed, black and bubbling. Tristan found it impossible to look at his brother again, and
see the thoughtful expression on his handsome young face.

A MIRANTH PACED AWAY AND FOUND HERSELF OUTSIDE the keep, into the clouds and thick fog of the
early day, fuming.

How dare he! How dare he give avay her estate—asiif by last night all scores had settled between them.
They werenot! Last night had been only...

She did not know precisely what last night had been. She could not—would not—say. It had been
inevitable, she knew that. It had been only what she had come to redlize had to happen between them.

No, she thought, stopping outside thewalls of the granary. She waslying to hersdlf. Last night had been
anything but expected.

She had known she had no red right to refuse him. He was her husband—she had declared it to al—and
so had the law of both the church and the land behind him. Better to submit to that, and avoid the torment
she kept feding around him, the yearning, her sdf-disdain at reaching for him, again and again.

She had thought it would be asit had been thefirst time, pain and humiliation, aterrible hurt she would
nurse to healing. She dmost welcomed it, the rough ending to her soft reveries. Indeed, part of her had
thought to use it as awegpon againgt him in her heart.. .to take the pain and turn it into hatred, if she
could. Amiranth wanted to hate till. It would be an easier thing than how shetruly felt.

All she had known of physical love had been her wedding night. How could she have anticipated how it
had actualy been between them? Rose peta s and blackberries, firdlight and furs. Cloth-of-gold al
around them as Tristan cameto her, and touched her, and made her fed such things...such vivid pleasure
she might have screamed withit.. ..

Perhaps she had. It was addicious haze to her in this cool misted morning, amemory both warmer and
lesstangible than the fog she walked through now.

And there might be ababy from it. Amiranth hugged her arms around herself, dreaming of that, of what
might come.

Sheheard the call of arider not too distant, the returning shout of the sentindl over the gate. Through the
haze on the ground figures turned murky; the outline of aman on ahorse seemed to materiaize before
her and then fade off again, so close she heard the particular sharp strike of metal horseshoes against the
stones.



Shewasturning away when she heard the man' s voice again, the words muffled by fog.
“Whereismy lord?” he asked urgently.

A boy answered him—presumably from the stables, taking charge of the horse.

“Inthe great hdl, gir, bresking hisfast.”

“And whereis Tristan Geraint?’

Amiranth froze, recognizing who it was that spoke: Hugh FHetcher, the discontented castellan.
The stableboy seemed confused. “I havetold you, Sir. Inthe grest hall.”

“I meant Lord Liam, stupid child,” growled the man.

“Inthe great hall aswdll, | suppose.” The boy sounded indifferent to the insult; she heard the clipped
steps of the steed following him as he walked away.

Silence. Either the castellan was gone too, shrouded with fog, or he stood as she did, listening hard to the
distant sounds of the bailey. She waited, bresthing through her mouth, searching, searching—seeing
nothing of aman before her, only patches of buildings revealed and engulfed again in dow drifts.

She could not say why shefdt thetingle of darm running through her. She could not explain why Hugh
Fletcher’ s voice gave her achill, why shefelt so compelled to rush back to the keep, to find Tristan and
tell him what had happened. She knew only that there was something ugly afoot, and that he deserved to
know of it. She had heard naught of the old castellan for days, not since well before the feast—God
knew what knavery he had invented in such awhile. She had not come thisfar with Trisan to seeit dl fall
gpart through the dy pickings of adeposed servant.

Amiranth made her way through the mists back to the keep.

L IAM GERAINT WASON HISWAY TO MASS, WALKING slowly down the cold stone corridor that led to

the chapel. The knights and ladies he himsdlf had brought to prominence now passed by him, avoiding his
gaze, speaking in animated whispers about what they had overheard at breakfast: that they would be
leaving, that he had surrendered to his brother, and was abandoning the estate to the usurper and his
plebeian guard.

Liam gritted histeeth and let them gossip. No man would risk disputing him, not if he wished to keep this
idlelife Liam supplied. They could leave with him or go to the devil, he didn’'t care which.

That hewas giving up Glynwallen put him in afoul temper; forfeiting the title of earl was bad enough, but
to leave the cadtle, thisrich and fortified place that he had made hisown....

For dl that Merlyff wasalittle jewd of amanor, it was meager consolation for what he had relinquished.
But a consolation was better than nothing &t al. He had no choice; too much of hislife could returnto
haunt him beneeth the steady scrutiny of others. No matter how it galled him, he knew he would do well
to remember that.



Rapid footsteps behind him, ahand on hisarm. He turned to find his castellan before him, bowing,
speaking under his breath.

“My lord! My liegelord—"
“Where the devil have you been?’ Liam shook off the man’shand, irritated.

Hugh Hetcher came closer, beaded with moisture, his eyes burning. “1 have news of your brother and his
wife, my lord. Such news—I have learned athing that will surely undo them both. | have proof that the
man who clamsto be Trisan Geraint livesalie, at the very least!”

Liam quickly scanned the passageway, then pulled Hugh back againgt the wall, |etting the others walk by.
“Tell medl,” he commanded, and the castellan began to spesk.

T RISTAN WASNOT IN THE GREAT HALL. NEITHER WAS his brother. Amiranth saw that the meal was
mostly finished, only afew people lingering over their porridge and de. Mass would begin soon—but she
did not think shewould find him there, in the chapdl. If shewent hersalf she would be forced to ay,
evenif hedid not attend. Better to check any other likely place firdt. If hewas at Mass, they could not

speak anyway.
Not in hisrooms, or hers.

People stared at her as she passed by; she did not care for their velled curiosity, she did not havetimeto

worry about them. She could not even find Tristan’ s steward. It must be Mass after all, she decided, and

turned back to find the chapel, keeping her eyes and ears sharp for any clue of Hugh Fletcher. Hewas as
absent astherest.

She checked the great hall one last time, and saw then what she had not before: aflash of color above
her, movement in the depths of the solar, overlooking the chamber. She searched closer, seeking the
betraya of motion again, and was finally rewarded—darkened colors, adark face. Her husband up
there, taken by shadows, looking down at her. He made no sign that he saw her.

Amiranth had not been to the solar before. It was Tristan’s domain, and she had not felt comfortable
enough to go exploring there. But shefound the stairsto it easly, narrow and twisting, ending in alanding
with a solid wooden door before her, shut tight.

She opened the door.

A hushed place, unlit, not very unlike the solar at Iving. Long columns at the end of it, stately and cold. A
single window at the other end, braced by chisdled pillars. Grand furnishings, tapestries and rushes and
chairs strewn with cushions. There were elaborate iron braziers empty of cod. There were carved tables
inlaid with pearl, and aboard of chess set up with heavy marble piecesthat turned ghostly before her.

“My lord?

He appeared from behind one of the columns, quiet, part of the dimness. She fatered for amoment,
seeing him so suddenly, and tried to capture what it was about him that had changed since she saw him



last, not so very long ago.

Same tunic, midnight blue and black edging. Same hose, same boots. Same look upon hisface, guarded,
dert. Hishar ill fell unruly to his shoulders. His eyeswere just as unreadable.

Hewore asword, sherealized. Aye, asword and scabbard, low on his hips, broad and thick with a
plain slver handle. She had not seen him so armed since that day he rode out of Safere, off to vanishinto
France.

Shewas't certain what it meant, that sword. It did not match the eegance of the room, or hisfinetunic.
It was clearly aweapon made for war, for killing. When she paired it with the surly look on hisface, the
chill of before returned to her.

He brought up ahand and rubbed at histemple, still watching her.
“Areyouwe|?’ sheasked, not at al what she had meant to say.
“Aye.” Hishand lowered, going to rest lightly on the hilt of the sword.
She gathered her senses. “We must talk.”

A corner of hismouth lifted, sardonic, a subtle danger.

“You will not leave me, Amiranth.”

“What?’

“Youwill not leave.” He pushed off the pillar, moving toward her with that dark grace he had when he
wished, a shadow cometo life before her, looming tall, coming close. “Not to Merlyff, or anywhere else
without me. Y ou are mine now. Y ou awayswere. Never think otherwise.”

“I'll think what | please,” she retorted, unnerved by the warning in histone. She backed avay afew
steps, to keep space between them. “Y ou do not control me.”

“Mine,” he repeated, and put more meaning into that single word than she had ever heard before: threat
and hostility and possession, something black-edged and disturbed.

Hewas not rational ....

Liam’swarning came back to her, and it seemed, in thisingtant, to be avery red thing, not mereidle
words. Tristan was not rational. Not now—perhaps not truly ever. He was as inconstant as the shadows
themsalves, ever |apping and changing with thelight.

He watched her with a smile turned mocking, amost not there, dight beneath the cold sparkleto hiseyes.
One hand reached out to her.

“Come hereto me.”

She felt her feet stay fixed to the floor, unable to run away, or go forward, to obey that hushed
command.

“Amiranth,” he said, shading her name with that darkness. “ Cometo me.”

Her lips parted. She could find no words to express her dismay, her sudden loss of heart—the trickle of
fear that sent her handsto figts, hidden in her skirts.



“Wife,” hewhispered, and took thefirst step himsdlf, holding her easily with hisgaze. “My lady wife. Do
you think to escape me? Isthat what you wish?’

“No,” she breathed, and managed another step away.

“No,” he echoed, still mocking, so quiet and deadly. “No, | think not. Come to me, Amiranth. Come

And she did, helpless, fearful that if she did not—if she turned and ran—he would only catch her, and
unleash the black thing within him.

She stopped before him, staring not at his eyes, so strange and unfocused, but at the collar of histunic, a
logica thing: stitched seams and an intricate pattern, something she understood. Not hisface, with that
look of alost soul uponit.

His hand came up, cupped her cheek, stroking downward to her breast, her waist, where he curved his
fingersaround her, forcing her to take the last hdting step to him.

“There. Areyou pleased?’ she asked, in avoice that hardly trembled.

Hedid not reply; his other hand followed hisfirgt, enclosing the other half of her waist, so that hisfingers
nearly encircled her, an unsubtle measure of control. They remained like that, so close she could dmost
hear his heartbeat. Her own was the sound of atempest in her head, to maich the fear running through
her.

“I killed aman once,” Tristan said, asoft rush near her ear. “More than once, in fact. But this particular
man was my friend. Did you know that?’

She shook her head.

“Of courseyou didn't. I've never told you. I’ ve never told anyone. But it istrue, Amiranth. | killed him
because he betrayed me.”

Shefound the nerve to meet hiseyes. “Wasit your brother?” she asked, and then could not believe she
hed said it.

His mocking smile returned, no comfort. “No.”
“|—" Shetried to pull away and he held her there, hisgrip no longer light againgt her, but firm, unyielding.
“Hewasmy friend. Y ou knew him once. Sr Gilbert, avassal of mine. We went to France together.”

A vision of aman’sface came to her—aboy, dmost, who had compared her to her cousin, and laughed
at the thought of war.

“We were captured together,” Tristan continued, “and jailed together. We did it dl together, my
lady—squired, gamed, courted, sparred together. But what do you think happened in France, my wife?
Wheat do you think he did, when those damned French came to us, chained to our walls?’

Amiranth no longer moved, unable to resist the lure of hiseyes, the cold blackness there, the winter ook
al about him. “1 don’'t know,” she whispered.

“Betrayd,” he said down to her, cool asice. “Helet loose my name, and they snatched it from hislips,
tore him up for it.” Hisface turned harder, dmost savage, amask of a handsome man, ferd inthe
darkness. “So | did it. As soon asthey left—I found my way over to him, and did it. He was suffering,



you see—the blood—so much damned blood—"
She braced her hands againgt hisarms. “ Y ou' re hurting me.”

“They would have given him adow death, so | gave him aquick one—I could not bear his moans—and
he thanked mefor it, as he died, he thanked me—"

13 Sop! ”

Her voice was broken, shrill with fear. It seemed to reach him at |ast; his handsoosened from her, then
fell away. He blinked and stepped back, frowning down at her, rubbing histemple again. She took two
rapid steps from him, not turning, staring at hisface.

“I'loved him,” Tristan said to her, quiet. “I would have told them myself what they wanted, if he had not
fire”

She shivered, afraid but not, trying to forget the face of the man named Gilbert, trying not to picture him
in desth, with Tristan besde him.

“I understand love, Amiranth. | understand it full well. Know that | love you. Know that you will not
leave me. Not ever.”

“I would not betray you,” she said, trying to make it sound true.
“No,” he agreed softly. “Y ou would not.”
“My lord?’

Neither of them turned at the new voice at the door. They stayed locked on each other, emotion spun
taut between them.

“Forgiveme, my lord.” It wasLiam.

Amiranth findly turned; Hugh Fletcher stood just behind Tristan’ s brother, his gaze direct to hers, the light
to hiseyesadmogt triumphant.

“I do not mean to interrupt,” said Liam, very smooth. “Y et | fear | must discuss with you a matter of
some urgency.”

Amiranth glanced quickly back to Tristan, darmed by both Liam’ s voice and that look of the castellan.
She had not told him—he was not prepared, she had meant to warn him, and it had gotten swallowed in
their moment, and now—

“My lady.” Tristan nodded to her, aclear dismissal, ignoring her gaze.
“My lord,” she responded, going to him. “I would stay.”

His mouth tightened, forbidding. Amiranth maintained her stance, willing him to meet her eyes. At last he
did; the emotions there made a connection shefdlt to her toes. Anger, confusion, turmoil—pain.

He gave her ashort nod of his head. She haf turned to the two other men, keeping her eyeslowered, so
that they could not read her face.

Liam spoke, an embarrassed laugh. “Well. Thisismost awkward. But I’ ve had news of your wife, my
lord. Strange news.”



Amiranth looked up fully. Tristan shifted behind her, placing ahand upon her shoulder, light now, no sign
of the terrible strength he had held her with before.

“What news?’ he asked, impassive.

“My man hastraveled to Safere.” Liam took in Amiranth, amost regretful. “What he found there was
mogt puzzling.”

“Allow meto guess,” said Tristan. From his voice she could imagine the expresson on his
face—arrogant, bored. “A deserted estate, no people, no plants or live-stock. It fell to the plague months
past. | wasthere, brother. Thisisnot newsto me.”

“Aye. The plaguetouched usall, | fear. But perhaps you can explain to me, my lord, why my lady stands
here before us, yet her grave isback there.”

Tristan’ sonly reaction was flegting tension through hisfingers, so fast she might have imaginedit.

“A mogt peculiar thing,” Liam went on, keen asahawk, “that thelady yet lives...or so you have
camed.”

Amiranth heard her own response, her voice far more assured than shefdt. “A smple mistake. The
woman in that graveisin fact my noble cousin. When the plaguefirst struck Safere, many were afflicted.
| had gone to beg a service of prayer for us at anearby convent. She died while | was gone—the grave
digger was confused.”

“And the stone cutter aswell?’ Liam asked pleasantly.

“It wasaconfusing timefor dl of us, | would say.” Shethrew him achilly smile, areflection of the cold
frightin her.

“And so it was” Tristan dipped his hand down her arm, a caress the other two followed with their eyes,
hisfingersfinding her waist again, dill light, still relaxed. “1 must remember to send someoneto Safereto
remedy this sad mistake. But do not trouble yoursalves over the past of my wife, good sirs. Sheis safe
now with me”

It was achdlenge, cloaked in velvet but till quite gpparent. Amiranth felt her smile frozenin place,
praying they would bow to it, and not demand more proof.

“A most woeful tale,” commented Lord Liam, sill pleasant. “ God grant your cousin peace, my lady.
Perhaps you might know the answer to another riddle that pesters me.”

She waited, careful of her breathing, that it would not expose the racing of her heart.

“My man heard strange stories on the road. Stories of a couple who traveled the countryside. Thieves,
they were called. A man and awoman—adark man, and avery fair woman—gone from town to town,
geding food, steding horses....”

“How digressng,” Amiranth said, unemotiond.

“Indeed. Even more distressing to consider that they appeared to start from the genera direction of
Safere, and dowly make their way to this castle.”

“What are you saying, my lord?’

“They were, by al accounts, dangerousthieves, my lady. Liars, outlaws, pretending to be what they were



not. Did you perchance come across them in your travels?’

“Certainly not.” Trisian’s hand had gone tighter on her waist; she could not see hisface, and tdll if hewas
closer torage, or just fear, as she was. From the corner of her eye she caught the gleam of his sword,
long and heavy againgt hisleg. “1 do not consort with common thieves.”

“A whore,” growled Hugh Fletcher, breaking his silence. “ She was awhore, they said. She stole money
and afine mare, marked just as the one you rode—"

Shefdt Tristan’ s hand leave her and turned to him, but she wastoo dow, and it wastoo late. He had his
sword drawn, the dither of steel sharp against the scabbard. It flashed before her, adash of silver death
cutting through the air around her, aimed for the castellan.

Fletcher stumbled backward and Tristan followed him easily. Thetip of the sword cameto rest against
the center of the man’s chest.

“I don’'t believe | understand you, peasant. Do you dareinsult my wife?’ The sword remained steady;
Amiranth swallowed her cry. Tristan was centered with full menace on the castellan. Liam had falen back
into the depths of the room, silent.

“I would not insult the Countess of Haverlocke,” Hugh said, and theimplication in hisvoice was clear:
Thisisnot she.

“My lord.” Amiranth stepped close to her husband, watching the blade, the way the very end of it had
becomelost in the man’s brown tunic. Tristan paid her no attention. All the danger of before had come
back to him, manifested in the shine of his sword, the way his fingers flushed red and white around the
hilt. Y et when he spoke, hiswords were perfectly civil.

“I know not what you heard on your travels. | care not. | want you gone from my demesne. Now. And
never return, or | swear to you by my oath you will be sorry for it.”

A pause, both men staring at each other.

Then Trigtan pulled the siword away with aflourish, askillful move that belied the stark threet of the
moment, sheathing it again. He looked at Liam, pressed back againgt atable, and hiswordsto him were
no less cordid.

“Will you join your spy, brother? Or shal you keep your unseemly thoughtsto yoursdf from this day
on?’

Liam’'seyesflew to Amiranth, then to the castellan, pallid beneath his beard. He traightened.
“A thousand gpologies. | had amystery, that wasall. My lady has explained it well.”

Tristan nodded. “What an excellent conclusion. Upon consideration, Liam, | have decided it would be
best if you left for Merlyff immediately. Gather your men and leave soon—no later than thisweek.” He
glanced back to Hugh Fletcher. “And both of you know this: | will not tolerate any gossip regarding the
countess. It appears | have an insufferable temper when it comesto my wife”

Without even abow Hetcher |eft, and then Liam, until there was only Amiranth left to Stare at her
husband, wondering &t the thin, savage smile on hisface.



H EDID NOT COMETOHER THAT NIGHT.

She had dreaded his visit; she had coveted it. Amiranth hardly knew what she thought any longer. Tristan
had turned her emotionsingde out; she did not know him, or even hersdf.

He had said he loved her. In the depths of danger in his solar she believed him at last—how elseto
explainthelook in his eyes, the avful grief there, the anger? How dseto explain his conduct, thewords
and deeds of aman gone beyond reason?

He had confessed himsdlf akiller. Y et shefelt no fear of him—not like that. He had lived through athing
30 wrenching she could not fathom it in her worst imaginings. Hislife had been stolen from him as surely
as he had been stolen from her, by war or fate, it hardly mattered.

He threatened her and the people around him. He acted wildly, amost madly.

Y et she yearned for him. She waited in her bed for a hushand who did not appear, and fell adegp only
when she could no longer struggle againg the night.

Shedid not dream. And in the morning, hewas still gone.

Amiranth went to breakfast, missing him, but he was not there, either. Half the great hall remained empty;
she had heard the grumblings of the young nobles as she walked the halls. She passed the ladies’ quarters
and noted the many harried maids within, the barbed voices of the noblewomen directing the packing.
They complained loudly at how soon they would be gone, the undue haste of this move, the downess of
the maids, the unfairness of their lives....

Good. Let them depart, and take their complaints with them.
But wherewas Tristan? Why did shefed so desolate without him?

Lord Liam was missing from breskfast aswell, dong with histreacherous castellan. Only one trusted face
remained: Silas James stayed close to her. He had seated her at the table, sent quick ordersfor her food.
Shefdt his steady watch behind her as she ate, and gathered asmall comfort from it. A part of her
wanted to ask him of Tristan, but pride kept her mute, and so she atein silence.

Amiranth caught herself examining the solar bal cony, but there was no shadow-man standing over her
today. It was empty—she confirmed it after the medl, just to be certain. Perhaps he had returned to his
room by now....

Down the main hallway she heard astrange risein noise, sharper than the usua murmur of gossip. She
followed it to the source, her pace quickening, quickening, until she stood at the entrance to the keep
garden, a place she had not visited since that afternoon days ago, when Tristan had discovered her true
sdf, and made avow to bind her to him forever.

The garden appeared little changed. The grasswas just as green, the trees astdl and leafy. The flowers
il gave off their summer fragrance benegth aclear blue sky.

But there was a crowd of people spilling over the path, trampling the e egant maze of plants and pebbles.
Amiranth made her way though them, al the way up to the curtain of willow leaves waving with the
breeze. She saw then what everyone e se did.



A man lay curled benesth the strands of willow, hisbody limp, hisface gone dack and ghastly. It was
Hugh Fletcher, and agreat pool of blood had spread black beneath him, staining the lush grass.

Chapter Fifteen

A MIRANTH STARED AT THE BODY, FEELING ODDLY cam. She turned around, seeing no one she knew,
and so addressed the man nearest her, aredheaded fellow gone ddmost as white as the dead man.

“Bring Silas James here. At once!” she added, when he did not move. The man started, bowing, then
retreated through the people.

She glanced back at the perfect peace of the garden, green willow leavesrising to the sky, sunlight warm
on her head, and dmost could not bring hersdf to look down again. Hugh Fletcher il lay there—most
clearly murdered.

“Step back,” she ordered, facing the crowd. “Back, | say!”
She got them to shift as one, the mass of them moving reluctantly, not far, and not for long.

With her back to them she bent down to the body, her skirts clutched high in one hand, avoiding the
blooded grass. She touched the brown tunic above the blood, lifting it to see the gash that had severed
the cloth: asingle cut, asif from the solitary thrust of ablade, entering hisribs. She knew enough of
knivesto redlize that thiswas not the work of a dagger—only a sword could have done such athing.

Amiranth dropped the tunic, standing, fighting the nauseathat wanted to risein her. She could not seem
to take a deep enough bresth.

“Sweet Mary, what has happened here?’

Liam at her Sde, hisvoiceloud and stunned, his gazeto her horrified.
“Heisdead,” she sad, witless, a conspicuoustruth.

“My lady—do not look at such athing! Come away!”

“No.” She shook her head a him, pulling at the grip he had on her arm. “I’m waiting. The steward will
soon come.”

“My lady—Amiranth—please.” Liam'’ svoice lowered; the sunlight angled across him. In her jumbled
gtate of mind she thought she saw Tristan for an ingtant, just as he had appeared that first timein theroyal
court. She raised ahand to her eyes, wavering, and when shelooked up it was Liam again.

“I pray you, at least St down,” he said, and led her to a bench she had not even noticed nearby, asmple
block of hewn granite, speckled with leafy shadow. She sat, ignoring Liam now, ignoring them al, her
attention fixed on the terrible shape by the willow.

And Silas James did come. Liam |&ft her to speak with him, and then the people crowded close again,
and she could not see any of it. Her gaze fdl to her Iap, to her hands, clenched againgt her skirts. The
colorsof the grass at her feet seemed too bright at once, hurting her eyes. She closed them.



A new voice, prompting ahush in dl the others. She knew who it would be. She knew his pitch, the
inflection of hiswords, such easy command.

Her eyes opened. Tristan was by the body, nearly ahead tdler than everyone e se. She saw himturnto
see her, acautious ook, and then away again.

Amiranth stared at arose bush to her left, marking the entrance back to the path. It had bloomsthe color
of seacora. The petdswere small and delicate, the centers dabs of yellow. Therewas abit of cloth
caught againgt one of the thorns.

Not just any cloth. A beautiful velvet, infact. Bicolored, indigo and dark crimson stitched together. The
colors of two great houses, merged as one.

Everything else faded away. She saw only the velvet, a dender, tattered piece, obvioudy ripped from
something much larger.

A mantle

Almogt ligtlessly she reached for it, plucking it from the thorn, pressing it into her pam, and then her pam
into her skirts.

“What did you find, my lady?’
Liam stood before her, concerned, athrong of people behind him.
“Nothing. Only alesf.”

“And thid” cried Liam, triumphant. She watched, sickened, as he bent to the sea coral bush again, and
from the thorns produced a second bit of velvet she had not seen, this one mostly indigo, the crimson a
mere threading along one side.

“What isit?" asked someone.
Amiranth shrugged, her heart in her throat.

“Velvet,” mused Liam. He held it up to Tristan, so that al could see. “What colors, my lord? They seem
familiar tome”

Amiranth felt turned to stone, as mindless and cold as the granite bench. She saw Tristan walk close,
examinethe cloth. Their eyes met across the grass. Hiswere blacker than night, inscrutable.

Sherosg, il keeping her own shred of velvet clutched tight in her fist, and pushed past the people, out
of the garden, back into the dim corridors of the keep. She walked sedately, no hurry, aware of the
looks she garnered, the speculation behind her.

After rounding two corners and finding hersdf at last done, she brokeinto arun.

Her room was empty. She shut the door, pressing her back to it, then turned and locked it, her fingers
trembling. Gulping air, she raced to the door that connected their quarters, swinging it wide—empty

again.

The lock on his door was harder to turn, but she managed it, grimacing with the effort. When it was done
she stared wildly around his chamber, her hands clenched up in her hair.

Where was it? Wherewould it be? Oh God, she had to find it.



Histrunkswere all together, and she found it in the second one, right on top, tossed there carelessly, not
even folded. Amiranth lifted the heavy cloak and held it up to the light of the window.

There were two tears dong the bottom, very close to each other. She did not even have to match her
own bit of velvet to the rents, athough she did it anyway, spreading it out on the floor, going to her
knees, digning the exact fit of her little pieceto the longer tear.

Amiranth gathered it al up, went back into her room—where the firein the hearth was till blazing—and
tossed the mantlein.

For amoment she feared she had smothered the fire; but no, it came back, flames dancing up to lick
around the edges of cloth, kindling dow, then fagter, the colors of it gradualy blackening before her.

She watched it burn, her hands pressed over her heart, the heat of the fire growing hot upon her face.
In time she remembered the torn piece in her hand; shethrew that in, aswdll.

The door to her chamber opened. Thefire grew brighter with the draft, and settled back again asthe
door closed.

Tristan stood aone at the entrance, the key to her room till visible in hishand. He was not watching her
but the legping flames, the charred velvet, thick black smoke rising to vanish behind the hood of the
fireplace.

She could not find words for him. She could not find anything—not thought or sense & the sight of him,
the tense angles of hisface, thelift of hislips, awry acknowledgment as he took in the mantle.

He approached her, dropping the key on atable as he passed, and the only thought that came clear to
her was: | hope he locked the door again.

Then he wastherein front of her, hishands at her shoulders. He held her carefully, lightly, as she stared
up into hisface.

He seemed about to speak but didn’t, instead lowering his head to hers, akissthat nearly bruised her,
the careful touch of before gone with just asingle beeat of her heart, their bodies brought together, their
own heat rediscovered.

It was asif she had gone up in flames hersdlf. Her fears of before—of discovery, of him—turned to
smoke under hishands, hislips, her body arching into his as he caught her to him harder till and held her
fast. He was ungentle, grasping, surrounding her, pushing at her until Amiranth felt thewall behind her
back, acold contrast to Tristan. It did not satisfy him; he pushed a her till, hiships against hers, kissing
her lips, her face, hishandstangled in her hair. His knee pushed her legs apart, roughly, asif sheressted
him.

Amiranth turned her head away, dragging in the cool air. He tugged at her bodice now, aloose thing,
pulling it tight down her shoulders so that he could find her skin there with his mouth.

“Wife,” he said, alow whisper againgt her, gliding over her throet, her shoulders. Down to her bressts.
“Wife, wife wife...”

She kept her hands againgt him for balance, kissing him eagerly when he came back to her, glossy black
hair againgt her fingers. He did not kiss her as he began to lift her skirts, only stared into her eyes, both of
them panting, captivated. She felt his hands againgt her legs, her thighs, skimming her hose, her
garters—above that, to her bare skin. The touch of his pams againgt her there went through her likea



jolt, how hefollowed the curves of her, reaching higher, rubbing the edge of his hand against the most
sengtive part of her.

Hekissed her again, degp and long, al the while teasing her, kegping up the rhythm of hishand until he
was covered in her wetness, and she was rocking into him, awhimper in her throat.

He knew her so well—he did, he knew exactly how to touch her, what it meant when she pressed herself
into him, feding hisarousd. But he kept up historment until she moved her hands and stroked his
hardness, finding his shaft even past histunic, learning the shape of him through the soft cloth.

Tristan illed, hisbreathing uneven, hiseyesfierce, jet black that glittered. He took her handsand
together they sank to the carpet, Amiranth on top of him, straddling him, and his hands were at her hips,
pulling, pulling. She needed no encouragement to find him again, to free him from the ties of hishose.

Shefet him against her, smooth heat, pushing at her, tormenting. She placed her hand on his shaft and
guided him to the place where it felt best, ateasing contact, so that she closed her eyes and bit her lip
with the pleasure of it.

Tristan groaned. He shoved her skirts aside, and with aquick thrust he entered her, straining to go
deeper. Amiranth eased lower, her kneesfar gpart, marveling at this new position, theincredible fed of
him inside her. She began to move, dowly, languoroudy, until his hands at her hipsforced her fagter,
exciting another whimper from her.

He watched her asthey rocked together, her handsome dark husband, with his hair faling free behind
him, hislipsturned sensud, acarnd look. Amiranth bent over him as her climax shimmered through her,
gasping againgt his shoulder, hiding her face.

Tristan wrapped hisarms around her; with alithe roll he was on top, hislipsto her cheek, finding hisown
release within seconds. She heard him whisper her namein along, ragged note.

Her gown was twisted around them both, their bodies till wet and shamelesdy joined. Helifted his head
and gazed down at her, out of bregth, the fire smoldering behind him.

“I loveyou,” Tristan said, defiant, and didn’t wait for her response, kissing her again, dow and heavy,
erotic. Shetasted him and felt her heart fill her chest, aching.

She believed him; from the depths of her soul she believed him, and now, after al these years of longing
for him, she did not know what it meant. He loved her, yes. It might be the love of amadman, of akiller,
but it was love, atota and absolute claiming of her.

Madman or not, she was bound to him, and had been for nearly aslong as she had known hersdlf. It was
aspdl of her own making, her comdy knight with a sobering past, and atouch that could enthral her.

Amiranth brushed her fingers across hislips, feding the words as he said them again, his eyes steedy
upon her.

“I loveyou.”
“I know,” shereplied, hopeless.

He pulled away from her, leaving her with arush of cold air, standing, adjusting his clothes. She sat up
with ahand to her hair, feding the mess of it, then tugged at her sKirts.

“Why did you burn the cloak, Amiranth?’



She had no answer for him, could only look down at her |ap, the wrinkled folds of her bliaut. He gave her
asdeways|ook; she glanced at him from benegth her lashes and saw the arrogance marking him once
more, recognizing it for what it was: aneed, ahunger for her reassurance. But when he spoke dl she
heard was cool composure.

“l didn’'t doit. Y ou know that.”

She stood aswell, going to the fireplace, witnessing the last of the wedding cloak turn to ash. He shifted
behind her, coming close. She caught the scent of their lovemaking, heated around them both.

“Bdievein me, Amiranth.” It was ademand, not aplea

“I do,” she said. She shook her head, exhausted now, leaning against the stonewall. “God help me, but |
do.”

He touched her then, turning her to him with just his pam against her cheek, and began another kiss,
another promise. Her weary fearsfell away as Tristan took her to the bed, enthralling her once more.

T RISTAN STUDIED THE LINES OF HIS SWORD, HOLDING the blade doft in the soft light of hissolar. A

long beam of sunlight from the pillared window behind him fell acrossjust thetip of it, highlighting the
darkened red of blood that had dried against the stedl.

The body of his brother’ s castellan had been removed from beneath the willow. He had supervised that
himsdlf, before chasing after Amiranth. He knew aso that the blood had been washed clean from the
grass with buckets of water, so that now the keep garden appeared to have regained its peace, no
lingering Sign of the death that had taken place there.

He had waked by it this afternoon, making certain. He had inspected the area once again, finding nothing
unordinary to reved the killer—nothing beyond the telltale scrap of cloth that Liam had found.

But Amiranth had taken care of that particular problem for him. For amoment Tristan let hims=lf become
lost in the memory of it, how she had looked when he unlocked the door and entered her room. Her face
as sheturned to him from that blazing fire. The Sght of the mantle—the sure source of that damning cloth
from the garden—going up in flames behind her.

Her eyes had been glowing dark; her skin had that cast of aabaster he recognized came to her whenever
her emotions were deeply turned. He had realized, in that one extraordinary moment, what she had done.
That she had also recognized the indigo velvet, and had moved to act before he had thought to—to
destroy the mantle. To hide the evidence.

To protect him.,

Hislovefor her seemed brighter than the flames, brighter than truth or lies, or faith or deceit. He had
taken her then because he could not stop himsalf, and she had met his embrace with kissesthat were as
ardent and desperate as his own.

Tristan had left her deeping in her bed, asdeep in her dreams asif it were midnight, and not midday.



A smile cameto him, even as he examined his sullied sword. She was spent. He liked to think he had
something to do with that.

The sunbeam faded to nothing; a cloud passed by the window, pristine white blocking out the blue sky.
In the new shadows the blood could have been mere rust against the steel—but Tristan knew better than
that.

It was Hugh Fletcher’ s blood. This was the weapon that had pierced his heart.

He had found it tucked dyly beneath the cushions of acorner chair in hissolar, not at al where he had
left it last night—yet ill in this chamber, the one place in the castle that was unequivocaly dl hisown.

How long had it been since he had truly wielded a sword? Tristan wondered. It was both foreign and
familiar, agtrange weight in his hand, yet hisarm knew how to manage it without any guidance at dl. It
was only yesterday morning he had first discovered thisfine length of stedl in abattered chest that had
been logt to the solar shadows—his father’ s goods, long forgotten. He had strapped it on because it felt
right to do s0. Because it reminded him of who he used to be, and how he used to live.

And now the sword had been put to use, fulfilling its deadly purpose. Only not by him.
So who would kill Hugh Fetcher? Tristan could think of only one answer.

He went now to the trunk that held hisfather’ sold things, found aworn tunic insde. With grest care he
et to rubbing away the dried blood, letting it flake off into the tunic, polishing, polishing, until the white of
the cloth was stained red, and the stedl shone clean again.

He had thought he had moved swiftly enough to deflect his brother’ s resentment. He had thought he had
been clever enough to rout out the unrest of his castle by offering abrilliant distraction: Merlyff. Withiit
would comethe gift of alife of leisure, inaplace so fair it was coveted by kings. It would have been an
opportunity many menwould diefor.

A black humor cameto him: Perhaps Hugh Hetcher had.

Someone knocked on the door. Tristan did the blade back into its scabbard, placing it again beneath the
chair cushions where he had found it. He tossed the stained tunic into the trunk, then buried it deep within
the other clothing, shutting the lid. Abruptly he wished for something new with which to wash his hands,
but settled instead for running them down the sides of his hose.

Silas Jameswas at the door, his eyes cautious, hisface lined with what might have been worry, or just
fetigue.

“The body has been taken to the chapdl, my lord, as you instructed.”

Tristan stepped aside and the other man entered, crossing to the center of the solar. Silasturned to him;
the worry on hisface did not wane.

“I fear therewill beaninquiry, my lord.”

Tristan nodded, expecting asmuch. “Thereusudly is”
“Itisan unfortunatething.”

“More so for Hetcher, | would say.”

“Aye_"



He could see that his steward wanted to say more, was weighing hiswords, asif uncertain. Tristan sat,
then waved ahand to Silas, inviting him to do the same. The older man eased down dowly, afrown
between his brows.

“Will you send for the king'smen?” hefinaly asked.
Tristan Sghed. “I suppose | will.”
“You could refuse,” Silas offered reluctantly.

Tristan did not reply, only stared up at the ceiling, thefitted stone, the beams of wood braced above him.
He appreciated his steward’ sreluctance; they both knew the state of Glynwallen was uneasy at best.
Under ordinary circumstances an investigation would proceed without anyone beyond the demesne ever
the wiser; the castellan had not been of noble blood, so there was no true need to involve theking. As
earl, Tristan could handle the crime himsalf. He could keep it dl within thewalls of the cagtle.

But life here now wasfar from ordinary. If Liam pressed for an officia inquiry from theroyd
court—Tristan knew he would—there would be no good reason to refuse, either. And if word of his
refusal got back to London, matters could become very ugly, very swiftly.

The clues had been set againgt him most carefully. The tattered mantle, the bloody sword...both
Amiranth and his brother witnessto histhreat againgt the dead cagtellan. It was amost too perfect.

He was damned fortunate to have found the sword today; aglancing light over the tip of the scabbard
was dl that had reveded it to him in the far chair. It had been astroke of pure luck, but he could not rely
on luck aone. Who knew what unpleasant surprises tomorrow might hold for him?

Most of the young knightsin his castle would gladly turn against him, without question. There was anger
here, resentment, and even the promise of anew land had not calmed them. They al seemed to look to
his brother, hungry for athing no one yet dared say aloud. Tristan could not guess what they found there
in Liam; leadership, perhaps, or just the yearning for what had once been. What he did know wasthat dl
he ever saw in hisbrother’ s eyes was a sharp cunning, combined with deceptive acquiescence.

He knew now that Merlyff was not going to be enough.
“Lord Liamisdready taking,” Slassad, hushed.

“Indeed?’ He sounded tired—hefdt it suddenly, at the thought of Liam, and the murder, and dl the
danger that surrounded him ill.

“Aye, my lord.”

Silasdid not volunteer further information, but Tristan did not have to ask. He could envision it clearly,
how it would it happen: subtle hints dropped in corners and near gatherings of people. The uncertain
looks amed at him, the speculation in people seyes. Liam’ s knights taking up the gossip, spreading it
thick, transforming it to a darker rumor than even the ones before.

History was repesting itsdlf a Glynwallen. Once again the whispers encircled him, caling him murderer,
caling him mad. He had braved them well as ayoung man—what afool he had been then, completely
unaware of thefragility of hislife. Tristan today was dl too well aware of how easily hisworld could be
broken.

If—when—the king’ s men came, they would catch the swell of murmured accusation within hours. They
might even hear of Amiranth’ sfdse grave a Safere, the thieving couple who stole afine mare, more



seeds of doubt to be scattered and bdieved. ...

There were too many black marks againgt him. There were too many questions surrounding him now for
certain safety, and he knew it.

Who could say the dander of the past would not add conviction to the present? Who could say what
might become of an earl said to be crazed, akiller of men, who had vanished for so long and then
returned carrying wild tales of ransoms never issued, no proof to hiswords at dl, save perhaps back in
some dismal French prison?

Trigan knew he had muchin thislife. And under the right circumstances, he could lose much—histitle,
hishome. Hiswife.

Amiranth. What would become of her without him?

Why, whispered hismind, she had a ready substitute, did she not? Liam would be more than willing
to comfort her over the loss of her mad husband, torn away from her, from his castle, to spend the
rest of his miserable lifein a dark London cell. She would not even have to leave
Glynwallen—Liam could stay, and she could stay, and in time she might forget her sorrow
completely, lost in the embrace of a tender new lord....

Tristan clenched hisfists againgt his eyes, leaning his head back into the chair. His headache was creeping
over him again, that throbbing menace in his skull that dways seemed to surface in dire times. He fought
it, trying to stay focused on what would happen next, what he must till do.

He might have enough power to deflect it dl. He did still have the recognition of his brother-in-law and al
his cronies from his past. It would be atricky thing a best, to handle Liam amid all thistreachery, but by
God, he had been in worse circumstances than this before.

Glynwdlenwas his. So was Merlyff, and Layton, Staffordshire, Safere—all of it, and he would leave
this place adead man himself before he let them stedl any of it from him.

Most especidly before he let anyone stedl Amiranth.
“Lord Liam askswhen the king' s officerswill come,” Silas said now, into the heavy quiet.

Tristan opened his eyes, and the ache in his head became a stabbing pain. The light from the window
nearly blinded him, even with the soft clouds overhead.

“Send for them,” he said. “Let them come. Wewiill finish this once and forever.”

Chapter Sixteen

T HE CASTLE SEEMED SUBDUED TO AMIRANTH, THE people brimming with repressed emotions. The

servants skittered nervoudy through the halls, the nobles drifted about in perfumed clouds, pale facesand
round eyes, watching her, talking about her.

For the fourth time today sheraised ahand to her hair, running her fingers over the gold netting that held
itin place, finding it secure. It was not her looks that drew their stares. It was what had happened this



morning, the murder—her husband.
But they did not know of the cloak. They could not know of that.

Just asthey could not know of what had happened after she had burned it. Tristan coming to her. Their
lovemaking. Thewild fedings that had taken her, fear and hope and deep, deep determination.

Tristan had not killed Hugh Fletcher. She didn’t know who had. The castellan had not been a pleasant
man, she could say that much, small of heart and mind—yet surely not deserving of death. The murderer
had been someone from Glynwallen, amost certainly, but the choices here were vast. Perhaps he had
enemies, asarf he had abused, or adisgruntled soldier, one of Liam’ sknights...or even Liam himsdif,
with hisavid gaze and cool smiles.

Amiranth pressed a hand over her eyes for amoment, blocking the terrible thought. Shefelt half mad
hersdlf today, unnerved by al the ghastly happenings.

Whoever it was, he had taken the trouble to find Tristan’ s mantle, to weer it, or even just to carry it to
the murder—it didn’t matter. The result was the same. To anyone who might have found it, it would be
clear who had dain the castellan.

She considered the Situation with asort of wary resignation. There was no proof to back her faith in
Tristan beyond the bruta honesty she found in his eyes—hardly convincing for anyone ese. From any
other point of view, it seemed all but certain that Tristan Geraint was what he had always been rumored
to be: amercilesskiller. He had confessed to her that he had taken the life of afriend; she prayed no one
else discovered that particular fact.

It seemed, even after all these years, that her truest heart had not changed. She till believed he could not
murder in cold blood. Not her husband.

No one ese thought the same. Amiranth saw it on their faces, the curiosity of these brash knightsand
their ladies. She saw the gleam of hope in them, that with this new upset anew ending might come for
them: stay at Glynwalen. Preserve their indolent lives here. Even Tristan' s guard seemed uncertain,
athough Silas James kept stubbornly closeto hislord, vigilant. She was pleased about that.

If Liam and his knights stayed, she would go. If Tristan left—was taken—she would follow. Nothing here
mattered to her ashe did. But Glynwallen was hislegacy, and she would not bow to these wicked
schemes around them without agood bttle.

Supper was excruciating. Tristan sat beside her, silent, brooding. She said nothing beyond the most
obvious comments on the meal, which he either ignored or replied to in curt acknowledgment. He kept
rubbing at histemple, asif to soothe a pain there that would not go away.

The great hal was hushed, only the occasiond drone of whispered words reaching her—things she did
not want to hear. Things she would not believe.

Liam was seated down the table from her. Every now and again she caught his stare, the way he was
examining her, afaint frown on hisface. He appeared melancholy, sullen. It filled her with impatience,
until sherealized he might misshisformer castellan. Shefdt shame that she had not mourned thelossof a
man, even if he had been her enemy.

Just before the supper Tristan had told her he had sent word to London of the murder. That Edward
would most likely be sending men to Glynwallen soon, and to be prepared for it.

Prepared, indeed. The resignation of before began to dide over her again. She had never felt so unready



for anything in her life.
Amiranth returned her gaze to her food, leaving Liam till staring.
What amire. What aterrible, tragic mire.

Tristan left the medl early, before even the final course was served. He had squeezed her hand beneath
the table, then rose without aword, walking away.

Amiranth stayed in her seet, baffled. Every personin the greet hall stared after him, thefigure of him
vanishing out the main doors, and then—uwith amost perfect accord—swung back around to stare at her.

She turned to the page nearest her, lifting her hand for more wine, acting asif nothing unusua had
happened.

With a patience she had not known she possessed she managed to finish the supper, to eat and drink
camly, and pretend that the unnatural sillence that had settled over the people did not affect her in the
least.

Thefood was tasteless. The wine did not quench her thirgt.

Shetook only afew bites of the sugared dmonds offered to her on asilver platter to end the night. When
sherose, so did everyone else, but al waited for her to pass before following her out of the chamber.

She wa ked without a sense of whereto go, very aware of the commotion of people behind her. Tristan
might bein hissolar again, or hisrooms....

The solar was closer. Shewould try therefirst.

Since she had passed the entrance, she turned, starting back through the crowd, ignoring them, walking
boldly down their middle. They fell away easily, avoiding her gown, her shoulders, the gradua swing of
her hands. Good.

The climb to the solar was dangeroudy dim; no torch had been lit for the stairs. She felt her way up,
brushing her fingers over the stone, careful with her skirts. The dull noises of the greet hal were il
audible below her, but ahead was only dark quiet.

The door was open. There was more darknessinside, the bare illumination from the hall beyond the
bal cony chasing out adistant purple dusk from the window.

Hewas not here. His room, then.

She turned and ran into something solid and warm. Amiranth gasped, darmed, and stepped back too
quickly, treading on her skirts.

Strong hands caught her, kept her from faling. Liam was holding her, hisgrip ill firm on her ams, his
body till close. He spoke her name softly.

“Amiranth.”
She pulled away, letting out ashaky laugh in spite of hersdf, and he echoed it, smiling.
“Onceagan—"'

“Your apologies. | know.” Shetook a deep breath, hoping he could not perceive the agitated depths of



her. “What are you doing, my lord?’
“Looking for you.”

Histone remained soft, dmost too intimate, especidly in the emptiness around them. She moved away
from him, toward the pae yellow light of the bacony, which fdt like safety.

“I followed you—I confessit,” Liam said, hisface sobering. “1 had to speak with you. It ismost urgent.”

One of the columns of the bal cony was close enough to touch. She fought the urgeto pressagaingt i,
seeking something hard againgt her back. He moved closer to her, growing clearer with the light.

“What isthe urgency, my lord?’
“Y our safety—your very life”
She kept her voice impersond. “Both arewell guarded, Lord Liam.”

“So| pray. But even alife well guarded can fal to harm.” His eyes went behind her, to the open space
above the great hdl. “Hugh Fletcher was agood man. He did not deserveto die”

Amiranth bit her tongue to keep her slence, to resist the temptation to fall into this conversation. He
looked back at her again, the reflected light from below dl but erasing the lines on hisface, so that he
appeared even younger than he was, aboy before her—uwith the eyes of aman, warm and suggestive.

“| fear for you,” he said now, and the timbre of hisvoice had turned deep, beguiling.
“Redly?’ Shetried acardess amile. “Only yesterday you thought me afraud, asl recal.”

“No, Amiranth. Not you.” He gave asmal shrug, and the smile returned, lightening hisfeatures. “The
stories Hugh told me—I could not reconcile them with the woman | know. It was too much apuzzleto
me. That wasall.”

“| assure you, my lord, you do not know me.”
He sobered. “I’d liketo,” he said, in astrange voice. “Very much so.”
“Alas. Y ou leave soon for Merlyff. I'm afraid your wish must remain unfulfilled.”

“Ah, Merlyff.” Liamtilted his head, once again looking behind her. “ A beautiful place. But mayhap my
wishes shdl befulfilled here, ingtead.”

“| doubt that. Better to seek your fortune elsewhere.”

Heturned from her, moving across the chamber into the darkness. Amiranth followed his silhouette
againg the long window behind him, ashape of a man before a sky of bruised violet. Then he was past
the window, bending down to the depths of the room. She saw him reach for one of the chairsthat sat
againg the far wall, the cushions of its sedt.

With hisback to her she dared aquick glimpse to the great hall beyond the pillars—scarce people, dl
busy cleaning. None looked up at her.

“I have something to show you,” Liam said, and she faced him again.

When he returned she saw he held Tristan’ s sword in his hands, the plain silver hilt, the weathered leather



scabbard.

Theair seemed to grow very cold around her, her thoughts dowed with it, her heart pained. She did not
know how Liam had found the weapon, why it would be in such a strange place as a chair—all she knew
was that she did not, did not want to see him unsheatheit. But hewould, of course hewould, and she
would see what she could not bear to, the blood of adead man on Tristan’s blade—

With adull gleam the sword came free of the scabbard, a metalic dither that sent shivers across her skin.
Liam held up the blade; Amiranth averted her gaze, despair rising through her.

“| discovered thisonly thismorning. See here, Amiranth, |—’

He stopped abruptly, fixed on the sword, and after amoment she found the courage to look at it aswell.
It waslong and deadly sharp, amost bright despite the night, clean dl the way down to its honed tip.
Clean.

She swallowed, the despair turned ingtantly to sweet relief, flooding her, making her amost lightheaded.

“Yes?' she prompted. In the silence of the solar her voice sounded loud. “Y ou were going to show me
something, Lord Liam?’

Sowly, gently, he eased the sword back into its shesth, his mouth odd—amost smiling—hiseyes
lowered. He stood motionlessfor along while. Amiranth moved forward, taking the sword from his
hands. She leaned it carefully against one of the pillars behind her.

“You arein danger,” Liam said, from where she had left him. “We both know it. Heis my family and my
lord—I love him. But he'slost control. We both heard what he said to Hugh.”

“Why should | bein danger, my lord?’ She straightened, facing him. “My husband would never harm
rre"

“Ordinarily, perhgps not.” Helifted his hands before him, graceful, just like his brother. “ But heisnot an
ordinary man.”

“No,” she agreed. “Heisnot.”
“Jedousy isapowerful emotion, Amiranth. | wonder if you know how powerful.”

There was anew shade to him, something that had her immediately aert. She glanced to the open
doorway, the hollow landing beyond it, then back to Liam. Amiranth began to move toward the door.

“Tristan has no need to be jealous, my lord.”

“No, hehasn't, hashe?’ Liam appeared to anticipate her thoughts; it seemed to her he moved leisurdly,
but he was to the door before she was, directly in her path. “ Tristan has everything. A cadtle, atitte—a
lovely wife...” One hand reached out. Before she could retreat he sent hisfingers down her cheek, a
gliding stroke. Amiranth caught hiswrigt, pushing it from her, but he only twisted in her grip to take her
hand now, holding her tightly when she tried to tug away. They stayed like that for abreethlessinstant,
eyeslocked, very close.

“All those years you spent done a Safere,” Liam murmured, so soft. “I wonder that | never visited.”

“I’'m certain you were busy,” she said past her teeth, and with ajerk pulled free of him, circling to the



door.

Now Liam only watched her go. “He needsto belocked away, Amiranth, for hisown safety, if not
yours. The king’s men will come soon for the death of Hugh. | will follow honor and tell them the truth
about Tristan, and what he said to my cagtellan. Will you?’

Amiranth did not answer, turning instead to see the growing light of alamp flickering up thewals of the
stairway. Footsteps sounded now, strong and steady, and she knew, with al of her heart, who
approached the solar.

She had time only to look swiftly back at Liam; he had moved away from her, far away, back to the
columns again. Shelogt hisface to the gloom.

Trigtan topped the sairs, the lamp casting him with wild, dancing shadows, revealing the dark glitter to his
eyes. He had a amile that sent chills down her arms, but as he entered the room al he said was, “Here
you area last.” Hiseyesflicked to take them both in. Amiranth pressed her hands together nervoudy,
then deliberately stopped, smoothing them down her skirts.

Tristan walked easily into the chamber, greeting his brother in that bland, even voice that degpened her
chill.

“And hereyou are aswell, my brother. What luck.”

“My lord.” Liam bowed. Amiranth hoped Tristan had not noticed the short glance he threw to her at the
end of it.

“Amiranth.” She turned to see Tristan seated in agreat chair—not the one that had held the sword—one
with cushions of soft green and deep gold, wide, dark arms of mahogany. The lamp glowed fitfully on the
table beside him. Helifted ahand to her, beckoning. She could not read his expression.

She crossed to him dowly, filled with unreasonable guilt—to be caught here, in this place, with his
brother—even though she had done nothing wrong. Even though she had defended him, had come here
searching for him—

Hisskin felt very warm againgt her fingers, hisown closed over hers completely, drawing her firmly
closer, downward, so that she had to St immodestly on hislap or else pull away from him. He kept his
gaze fixed on hers, cold and bright. She wastoo afraid to ook away.

Only when she was seated—awkward across hislegs, blushing—did he release her hand and her eyes,
looking back to Liam, who had not moved.

“Well met, brother. | wished to speak with you.”

“My lord.” Liam gave another bow, shorter.

“I am curious. Why have your people ceased preparations to depart my castle?”’
“Havethey? Perhapsit was the murder, my lord. They are unsettled.”

“| s

Amiranth felt Tristan’ stouch on her shoulder, hishand diding down to her forearm, following the back of
her hand to her waist. The hest of his palm seemed to burn through her there; he spread hisfingers across
her, then began to rub her midriff inadow, lazy circle.



“You' |l want to speak with them, then. Assurethem al iswell. | doubt very much thereisany jeopardy
tothem.”

With Tristan behind her she could not see hisface, but she saw Liam’s. He was staring at the movement,
Tristan’shand againgt her, the circles steady, rhythmic. Her blush heightened.

“Soon the danger will be gone,” Tristan continued, affable. “Don’'t you think so, Liam?’
“Aye. | hopeit.”
“I know it.”

Amiranth attempted to shift position. Tristan halted her easily, hishand dtilling, pressing her back to him.
His other hand came around her, up by her neck. She felt him tug at acurl that had loosened from the
delicate netting. It fell free down her chest, cool against the warmth of her skin.

“Therewasatime,” Tristan said, contemplative, “when the thought of deeth pained me greetly. | did not
even enjoy the hunt. Do you remember that, Liam?’

“If you say, my lord.”

“What—you don't recall? It was one of the few things we had in common, | believe. Y ou could not bear
the sight of blood. Y ou wereterrified of knives, of deeth...just the Sight of abloodied stag dways sent
you crying asaboy. Y ou used to beg me not to hunt, hanging on to my legs.” He paused for amoment
as hisfingers did through thelock of her hair, wrapping around the gold of it. 1 fear | did not need much
persuasion. There was aways too much degth in this castle for my taste. Unlike some, | did not reve in
it.” Hisfingerstilled. “Today | find it—not as troubling as before.”

Liam leaned back againgt the pillar, crossing hisarms. “ The consegquence of war, no doubt. You are at
ease with killing now, | suppose.”

Shefdt anew tension tighten through Tristan, his absolute quiet. Then his hand moved again, stroking,
rubbing his knuckles against the swell of flesh above her bodice.

“No doubt,” he said dowly. “But you've changed aswell, Liam. | confess| am surprised at the
differencesthe passing of time may bring about in aman.”

“Areyou, my lord? Well, it' s been avery long while, after al. The years bring many changesto usadl.”

Tristan laughed, though it did not sound mirthful to Amiranth, but more of something icy and deep. “Aye,
| suppose you' reright. Eight years may do anything to anyone, | think. Indeed, some men might grow to
become quite. ..covetous over such atime.”

There was an edge of menace to the air now; it was not her imagination, and not trifling. She was not
fooled by Tristan’s casua words, or by the shameless stroking he continued across her breast. Liam was
gtaring behind her now, gtiff and tall, deliberately ignoring Tristan’ s repeated massage over her skin.

Tristan spoke again. “ So. Y ou’ ve outgrown your childish fears of blood. Y ou must find that very helpful
for who you are today.”

“Who | am, my lord?’
“Aye” replied Tristan lazily. “A murderer. Killer of your own castellan.”

No one moved, no one spoke. From the great hall below Amiranth heard the faint, echoing sounds of the



safs, and the hush of her own breath, suspended.

“I found the sword, you know,” Tristan continued, amost conversationd. “ And my wife found the cloak.
Did you truly think such smpletricks could harm me?’

Liam'sarms dowly uncrossed. Amiranth saw the flash of emotion on hisface—anger or fear, shedidn’t
know—aquickly veiled, a swift glance to her and then back to Tristan again.

“Y ou speak of nonsense, brother.”
“Oh?1 think not, brother .”

With Trigtan’ slight urging at her waist she stood, moving aside as he rose after her, walking around the
chamber, coming closeto Liam. The flame of the lamp seemed to dim as he passed.

“I was not the one who threatened Hugh Fletcher,” Liam said quickly. “I was not the onewho held a
sword to him!”

“No,” Tristan agreed, with afaint, wintry smile. “That was |, most certainly.”
“Youadmit it!” Liam looked to her, hisvoice not assure asit could be. “Y ou admit you killed him!”

“I admit that | would have, had he crossed mefurther.” Tristan's eyes narrowed, a sharp, wicked
look—adevil look—coming over him. “1 admit that he wasin grave, grave danger from me. Shall | tell

youwhy?’
Amiranth took a step forward. “ Tristan—"

Heignored her, focused on the other man, speaking with steely calm. * Because he threatened my wife.
That wasall. Y et that, | assure you, was everything, and the only thing | needed to draw blood. | will not
tolerate any threat to what ismine.”

Liam glanced to her again, and there could be no mistaking his countenance now: dy triumph.
“Trigan,” Amiranth said again, coming closer. “ Stop talking.”

Liam began to inch away in small, sdeways steps as he watched Tristan, who only stared back at him,
unmoving.

“But | did not kill him,” her husband said, adark shadow edged in golden light. 1 did not, because you
did it for me. Didn’t you?’

“Becam,” Liam urged, still moving. “Be cam, brother. Y ou are confused. Y ou don't know what you

w_"
“I know exactly what | say. | know akiller when | see one. | know your face—in the past eight years
I’ve seen awedth of it, that deadnessin your eyes. That gap in your soul. | know you very well indeed,
killer.”

The devil’ slook about Tristan grew keener, tense muscles and the whisper of cold danger al around him,
of something darkly fleet, barely contained. He wastdler than his brother, broader of shoulder, aclear
and looming peril.

With ddliberate care he lifted his hand to the dagger at hiswaist. Liam watched him do it, smiling now as
if in disbelief. His voice took on the coaxing note meant to soothe a savage temper.



“Think clearly, brother. Of course| did not kill my man. Y our timein Mirgaux has baffled your mind,
thet'sall.”

“Hasit?’ Thedagger camefree. It gleamed slver and yellow, seemed anatura extension of Tristan's
hand.

Liam had hisown knife, the hilt of it very visible, tucked into hisbelt. Hedid not reach for it, but
Amiranth could see that he wanted to. He findly looked darmed, asif only now realizing what might
happen. His steps became gtilted, easing around alarge column, hiseyes on Tristan's blade.

“Come, my lord—you are distressing your wife. Put down the dagger.”

“My wife?” Tristan seemed fully a ease, moving with the shadows, adow, reentless pursuit. “Oh yes.
My wife.” Hisvoiceraised dightly. “ Amiranth. What was the name of my prison in France?’

“I—What?’ Shetore her gaze from the terrible diding gleam of his blade, back to hisface, the demonic
amile

“The prison, my love.”
She stared at him, confounded. “1 don’t know. Tristan, please—"
“Did you hear that, Liam? She does not know. Can you guess why?’

Amiranth began to approach them both. She didn’t know what she could do; Tristan’ s face terrified her,
amask of ice, no emotions at dl beyond that frightening cold. She could not alow him to harm Liam. She
could not dlow himto risk himsdf, hislife, for that.

He hdted her with asmple look, freezing her in place, ferocity barely contained behind his eyes. She
caught aglimpse of eternity in the black of his gaze—torture, imprisonment—and understood then that
whatever compelled him now would not be easily stopped.

He turned that gaze back to Liam. “Because | never told her. | never told anyone the name of that place.
Mirgaux. | believe that’ sthe very first timel’ ve ever even said it doud. So how do you know of it?
Unless...”

Liam drew hisblade. “Y ou are mad!”
“Unlesstherewas aransom, after dl,” Tristan finished.

Amiranth made anoise, asound of breathless horror. Liam risked another ook to her, hiseyeswide. His
voice rang off the stones.

“There was no ransom!”

“Redly?’ Tristan did atrick with the dagger, twirling it in hisfingers, so that the metal became ablur.
Before she could blink he held it ready again, closeto Liam. “Then how did you know the name?’

“Y ou mentioned it!”
“No.” A dngleword, totd conviction.

“Stay back!” Liam lunged a him. Amiranth cried out, darting forward, but Tristan had aready knocked
the dagger aside. The two men grappled for amoment, struggling, damming into her with heavy force.
She stlaggered sdeways, falling againgt one of the columns and then to the floor, landing across something



long and flat, pressed hard into her ribs. Tristan’s sword. Amiranth grasped it in an ingtant, pulling it to
her, finding her feet again. When sheturned, Tristan held Liam by an arm around histhroat, histeeth
bared, hisface taut with effort. Liam had both hands around Tristan’sarm, pulling, gaining nothing by it.
A dagger glinted on the floor across the room.

V oices came from behind the solar door, muffled, worried. Liam focused ingtantly on her, one hand now
stretched out, appedling.

“Amiranth! Heis mad!”
Still hugging the sword, she ran to the door, did the bolt home.
“My lord? My lady?’

She didn’'t know who that was. Past the panicked rush of her heartbedt, it could have been anyone. “All
iswell here,” she cdled past thewood. “Go awvay.”

“Areyou cartan?’ Perhgps Slas s voice—or one of Liam’smen, spying, close....
“Begonel” she said sharply. “We will summon you when you are needed!”

Tristan watched her, fiendish handsome and glittering eyes, savagery in every line of him. He bent his
head to speak softly into the other man’ s ear.

“Outnumbered, | fear. Admit the truth, Liam, and mayhap I ll et you live.”
“Amiranth!”
Sowly she shook her head at Liam, staying back against the door.

“I have ataste for blood, you know,” Tristan whispered. “It' swhat you’ ve been saying dl adong, isn'tit?
| changed in prison. | held the hand of death and welcomed it. Admit what you did to Fletcher, or | vow
you will suffer what I’ velearned.”

“Nothing! | did nothing to him!”

“You've hardly convinced me, boy.” Hetightened his grip, and Amiranth watched asthe other man's
face grew distorted.

“I'll tell you! 1 will!” Liam took agasping breath of air, trying to jerk away, but Tristan held him fast. “L et
mefreg!”

Without warning Tristan released him, spinning him around, the point of his dagger gppearing from
nowhereto rest at the sde of the man’s neck.

“So. Tdk.”

But Liam said nothing, panting, holding histhroat. His eyes darted around the chamber, furtive. She saw
it then, saw it full and clear: the cunning on him, the crud twist to his mouth, brutal wrath no longer
disguised.

“Youdidit, didn't you?’ Amiranth asked quietly, standing by the door. “ Sweet Mary. Did you even think
twice about it? Killing an innocent man—for what?’

“For Glynwallen,” Tristan answered her. “And for you, | think, my lady. Little Liam grew up to become



quite an opportunist, it seems. He wanted far more than Merlyff. He thought to take the chance to turn
you againg me, and seizeit dl. Hedid it for wedlth, and title, and a demesne any would envy. | know
that feding well.” Tristan gave ashort laugh, acrid. “ But you' ve logt, boy. And so you' velost everything.”

Liam charged suddenly, striking at Tristan, the hand with the blade, and then the two of them were
battling again, figsflying.

Amiranth moved forward almost tranquilly, freeing the sword she held from the scabbard, walking to
them. Pressing it againgt Liam’ sneck, and then his chest.

It checked both men ingtantly, panting, staring at her. The blade felt surprisingly light in her hands, easy to
yield. She used the pressure of it to force Liam to back away from her husband.

All her panicked fears of before were gone. It was a peculiar fedling, to be unafraid of this moment, with
the promise of death so close dl about them. Y et Amiranth felt strong, impassive. Therewasonly a
black, unholy thing rising through her, like the moon passing over the sun, blocking out al light; shedid
not recognize hersdf amid it.

Just one thought seemed to matter to her now, and so Amiranth asked the question that fronted the mass
of that eclipse within her:

“I want to know. How many demands of ransom were there for him?’
Liam did not answer. A thin line of blood was seeping from hisnose. He glared at her, setting hisjaw.

“How many?’ she asked again, still so mild, and pressed harder with the sword. Liam flinched. She
watched it, detached.

“Amiranth,” Tristlan murmured, just behind her.

“I want to know,” she repested, very composed. “1 spent years waiting for you. | spent years dying,
because you were dead. And now | want to know.”

Silence; neither man spoke.

“How many demands?’ she hissed, and suddenly knew the eclipse for what it was. wrath and fury,
something well beyond her, dark and deep and reckless. She took a step toward Liam, her hands firm on
the sword, and pushed a him alittle harder, searching for blood.

“Two,” said Liam, backing away. Amiranth followed, sword up, until he was pressed againgt awall, his
hands flat behind him. She kept her eyes on thetip of the blade, the blossom of crimson she saw just
beginning to stain histunic there.

“Three,” he gasped, when she pushed at him again, and hisface was moist with swest.
“By heavens,” shesaid camly, “I think I’ll kill you mysdlf for that.”

A hand closed over her own, tanned fingers, warm. She redlized that she was shaking now, adistant
trembling that had taken over her entire body. Tristan moved beside her, urging her back, hisfingers
dipping over hers, grasping the sword.

Shedlowed it, releasing her grip. She could not fed her arms any longer; she could not fed anything.

Tristan stood beside her now, keeping the sword aimed at the other man. He threw her one quick,
hidden |ook—and then a shadowed smile.



“It seemswe have a problem, don’t we?’ he said to Liam, who had dumped against the wall, clutching at
hischest. “A truecrimind in our midst. A member of my own family, God forgive you, turned murderer
and thief.” Hissmilegrew thinner, aruthless curl to hislips. “And people call me mad.”

Liam lifted hishand from histunic, staring at the blood across his pam. Then he looked at them both, his
face turned rash, cardess. “What of it? What do you think to do about it, my dread lord?Y ou have no
proof of any of it. None but Fletcher and | knew of the ransom demands. And | can easily find adozen
men to vouch for me the night he died—twice as many to swear to your madness!”

“True,” Tristan said, musing. The blade of the sword tilted in the light, an adept twist back and forth,
shining sted and distant gold, adrop of bright red at thetip of it. “When the king’s men come, it shdl be
your word againg mine.”

“And mine,” vowed Amiranth, low and vehement. “ And my brother’s. Y ou may be very certain the Earl
of Iving will assure our king that my husband isright and sane.”

Trigtan lifted the sword dightly, turning it again, asif to examine the blade. Liam did not move.

“It gppears your word won't suffice, brother. So | think we have asmple choice. Shdl 1 kill you now?
Or will you go?1 offer you your life—which is more than you deserve, but I'm in agenerous mood.
Ligen well. Take your knights—their wives, dl of them—and leave my demesne tonight. In fact, you
must leave England altogether. | suggest France.” Tristan had asmile that was not asmile, gentleand
cold, to match hisvoice. “Y ou dready have the name of aplacethereto live, don’t you? Or stay, and
take your chances now against me. I’ ve dready sent for the king' sinquisitors. Another death will merdly
gparethem atrip.”

Liam seemed to falter, his eyes on the sword, a paleness coming over him, harsh against the red blood on
hisface.

“Youdon't dareharm me,” he said, but Amiranth heard the doubt in hisvoice. “You don’t darekill me.”

“I wasaonein my husband’ ssolar,” she said evenly, “when Lord Liam came to me. He seemed crazed,
frenzied. He spoke of nonsense—said he loved me beyond reason, though | tried to flee. He attacked
me, tore at my gown, my hair. Praise God my husband came to defend me. Praise God my good lord
was hereto stop him. We wept for his death, but there was no choice.”

Tristan nodded, thoughtful. Liam grew pder.

“Itistime,” Tristan said, matter-of-fact. “What say you? Life gpart from these shores—or desth now,
and my own satisfaction?’

“If I go—they’ll think I’'m running, that | killed Hugh Hetcher!”
“Sothey will.” Trisgan smiled again. “But it isonly the truth, isit not?’
“Damnyou!”

Amiranth watched Liam struggle to accept it, the inevitable outcome. His eyes were glazed, hisfingers
curledtofigts.

“I'll go,” he gpat findly.
“Now. With dl your people,” Tristan prompted.



“Aye_"

“Excdlent. Oh, and take this thought with you.” Very smoothly Tristan aimed the blade to Liam’ s heart
once again, hisarm adtraight line, clean and strong. “1 know your face, boy. | know your name and those
of dl who travel with you, and | will have spies everywhere. Wherever you go, | will know it. Should you
return to England, | will know it. | shall not be so merciful in the future. If the king'sarmy does not catch
you, | will.”

Hegave Liam ahard stare, adding softly, “And | vow there shal be no second or third chancesfor you.”
He stepped back, sword still raised, then threw Amiranth another of his secret smiles.

“Letin my steward, love. He swaiting most anxioudy behind that door, along with agood number of my
men. They’'ll make afine escort to the coast for my brother and his company.”

F IVEDAYSHAD PASSED.

It wasjust after sunrise, and Amiranth had watched it come from atop the gatehouse, colored light spilling
over the tregtops, trimming the clouds with gold and pink and orange. There wasnowind at al up here,
not even the mildest of breezes, and so sounds carried well up thewalls: the bustle of the workersin the
bailey below, the soft whickering of the horses of Tristan’ s guard asthey crossed the gate, the low voices
of men, beginning only now to return from the shore.

Tristan was among them. He had |eft with sturdy Evan, the castellan, and amighty contingent of hismen,
al of them armed and vigilant around the hostility of Liam and his group. They had departed in the deep
of the night, just as Tristan said they would, the whole of them shuffled beyond the gates of the castle and
into afuture that none could predict.

She did not weep for them. Although she knew Tristan had taken from them all weapons, he had let them
keep their goods and riches—they would not starve. It was afairer fate than he himself had been
condemned to, she thought.

They left in groups, both quiet and cursing, but Amiranth had no patience for their complaints. Such wily
heartswould surely find their way in theworld. Aslong asit was not here. Aslong asit spared her
husband.

So the danger had fled the gates of Glynwallen, and Liam wastruly gone, and now—at las—Amiranth
caught sight of Tristan riding in, sitting splendid and tall on his destrier, avirtuous knight returning home
from ajourney that had seemed to Amiranth longer than timeitself.

He lifted hisface and found her amid the cream-colored stones. One arm raised, a greeting. She leaned
out over the carved unicorn and waved back to him.

“My lord returns,” said Silas James softly, a her sde.
((Aye."

She waited for him up here done, and it was not long before Tristan was triding to her dong the



wall-walk, handsome with the painted sky all around him. Thelineson hisface seemed deepened, his gait
dower than usua beneath the glinting weight of hismail and plates. But the expression on hisface was
pure gladness—enough to catch her bregth in her throat, an answering happiness coursing through her.

Amiranth took the fina stepsto him, pressing her face againgt his shoulder, metal and man, feding his
arms come around her and his head rest againgt hers. They did not speak for along while. When she
looked up again the sun had broken free of the clouds, and Tristan gazed down at her with eyesto match
thefair morning, clear and warm.

“They’re gone, out to sea, every one of them.” He placed akiss on her forehead, giving the smallest of
qghs
She said to his shoulder, “It does not seem fair, to let him go free. Not after what he did to you.”

Hisreply was gentle. “Perhgpsitisn't. But it isthe wiser course. For al that he' sdone, heisyet my
brother. And | don't believe I’ m ready for another degth...not even his.”

“Unfair,” shemurmured anyway.
“Aye” heagreed, weary. “Lifeisfull of such afate. | have had my share of it, my lady.”

“But no more.” Sheraised her head and touched hisface softly, carefully, tracing the linesaround his
mouth with thetips of her fingers.

Hislasheslowered, comely features and golden sun, the aspect of a pagan king falling across him once
again, amythic grace that lingered as he lifted his eyes, a solemn look.

“Merlyff isfree now.” His hand came up, cupped her cheek. “If you want—if you wish it dtill, you may
go.”

He spoke carefully, dispassionately, but she could see what it cost him. She could seethe suffering in his
eyes.

“I won't keep you here, Amiranth. | don’t want to hold you by force.”

She gtarted to speak and he stopped her, kissing her quick and hard before backing away. Thefirst
morning breeze came to them then, stirring hishair, lifting it to catch the sheen of therising sun. With greet
care Tristan went to his knees before her—not pleading, but proud and dow, taking in her face. She
stood silent as the breeze came again, pushing against her skirts.

“But if you stay,” Tristan said, “1 will make up for our past. | loveyou with dl that | am. | love your heart,
your spirit, and aye, your body. Y ou make mefed such things| never knew. Y ou make meredize | have
good causeto live, and stay aive. Y ou were with me al those years away, Amiranth, through al the pain
and loneliness—you were therein my heart. Y ou don't have to believe me, but | swear it strue” He
shook his head, solemn, golden bright. “I know | don’t deserveyou, but I'll spend the rest of my life
trying to be worthy of you.”

When she did not move, he added smply, “I promise.”

They stayed motionless for amoment. Her words were trapped in her throat; she could not speak, her
hopes were so gredt.

“Please” hesad, in agtrained voice. “Please, Amiranth. Don't leave me done. | don't want—I don't
want to be without you again.”



It was that which freed her, the anguish in him, lancing through her, deep and powerful. She went to him,
taking up his hands, helping himtorise.

“I never stopped loving you,” shesaid. “I tried, and could not.” She shook her head, smiling up at him,
sunlight in her eyes. “Since | wasagirl, dl | ever wanted wasto spend my lifewith you, Tristan Geraint.
I’m grown now, and not such afool to let you go again.”

He stared at her, and she followed the transformation in him as it happened: his stoic look turned to
amazement, and then rdlief. His own smile came, glorious, and then Tristan gave awondering laugh,
bringing her to him, fast and certain.

“Oh, God.” Herocked her close, hislipson her hair. “It seems| was fool enough for us both.”
“Aye, my lord, you were. But fortune smileson foals, I’ ve heard.”

Helaughed again, ajoyous sound that rumbled through her, and then pulled back to gaze into her eyes,
30 handsome and determined. “1’ |l take what fortune | can, if it means| get you.”

“Aswill I, my brave knight.”

Amiranth lifted her head for hiskiss, ddighting in it, the sweet sensation of her love, her husband—her
hero—come home at last, cherishing her close.

Epilogue

I N THE DEPTHS OF A DUSKY ROOM A COUPLE SLEPT peacefully in agreat bed, dark and fair intertwined,

nestled together benegath sheets and furs. A gleaming canopy of golden cloth swayed with the occasiona
draft, thefdling folds of it offering asoft rustling in the night.

The room was large and well furnished, filled with elegant chairs and tables, large chests and gilded
drawers. Roses and rushesturned the air fragrant, a gentle reminder of the summer day that would come
with the dawn.

Onthe chair closest to the dwindling fire was along, embroidered cushion, tilted so that it caught the last
of the light. It glimmered even in the dimness, an intricate scene of two swans side by side on asapphire
lake, their heads curved together, sharing their secrets beneath the sparkling stars.
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