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Prologue

A forest in Northern Wales, 1163

e was coming.

Gwendolyn heard the baying of Owain’s hounds;
they were close now, and their frenzied howls helped her
to cover the distance to the clearing. Finally stumbling to
a halt, she leaned against a tree, her legs numb and her
breath rasping as she opened the fold of her tunic to
check the babe nestled against her breast. Despite the
jostling pace they’d been forced to take, her child still
slept peacefully, one tiny thumb tucked into its rosebud
mouth.

A rush of love so great that it threatened to stop what
little breath was left in her swept through Gwendolyn; she
blinked away her tears and leaned down to kiss the babe’s
ebony curls. But as she moved, a tangled lock of her own
golden hair fell forward, and with a mewling sound the
child stirred, as if it would begin to cry.
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“Hush, now, angel,” Gwendolyn murmured, stroking
the silken cheek, even as her gaze frantically searched the
wood around them. This was the spot; it had to be. A
gnarled tree, bent almost to the ground with age, loomed
ahead of her just as they’d described. A small circle of
oddly shaped stones jutted from the mossy earth nearby.
"Twas the Druid place of worship, and ’twas here that
she’d been told to bring her babe.

The clamoring of the dogs filled Gwendolyn’s ears
again, their howls closer than before. They’d picked up
her scent for sure. Panicked moans rose to her throat as
she took a few more running steps, clinging to the soft,
warm weight of her child; her tear-filled gaze swung from
one end of the tiny clearing to the other. Sweet Jesu, what
if the Druids hadn’t come?

At that moment a rustling noise drew her attention; as
if fashioned from the forest itself, a woman stepped into
the stone circle. She was dressed in a coarse bliaud of
brown and green, and strange tattoos—Druid honor
marks—rimmed her fingernails and continued up her
hands to her arms.

With a kind nod, the woman reached out, saying softly,
“Give me the babe now, my lady. There isn’t much time.”

Gwendolyn paused, but the hounds’ chorus rose again,
vicious in its intensity. With a choked cry, she reached into
her tunic and took her child from its haven against her skin.
Murmuring wordless sounds of love, she cradled its head
and pressed her lips once more to its downy curls. Tears
blinded her as she kept up the sing-song humming, nuz-
zling her babe and breathing in its sweet, milky fragrance.

Knowing that she’d never have the chance again.

Too soon it was time. Her arms trembled violently as
the Druid woman took the child from her with a gentle
touch; her sobs gained in force while she watched the
woman back away. As if from the end of a long tunnel, she
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heard the quiet assurance that this was for the best. That
they would keep the babe safe and secure. And then the
Druid was gone, melted back into the woodland as if she
were part of the trees and leaves that whispered their
melancholy song to the sky.

Gwendolyn sank slowly to the ground, emptiness en-
gulfing her—a huge black hole that had once been filled
with the tender miracle of her child. All that kept her
from curling up in the dirt and letting Owain’s dogs have
her was the knowledge that she wasn’t done yet. A real-
ization that told her she could still do more to protect her
babe, still draw attention away from the Druid woman’s
presence.

Dragging herself to her feet, Gwendolyn ran back to-
ward the brutal howling of the dogs, the crashing sounds
of the army Owain led in quest of her. She veered sud-
denly to the left, her feet flying over roots and stones, her
heart thumping, and her chest aflame as she sought to di-
vert her pursuers’ attention to her.

Before long the burning in her lungs forced her to stop
again. She could go no farther, but she hoped against hope
that it would be enough.

An eerie stillness settled over the woodland as she bent
over, gasping for air. Dimly, she realized that it was odd to
hear no chattering of animals or birds high in the trees.
Even the baying of the dogs had fallen silent.

In the next instant, she knew why.

With a violent snapping of branches, Prince Owain
strode into view before her. Slowly, she straightened and
pushed aside her tangled hair to look up at him—the mas-
sive, stunning warrior that was her lord husband.

For a while he gazed at her without speaking, his face
grim under the blue war designs painted on his cheeks and
brow. Far off through the trees, she could see the sun
winking on the weapons and shields of his vast army, kept
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at a distance so that he could confront his errant wife in
private. A shaft of light slanted down on him as well, turn-
ing his ebony hair to a blue-black halo above him, making
him look like some kind of dark angel come to gain
vengeance on her for her sins.

“What have you done with our child?”” he finally asked,
his voice gruff with suppressed emotion.

“Our babe is not the Legend, Owain,” she whispered,
searching him with her gaze, trying to make him under-
stand. “Why can’t you see? The birthmark, the signs . . .
they mean nothing. The child is innocent, and I could not
let you—"

“Where is she?” he growled, taking a threatening step
toward her, his obsidian eyes glittering. “Do not toy with
me, Gwendolyn. Give her to me now. I vow that you will
not relish the consequences of disobeying me further.”

A kind of calm filled her as she faced this powerful
man who’d once professed to love her above all else. This
Welsh prince who’d bargained away nearly half of his for-
tunes only a year ago in order to gain the privilege of wed-
ding her.

She raised one shaky, dirt-smeared hand to her face,
brushing her fingers over her eyes. But her mind was
clear, her heartbeat steady at last. He wouldn’t get her
child. Nay, little Gwynne was safe from his plots and his
obsessions. His dreams of war and glory. Nothing else
mattered.

“She is gone, Owain. Gone for good, to a place that is
safe from the bloodshed you planned for her. You will
never see her again.” She paused, glancing away and
blinking back her tears before adding huskily, “And nei-
ther will I.”

A metallic scraping sound pulled her gaze to her hus-
band again. Light glinted off the deadly length of his
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blade, reflecting the dangerous shadows shifting in his
eyes.

“You are wrong, Gwendolyn,” he murmured, his voice
all the more menacing for its softness. “I will see her
again. Our child is the Legend reborn, and once I have fin-
ished what must be done here, I will scour every moun-
tain, search beneath every rock and tree in all of Wales. I
will move heaven and earth if need be—and I promise
you, I will find her.”

He strode forward, then, coming at her with the confi-
dent gait of a predator who has finally cornered his prey.

Gwendolyn froze for an instant before gasping and
leaping into action, spurred on by an impulse as old as
time. Spinning away from him, she began to run again,
though the branches whipped back to scratch her and
sharp stones cut into her feet. She took final, hopeless
flight, because she knew exactly what was happening
here. She’d seen it in Owain’s eyes . . .



Chapter 1
~OC -~

The wood beyond Dunston Castle
The border of England and Wales
Fourteen years later

She hadn’t come.

Frowning, Aidan ducked around one of the tower-
ing stones that ringed the clearing. The ancient circle
stood as a remnant of times long ago—days of myth, sor-
cery, and legend. And it was magic, their secret meeting
place. Here he and Gwynne had spent countless hours,
free from the weight of prying eyes or the restraints others
might wish to impose upon a gentle Welsh lass and her
forbidden English suitor.

“Gwynne, are you here?” he called out, appalled to
hear the quaver in his voice. He quelled his weakness with
a grimace, saying more firmly, “Gwynne, answer me!”

That was better. It wouldn’t do for him to sound uncer-
tain. Not today of all days. Today he must be confident
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and strong, as befitted the fifteen-year-old son of Dun-
ston’s lord. He must be sure of himself if he hoped to con-
vince Gwynne that what he planned for them was right.

“Gwynne!” He stalked forward so quickly that the
edge of his tunic caught on a felled branch, snapping the
wood with a resounding crack.

“For goodness’ sake, Aidan, I’'m over here. You needn’t
bellow,” Gwynne scolded, making him jump as he spun to
face her.

She sat cross-legged on top of one of the ancient stones
only a few paces away, looking down at him with mischief
in her silver gaze. The sun caressed her face and glinted
on the fall of raven hair that hung past her waist like a
cloak, concealing what she held cupped in her palms. He
saw with a flush of pleasure that she wore the circlet of
wildflowers he’d woven and left for her here this morning,
when he’d departed Dunston on a pretext of hunting.
Perching atop the stone, she looked like some kind of fey
lass come to him through the misty veils of time.

Just beyond the stone, a crow with a splinted wing—
one of the many creatures he knew she relished taking in
and healing—hopped a little ways off, as if nonplussed by
his thunderous entrance. She glanced at it, crooning softly
before directing her sparkling gaze at Aidan once more.

He couldn’t help but smile at her daring. She was a
fearless thing, he thought, biting the inside of his cheek.
Especially for a girl.

“What are you doing up there?” he demanded with
mock ire.

She didn’t respond, instead grinning as she shrugged
her shoulders and arched her brow in that maddening way
of hers.

“Well, you must come down at once. We may be almost
of an age, but that doesn’t mean your bones won’t break as
badly as a child’s if you fall from there.”
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“Nay, I'll not come down.” She shook her head, her
hair rippling about her. ““ *Tis too good an angle.”

“For what?”

By the time his bemused mind caught up with his in-
stincts, it was too late. With a shriek of glee, Gwynne sat
up straight and began pelting him with the handfuls of
acorns she’d been hoarding. He shouted as the nuts found
their mark with stinging accuracy; then yelling a playful
war cry, he launched himself at her and pulled her from
the stone. She fell on him, scattering the flower petals
from her circlet all around, and they laughed and rolled to-
gether on the soft grass, coming to rest, finally, with him
lying half atop her.

Breathless, he smiled and gazed into her eyes as he
brushed a tendril from her brow. He could wait no longer.
Leaning down, he tasted her lips as he’d been aching to.
His mouth slid smoothly against hers, and he was gratified
when she lifted herself into him. She threaded her cool
fingers through his hair, causing tingles of pleasure to
tighten his groin and jolt every inch of his skin to full
awareness.

No matter how many times he kissed her, he knew he’d
never get enough. He knew it with the burning certainty of
youth; he’d never stop feeling this rush of sensation—or
the tantalizing thoughts that followed of what he wished
to do with her, ways he wanted to touch her.

But that must needs come later, he reminded himself.
Later, after he’d made her his own in truth and by law.

With a groan, he rolled away, settling for lying at her
side. Wordlessly, she slipped her hand into his, and their
fingers intertwined as naturally as the breeze wafting
through the trees near their magic circle. Together they
gazed up at the smooth blue canopy of the sky above
them.

The splinted crow disturbed their peace for a moment
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when he hopped over to peck at Gwynne’s tiny, expended
weapons, but they ignored him. The late summer sun
blanketed them with warmth; insects hummed, the grass
felt soft beneath them, and the wind swished through the
trees, adding music to the scented air around them.

It was time, Aidan decided.

“Gwynne, | have something to ask of you.”

“Aye?” she said softly, tilting her head to look at him.

He held his breath, focusing on her gaze; then he just
let the words tumble out. “Marry me, Gwynne. Marry me
here and now, in the circle. If we betroth ourselves in the
age-old way, no one will ever be able to part us. Ever.”

“Marry you?” Gwynne sat up slowly. The smile faded
from her face, replaced by an expression of wonder.

“Aye. Marry me today!” Aidan pushed himself up next
to her. “Ilove you, Gwynne. I’ve loved you since the day |
found you picking berries in the glen—so long that I can-
not remember what my life was like before you. I want to
pledge myself to you, if you’ll have me.”

“You wish to wed me?” Gwynne asked, her voice laced
with tears and such heartbreaking uncertainty that he
reached up to cup her face and gaze into her eyes again.

“Aye, love, truly. If you feel as I do, then this day we
can become one.”

“Oh, Aidan, I wish it more than anything!”

Relief flooded him, and he leaned in to kiss her again.
But she pulled back suddenly, taking his hands and
frowning.

“What of your father? Will he not oppose this?”

Aidan stiffened.

“Mam will be furious when she learns that we’ve
wed,” she continued, “and she has nothing to lose. But
Lord Sutcliffe—"

“My father needn’t know anything of our betrothal,” he
broke in harshly. “Not yet, anyway.”
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She looked like she was going to cry again, and Aidan
cursed himself. Softening his tone, he added, “I know my
duty to my father and my family well, Gwynne. It has
been bred into me from the cradle—whether I wish it or
nay, I must become a knight without peer for King Henry,
a warrior to carry on the de Brice name and reputation in
England.” He looked down. “In truth, I learned only this
morn that I must leave Dunston Castle within the week to
foster as a squire with my father’s cousin, Rexford de
Vere, the Earl of Warrick, so that I may begin to fulfill my
service and my destiny.”

“Leave?”

Now ’twas Gwynne’s turn to press her gentle palms to
his face, pulling him to her, forcing him to meet her gaze.
Her eyes welled with tears; one crystalline drop escaped,
its liquid path marring the silk of her cheek. “You will
leave Dunston in a week, Aidan? You will leave me?”

“I must leave Dunston, Gwynne, aye,” he answered,
his chest tightening as he said it. “But never you. Not in
my heart. "Tis why I wish to wed you here and now, in our
magic circle, so that no matter how far I must go, or for
how long, you will know that I am yours. Then, when the
time comes and I am a man in my own right, we will make
our union known. And then none, including my father,
will dare deny it.”

Aidan clenched his fists as he spoke, as if by willing it
s0, it could be. By God, he would make it so. Only a few
years more . . .

A few years more and his father would no longer be
able to bargain with him as a political tool, valuing him
for his promise of manhood and offering it to the highest
bidder amongst the fathers of England’s many young
heiresses. Nay. Then his father would have to accept that
he was wed, bound body and soul to the gentle Welsh girl
who’d captured his heart in the peace of this magic wood.
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“I will make a good life for us, Gwynne, I swear it. But
I must first make my way and free myself of the plans my
father has laid for me.”

She swallowed hard, her face vulnerable with uncer-
tainty and the hope that struggled against it. “If only it
could be so, Aidan,” she whispered. She flung her arms
around his neck and pulled him tight to her, breathing
against his ear, “Yet only say it is, and I will believe.”

“Aye, Gwynne,” he answered huskily, cupping her
head and threading his hands through her exquisite, silken
hair. He breathed in her scent, fresh as the new leaves of
spring, kissing her cheek and the tender spot at the top of
her jaw.

“I vow that I will make it so.”

Pulling back, he gazed at her solemnly. Then he reached
into his tunic and drew out a length of rich emerald-hued
cloth, embroidered with colorful flowers woven through
the openwork pattern of a snow-white cross. Gwynne
gasped at the beauty of it, and Aidan took her hand and
helped her to her feet before draping the fabric over her
fingers.

“’Tis a length of de Brice sacramental cloth, taken
from our chapel,” he said, placing his fingers beneath hers
and wrapping the material round, encircling their joined
hands. “ Twill serve as a sign of God’s presence in our
union.”

Wide-eyed, Gwynne nodded. He reveled in the warmth
of her palm against the back of his hand, held together by
the sacred band. Her lips trembled, and she caught the ten-
der, ruby fullness of the lower curve with her teeth. The
sight of it made Aidan long to kiss her again, to soothe her
cares away with the loving caress of his mouth.

Instead he dragged his gaze from her lips and up to her
eyes, their distinctive color muted now with the depth of
her emotions. She blinked, and he smiled, coaxing a smile
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from her as well. Then he took a deep breath and began
their vows.

“I, Aidan de Brice, son of Gavin de Brice, second Earl
of Sutcliffe, do take thee, Gwynne ap Moran, to be my
wife. I love thee with all my heart and soul, and will bind
myself to thee forever, with this my eternal vow. I do so
swear it.”

She smiled tremulously. “And I, Gwynne ap Moran,
take thee, Aidan de Brice, to be my husband. I love thee
with all that I am, and will keep only unto thee until the
end of time. This I so swear and will abide, heart and soul,
until I die.”

They stood for a moment, just gazing at each other. Fi-
nally, Aidan said quietly, “Then it is done, Gwynne. By
the laws of England and Wales, we are husband and wife.”
He swallowed. “All that remains now is the final consum-
mation of our vows.”

Her cheeks flushed an enchanting pink, and she gave
him a shy look before glancing away. Aidan grinned, his
heart thudding madly in his chest as he considered their
boldness and the joy he felt in what they’d just done—in
what they had yet to do.

He loosened the embroidered fabric from their hands
and pressed it into her palm. “Take this cloth as my
pledge, Gwynne. [ wish "twas more, but it must needs suf-
fice until I can earn a proper gift for you.”

“Nay, Aidan, ’tis far too costly.”

“Tis yours, Gwynne,” he insisted gently. “Take it and
know of my love for you each time you look upon it.”

“I do not know what to say,” she murmured at last,
bringing the folded fabric to her breast. She gazed at him,
emotion full in her gaze, and another burst of tenderness
shot through him.

“I—I want to give you something too,” she said softly.
Tucking the cloth into her over-tunic, she reached down
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and slid his dagger from the sheath at his waist before he
could speak against it, then brought it up to cut off a
hand’s-length lock of her hair. With deft fingers, she
braided the top to a close, so that when she handed it to
him, the end curled around his palm like dark silk.

“’Tis not so fine a gift as yours,” she said, “but "twill
serve to comfort you, I hope, as your gift will comfort me
during the time we must be parted.”

Aidan was speechless for a moment. He thought his
breath might never flow freely again for the lump that
seemed to have settled in his throat. “Gwynne . ..” he
murmured hoarsely. He swallowed a few times. “I will
treasure it always, Gwynne.” Then, tipping her chin up, he
lowered his mouth to hers, melding their lips in a sacred
kiss. A kiss that spoke more eloquently than his clumsy
words ever could.

She pressed close to him, and he felt her sigh of long-
ing shudder through every inch of his sensitized flesh. She
reached her arms around him, sliding her palms up his
back; the gentle swell of her breasts seemed to brand his
chest, her thighs warm against his. He deepened their kiss,
readying to lower her to the tender grasses within the cir-
cle, aching to complete the now consecrated promise of
their love at long last . . .

Until a piercing scream rent the air.

A slight rumbling sound began to swell in the distance,
increasing in power until the wood around them erupted
into a cacophony of noises: branches breaking and men
shouting. Men with wildly painted blue faces.

Sweet Lord in heaven . . .

Aidan stood stunned for a moment. Everything seemed
to slow to a maddening, surreal pace as he swung his gaze
to Gwynne; she was staring at him, wide-eyed, her mouth
open in horror as she twisted her fingers into the front of
his tunic.
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Oh, God, he had to get her out of here.

Swallowing his panic, he tried to shout, but "twas clear
that she couldn’t hear him. He settled on jerking his head
in the direction of her mother’s cottage, praying that she
understood. Grasping her hands, he led her, stumbling at
first, toward the edge of the stone circle . . .

And then they ran.



Chapter 2
~OC_~—

Near Craeloch Castle, Western England
June, twelve years later

The nightmare had come again last night, choking him
with how real it had seemed, how painful it had
been to relive...the blue-faced devils attacking,
Gwynne clinging to him in fear, her screams going on
and on as the warriors swarmed into the clearing, their
weapons held aloft—the arrow piercing his chest, and
what came after . . .

Aidan rubbed the back of his neck, inhaling sharply of
the early morning mist in an effort to shake the memories.
"Twas fitting, he supposed, that it had come again now; to-
day of all days he needed to remember exactly why he was
here. Of why he had vowed to spend the rest of his life, if
need be, stopping the Welsh rebels from doing to anyone
else what they’d done to him.

To him and Gwynne . . .

15
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He leaned over his steed’s neck, the vapor of his breath
mingling with the cool air as he awaited his prey. Any
moment now the warrior the Welsh called the Dark
Legend would emerge from the forest with his band of
rebels to claim the rich prize he expected to find outside of
Craeloch’s walls—payment in gold, offered in return for
leaving the people in peace, their property and lands
undisturbed.

The bastard would find naught but a trap.

Aidan shifted in his saddle, his muscles tense, his
thoughts racing. It had been a long year hunting these
Welsh outlaws and their powerful, elusive leader. A year
during which the rebellious inhabitants of Wales had gath-
ered in ever increasing numbers, rallying behind the Dark
Legend in raid after raid against English barons and
Marcher lords. Against King Henry himself.

They had to be stopped.

But the Dark Legend was no ordinary enemy. Nay, he
was an opponent of the most deadly kind. A man who’d
risen to mythic proportions in the minds and hearts of the
people who followed him—for according to the bards
who sang of him, he was no ordinary man. They claimed
him to be none other than King Arthur, come back from
his rest in Avalon. The Dark Legend of prophecy, returned
to lead them to freedom from English rule.

Such dangerous fancy could not be allowed to con-
tinue. The man could be the devil himself, as far as Aidan
was concerned; if all went as planned, this day would be
his last.

“There,” Kevyn murmured next to him, nodding to-
ward the glint of metal that shone through the trees across
the clearing. “They approach.”

Aidan swung his gaze to the spot, honing in on his
quarry. “Ready the men for attack,” he answered quietly,
never losing sight of the edge of the forest. As he heard the
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soft call of warning pass down the ranks, his hands tight-
ened, anticipation thrumming through his blood with
every beat of his heart. It was almost time for the battle to
begin—the culmination of all he’d worked so hard to ac-
complish.

Almost time for another chance at redemption.

Suddenly, the chain mail of one of the rebel warriors
caught the morning sun, throwing flashes of light as more
than two dozen Welshmen rode from the wood and into
the clearing, some of them wearing blue war paint, others
helms. Their leader sat proudly atop his steed in front of
them, clasping a magnificent golden shield with the em-
blem of the legendary Arthur—a red dragon, rampant—
emblazoned on its front, going forth as if no one would
dare to oppose his will. As if none possessed the right or
the power to stop him. Aidan watched him, his gaze nar-
rowing as he watched his progress across the field.

Strange. He wasn’t as large as Aidan had imagined
he’d be. Then again, the bard’s tales told not of a brawny
man, but of a dark-haired youth, lean and tall. A mythic
Arthur with sword skills that dazzled the mind and
strange, otherworldly combat moves that froze his disbe-
lieving opponents into dangerous immobility. Immobility
that got them killed.

Tamping down that ridiculous notion, Aidan caressed
the hilt of his sword; he needed to be patient. A few mo-
ments more and he would face the celebrated enemy him-
self. Move in for the kill. And then he would find out just
how much was legend and how much was mere flesh and
blood.

A feral smile edged Aidan’s lips. Aye, he relished the
thought of crossing blades with this opponent. The Dark
Legend was about to meet the Scourge of Wales, and he
wagered the results would not be pretty.

Only a few more seconds—just a little longer and the
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rebels would be far enough into the clearing that they’d
not be able to flee back to the forest when he attacked.

Just a little longer . . .

“Now!”

Aidan’s command ripped through the silence, sending
the full three score of his men hurtling onto the field. He
led the solid wall of horseflesh and shouting warriors to-
ward the Welsh, who reined their mounts in sharply at the
explosive sound and movement of the attack.

Keeping his gaze trained on their leader, Aidan closed
the gap, feeling a pang of disappointment when he real-
ized that the man’s helmet with its concealing face-guard
would undoubtedly mask his enemy’s expression of fear
and surprise. *Twas a look Aidan had long relished in his
imagination.

But in the next instant the clash of battle overcame any
idle thoughts. Instinct roared to life as Aidan slashed out
at any Welsh warrior unfortunate enough to get between
him and his prey. Bleeding from a fatal wound, one of the
Welshmen fell off his mount, allowing Aidan to see a path
through the writhing, battling forms of the warriors
around him.

A path that led directly to the Dark Legend.

Kicking his destrier forward, Aidan charged at him,
lifting his bloodied sword to begin the combat that would
remove his enemy forever from the light of day. But as he
approached, the Legend swung his steed around, and
Aidan’s mount rammed into him, the force of impact
knocking both men to the ground.

Black spots blinded Aidan’s vision; his chest felt afire,
but he knew he had little time to recover. Looking up, he
saw the Dark Legend spring to his feet with uncanny ease,
his growl of rage audible even through the din of fighting
around them.

Ignoring the answering flash of apprehension that shot
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down his spine, Aidan rolled to stand just in time to meet a
savage thrust, his blade glancing off of his enemy’s sword
with bone-jarring force. It deflected up to the man’s head,
catching his helmet and sending it flying off at the same
time that it knocked him sideways and onto one knee.

He was down.

As if in the slower motion of a dream, Aidan pulled
back, preparing to deal the killing strike his king had com-
manded of him. But before he could commence the blow,
the Dark Legend swung his head to glare at him, a snarl
twisting his features as he locked gazes with Aidan for the
first time.

And at that moment, Aidan felt like he’d been impaled
right through the heart; he froze, unable to move a limb. If
not for his own men flanking either side of him as they
fought, he would surely have been killed by one of the
Welsh. All the energy seemed to drain from his arms.
They dropped to his sides, the tip of his blade gouging
uselessly into the dirt of the field. Even knowing ’twas im-
possible, there was no mistaking what he saw.

A smooth, beardless face stared back at him. An oval
face, topped by raven curls chopped short like a boy’s. But
that didn’t mask the fact that this was no youthful King
Arthur looking at him, grimacing in anger. Nay, Aidan
would recognize those silver eyes anywhere. They be-
longed to a woman—a woman he’d loved long ago.

A woman named Gwynne ap Moran.

But before he could bring himself to voice her name,
she leaped from her crouched position, moving so fast that
she was almost a blur as she tucked and spun in a com-
plete revolution before landing on her feet in front of him.
Her gaze pierced him, her expression flat. Unknowing.

“You will regret this day, Englishman,” she muttered,
her voice a husky growl as she lashed out at him with her
weapon.
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He managed to pull back and twist enough so that the
blade missed his vitals, instead catching his upper arm.
The flare of pain from the cut banished the last of the
strange weakness that had dominated him since he first
saw her face; angrily, he lunged back at her, but she’d al-
ready disappeared behind one of the riderless Welsh
steeds. Swinging atop it, she wheeled around, flashing an-
other hate-filled glare at him before looking away to shout
a war cry of retreat to her men.

Then turning, she thundered from the field, leading her
remaining warriors back into the forest—and leaving
Aidan to stand there bleeding, more shaken than he’d
been since that day twelve years ago when he’d thought
he’d seen her die . . .

Vaguely, he heard his men gather around him, heard
Kevyn’s anxious voice questioning him as if from afar as
he examined the wound on his arm. But it blended into the
background of his mind, twisting and turning with all
manner of haunting images and agonizing scenes. With
bloody, horrific memories.

He swallowed the bitter lump in his throat, only one
thought managing to shine clear in the muddled mess of
his brain; for he couldn’t help but acknowledge that the
stories wafting down from the Welsh mountains had been
right on one point, at least . . .

The dead, it seemed, had indeed risen to new life.



Chapter 3
~OC "

idan clenched his fists, staring into the woods into

which Gwynne and her men had disappeared. His
breath rasped heavy, his gaze suddenly narrowing to a pin-
prick of black—his vision obscured by the rush of images.
By the unbearable memory from that day so long ago . . .

“Aidan! Christ, man, what is it?”

Aidan jolted to awareness as Kevyn growled the ques-
tion again and shook his arm, the brutal vision receding
again to the dark corners of his brain. He breathed deep
and saw that he stood, still frozen, on the bloody field.
Slowly, sound and life returned to his senses. He pulled
his gaze away from the wood. Kevyn waited, staring at
him anxiously, while nearby, Derik ordered some of the
men to bring bandages from the supplies they’d hidden at
the field’s edge; swinging his gaze further, Aidan saw that
Cedric and Bryan tended to a fallen comrade not far off,
backed by another four or five of his men who combed the
field for survivors.

21



22 MARY REED McCCALL

“Kev, it was her,” Aidan managed to say quietly, his
mouth still stiff from shock.

“Her?” His friend stiffened at the word and then
snapped, “Christ’s blood, Aidan, the Dark Legend just
slipped our snare, and he was most definitely not a her.”
He let out his breath in a whistle. “I knew that gash was
more serious than you let on. It’s addled your brain. I’ll
tell one of the men to bring some thread to stitch it.”

“Nay,” Aidan answered, shaking his head. “My wound
is not the problem.” He saw young Cedric glance up from
his position tending the injured man.

“’Twas Gwynne, Kev,” he said in a low voice.
“Gwynne is the Dark Legend.”

“Gwynne?” His friend looked confused for a moment
before his face went slack. “You don’t mean—?”

Aidan nodded. “Aye. *Twas her. I’ll not deny that she
was different, but I'd recognize those eyes, that face, any-
where.”

“Impossible,” Kevyn scoffed. “For a woman to fight
like that? *Tis impossible. You need to sit in the shade for
a while, my friend, then it will all seem clearer.”

“I’m not addled, Kev. She saved my life twelve years
ago—I think I’d recognize her, disguise or nay.”

“The woman who saved you is dead. She broke her
neck struggling against the bandits when they carried her
away. You saw it with your own eyes, man! She is long
gone—but the Dark Legend is very much alive, and we’re
under orders from the king to bring him down. This is no
time to let fantasies overthrow your reason.”

Aidan clenched his jaw and stalked from the field to-
ward his steed. “I'm telling you, "twas her, Kev—and like
it or not, I'm going after her.”

“Going after—?7” Kevyn sputtered, coming to a dead
halt before he was forced to scramble to catch up to
Aidan. “You can’t mean to track the rebels into Welsh ter-
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ritory? The bastards have traps set all over the bloody
mountains!”

“You said it yourself—’tis the king’s orders.” Aidan
reached up to check his steed’s bridle strap. “I am to de-
feat the Dark Legend by death or by capture. Our trap here
failed, so I will follow her to her camp and stop her there.”

“Oh, aye, ’tis as simple as that.”

“I’d have had her on the field today had I not been so
surprised at seeing her.”

Kevyn scowled, arms crossed over his massive chest.
“You’re insane, do you know that? The Dark Legend is a
man, Aidan, not a woman. A man. He most certainly was
not Gwynne ap Moran.”

When Aidan didn’t offer anything more, Kevyn rolled
his eyes. “Fine. Let us say for the sake of argument that by
some miracle it was Gwynne, and you do manage to track
her to her stronghold. What then?”

Aidan saw the question in his friend’s gaze, the same
question that had been pounding through his own skull
since that moment on the battlefield. How far would he go
to stop her? It was a question for which he had no answer.
Not yet, anyway.

“I’ll do my duty,” Aidan said finally, steeling himself
against the burning memories that slashed again through
his mind. “How remains to be seen, but I’ll fulfill my vow
to defeat the Welsh rebels.”

“Aye, but this particular rebel is what inspired your
vow in the first place.”

“She wasn’t one of them twelve years ago, Kev.” Aidan
looked away, jabbing his hand through his hair. “She’s
changed, that much is obvious. On the field she stared at
me with a look to chill the blood in my veins. I don’t think
she even knew me.”

“All the more reason to be careful,” Kevyn said, ges-
turing to the bloody gash on his arm. “If ’tis her and you
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hunt her down, you’d be wise to remember what she’s ca-
pable of.”

Aidan’s jaw tightened, but he remained silent, and
Kevyn finally sighed. “All right. Whether the Dark Legend
is a man or a woman doesn’t seem to matter much right
now. Your mind is obviously made up, so I suppose I might
as well hear it sooner rather than later. When exactly do
you plan to attempt this foray into Welsh territory?”

“Within the hour.”

His friend let go a colorful stream of curses. “I should
have known it. Blast it, but you don’t believe in patience,
do you? I’ll need to start right away if I’'m to ready the
men and mounts in time.”

Aidan just raised his brow and smiled, and Kevyn gave
him a good-natured shove and another curse before shak-
ing his head and stalking off to complete his task.

But exactly three quarters of an hour later, they were all
ready to go. Aidan gave the signal to ride, and Kevyn,
Cedric, Bryan, and more than a score of his loyal warriors
set out into the perilous mountain climes. They rode, res-
olute and committed, as he knew they would; to the last
man they’d spill their blood for his sake, and he would for
theirs.

But as he led them into the thickening forest, Aidan’s
nagging thoughts of what to do with Gwynne once he
found her returned with a vengeance. Neither of the two
most obvious choices—killing her or capturing her—
seemed possible. Taking her life, even in battle, was out of
the question. No matter what had happened to her in the
last twelve years, she was still a woman—a woman he’d
loved, and who, in return, had once loved him enough to
save him from a brutal death.

And as for capturing her . . .

After what he’d seen of her fighting skills and the
abilities of her men, he’d wager that outcome stood the
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same chance as the king’s prize pear trees bearing fruit
in January.

He shook his head, focusing his attention on the trail.
There had to be another way. He only prayed that their
journey would be long enough for him to figure out what
the devil it was.

Gwynne hunched over Damon’s body, her arms aching
as she pressed against the gaping wound on his side. Her
hands slipped, and she cursed under her breath. Using
her shoulder, she tried to clear her eyes, but ’twas use-
less. The slick heat of blood was everywhere, pumped out
by the fading force of Damon’s heart. She blinked, willing
the sting away.

"Twas so hard to concentrate.

She cursed more loudly this time before closing her
eyes and breathing in again. She bade the power to form,
the heat to spread through her and swell from her palms
struggled to make it surge forth and seal his gash.

Nothing.

Damn, damn, damn . . .

“Chwedl,” one of her men murmured. “Let him go. *Tis
over now. He is gone.”

“Nay.” She gritted her teeth and kept pressing against
Damon’s side. She wouldn’t give up. Her powers had
worked before. Healed the dying, stopped the bleeding.

Work, damn it, work!

He was so young. Only sixteen and on his first mission,
one that should have been safe. She’d been sure "twould
be safe. A simple gathering of tribute to keep her people
clothed and fed for a few more months.

Her men clustered around her, silent in the shade of the
copse where they’d been forced to stop after Damon fell
from his mount. The foolish lad had hidden the wound
he’d received battling the English; he’d ridden high into
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the mountain forest behind her, trying to be strong, want-
ing to return to camp with the rest of his warrior comrades
and Chwedl, their legend.

With a growl Gwynne finally admitted defeat, pushing
herself up and dragging her sleeve across her mouth. After
along moment, she pulled her gaze from Damon’s lifeless
body and turned away, stalking to the edge of the glade to
yank off her blood-spattered hauberk. It didn’t do much
good; her woolen tunic and shirt beneath were soaked
crimson.

The men kept their distance as she stood very still and
just concentrated on breathing, trying to cool the rage, the
hatred she felt before it spiraled out of control. It would do
no good. Not now, anyway. Not until she faced the En-
glish bastards again.

After a moment, Dafydd, her chief guardsman, dared
to come up to her and put his hand on her shoulder. She
flinched from the contact but didn’t pull away.

“’Tis not your fault,” he said gently. “ "Twas Damon’s
time. Even a legend cannot stop the hand of God.”

Gwynne clenched her jaw, staring straight ahead into
the shadows of the woodland. “I thank you for saying so,
and yet I do not think that will comfort his Mam when we
return to camp with his body in tow.” She glanced at
Dafydd, who nodded somberly before she pulled away
and walked back toward the corpse.

“Come,” she called to the men standing nearby. “Help
me secure him to his mount.”

She was readying to lift the body when she suddenly
stiffened. A chill went up her spine, and her senses
seemed to pitch higher as she spun to glare into the wood-
land again.

“Isolde!”

Her combined bellow and scowl made a few of the
younger men of the raiding party back away, while Dafydd
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and the more seasoned of her guard stood firm, prepared
from years of service with her to witnessing this more un-
canny aspect of her powers.

“Curse it—TIsolde, I know you’re near. Show yourself!”

A slight rustling of branches revealed a shadowy shape
that stepped forward into the light of the clearing. Isolde’s
cobalt robes looked strangely brilliant in the murky glade;
her chestnut braids, shot through with silver, dangled over
her shoulders, and she wore an expression Gwynne knew
well: a hard, cold look that warned of her displeasure be-
fore she ever uttered a word.

“What is this?” Isolde finally snapped, flicking both her
gaze and her slender fingers toward the corpse. “Another
lad gone to waste thanks to your carelessness, Chwedl?”

Gwynne stiffened, and she felt the men around her pull
in tighter, but no one murmured an answer to the sorceress.

Holding her robe close to her with one hand, Isolde
frowned and moved in her odd, floating way toward Da-
mon’s body. “You ought to take more care when you go
into battle with green warriors,” she complained. “My
sight cannot always be trusted to foretell such weighty
matters.”

“Aye, and yet you bandy it about as the only truth when
it suits you,” Gwynne muttered.

Isolde turned her icy glare on her again. “It has suited
you in the past, Legend. You’d do well to—"

“Enough of your nagging, woman!”

The command came from one of the two fully geared
warriors who stomped into the clearing with enough
noise to make Gwynne and her men reach for their
weapons. Upon sight of their faces, however, everyone re-
laxed and called out greetings before setting again to the
task Gwynne had asked of them. Isolde just glowered at
the intruders—her husband, Marrok, and their grown son,
Lucan.
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“Marrok,” Gwynne called, as she strode toward the
man who was both the clan’s leader and her mentor in the
arts of war. She clasped his forearm with her own, feeling
a surge of gladness to see him. He was her rock, the only
one she could truly rely on. He alone had trained her from
the first day she’d held a sword, and aside from herself, he
was the most gifted and respected warrior in the clan. She
glanced at the younger man beside him, nodding ac-
knowledgment. Lucan only jerked his head in response
before shifting his gaze to his mother, who had slowly
crossed the length of the clearing to stand beside him.

“What are you doing back so soon?” Gwynne asked
them. “I thought your negotiations would keep you away
for another fortnight at least.”

“Bah!” Marrok scowled. “The Welsh prince wants
peace with the English, blast him. He talks of freedom,
then in the next breath demands we stop our assaults on
the border lords. We’ll get no aid from Rhys ap Gruffyd,
Chwedl; we must rethink our tactics.”

“I won’t give up. Too many of our people have lost too
much for us to stop the fight now.”

Marrok glanced beyond Gwynne to Damon’s pale
corpse.

“’Twas a trap,” she said quietly, swinging around to
view her men’s progress at securing him to his mount.
“The English knew we were coming. They set us up and
attacked us in the open. We lost five men in the ambush—
six, counting Damon.”

Isolde made a disgruntled sound. “You should have
been more careful. Those you fought must possess their
own power. An ability that helped them to hide their true
purpose from my sight.”

“They were Englishmen,” Gwynne growled. “The only
power they can claim is their ability to grovel at King
Henry’s feet.”
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“All right, enough,” Marrok chided, pulling Gwynne
aside, even as he directed Isolde back. When they could
talk privately, he asked, “How many English were there?”

“At least three score, led by that bastard who calls him-
self the Scourge of Wales. I recognized him by the device
on his shield—a hawk swooping to pierce the neck of a
dragon. "Twas he who set the offering as a trap, I'm sure
of it.”

“Then they know of our condition and the poverty that
hampers our cause.”

“Aye, and they used it as bait against us.” Gwynne
flashed a dark look. “But I left them with a few remem-
brances of my own. And I wounded their leader before we
were forced to flee.”

“The Scourge himself?”

Gwynne made a scoffing sound. “He was less a
Scourge than an idiot; he stood there stiff-legged, allow-
ing me to swing at him before he even flinched to move
out of my way.”

Marrok was silent for a long moment, and Gwynne felt
atingle of unease as her mentor’s gaze settled hard on her.
Finally he murmured, “Where is your helm, ChwedI?”

She looked away and slipped her hauberk back over
her head again before shrugging. “I lost it in the battle.”

Marrok muttered a curse. “He saw your face, didn’t he?
"Tis why he stood like one bewitched; he knows you’re a
woman.”

“He knows nothing,” Gwynne answered, jerking her
gaze back to him. “I was covered in blood, dirt, and sweat.
Even without my helm, there is no way the English bas-
tard could have known me for what I am.”

“Ah, but that is where you are wrong, Legend,” a man’s
voice called from behind her.

Gwynne whirled around and backed up, the sound of
her and Marrok’s weapons clearing their sheaths drowned
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out by the metallic hiss of the rest of her men’s swords, as
they all turned to face the owner of that imposing voice.
Her comrades silently moved into position around her,
even as the English leader stepped into the clearing,
flanked by more than twice her number in soldiers.

All went still as the opposing forces faced each other
down. Tension filled the clearing, prickling up Gwynne’s
back like a thousand needles of fire.

“I take it you are prepared to die this day, Englishman,”
Gwynne said, her voice dangerously soft as she fixed her
gaze on the warrior whose trap had caused the deaths of
six loyal men. Her hand tightened on her hilt, lust for bat-
tle swelling in her blood.

“I could ask the same of you, Legend, considering the
outcome of our last meeting and the numbers you face
here now—>but I would much rather ask something else.”

She said nothing, only keeping her gaze hard upon him.

Reaching up, he pulled off his helm, and a little shock
went through her, followed fast by hollow panic. A full
half of her life was a blank in her memory, and the sight of
his square-jawed face, his eyes, and the thick, dark hair
that fell to his shoulders sent a prickle of warning through
her—a maddening sensation of something she couldn’t
quite place.

She heard Marrok’s sharp intake of breath, felt him
stiffen beside her, and her heart began to thud more
wildly.

The Englishman cocked his brow.

“Do you know me, Gwynne?”’

The sound of his voice uttering her true name lanced
through her like a stinging arrow, and she glared at him,
trying to quell her reaction. “Aye, I know you, marchog
you call yourself the Scourge of Wales, but you’re no dif-
ferent from the rest of the soft-bellied English dogs that I
dispatched today.”




THE MAIDEN WARRIOR 31

She thought he might smile for a moment, but then his
expression shifted, a dangerous glint darkening his eyes.

“’Tis an unfortunate answer, Gwynne, for there is
much more you ought to know about me.”

“I know only that you toy with me, Englishman,” she
said, her anger building, “and I don’t like it. Just who the
devil are you, and why are you here, if ’tis not to fight?”

“Ah, now we come to it.” This time the corners of his
mouth lifted into a mocking smile.

“Allow me to oblige. I am Aidan de Brice, the third
Earl of Sutcliffe and a loyal servant to King Henry II, as
well as an English warrior under oath to defeat all Welsh
rebels .. .”

His gaze locked with hers, scorching and chilling her at
the same time.

“And I am here to claim you as my lawful bride.”



Chapter 4
~OC -~

idan’s men swung their heads to stare at him, their

mute expressions of disbelief echoing the cries of
denial rising from the Welsh side. Kevyn finally looked
away and muttered a curse, but Aidan kept his gaze for-
ward, watching Gwynne’s face, seeing her magnificent
eyes spark with rage.

Those eyes were all that remained of the girl he’d once
known. The rest of her was as fierce and sharp as any bat-
tle-hardened warrior. Aye, she’d changed. But he knew
she’d sensed something familiar about him. In that second
after he’d removed his helm, something had glimmered to
life in her memory—fleeting, perhaps, but real.

“You must be out of your mind, Englishman,” Gwynne
growled at last, taking several steps forward. “I’m no
man’s bride, nor will I ever be. Now, use that sword you’re
holding to defend yourself, or suffer being cut down
where you stand.”

“If you attack me now, ’tis possible that you may reach

32
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me,” Aidan answered, “but you are outnumbered, and
"twill go badly for your men in the aftermath.” He flicked
his gaze to the corpse strapped atop one of the mounts be-
hind the Welsh group. “Think of them, Gwynne, if not of
yourself.”

“Every one of my men would gladly risk death for the
pleasure of slicing through an English cur, never fear it.”

Aidan cocked his brow again at the savage howling of
support that rose from the Welsh side. Without another
word, he tipped his sword down and pressed the point into
the dirt, very slowly, before lifting his hands up, palms
forward. The Welsh cries died down at his unexpected ac-
tion, and when it was finally quiet, he offered Gwynne a
half-smile. “Call it a sign of good faith. I have an offer to
make that I think even you will approve.”

“You might as well save your breath for battle.”

“Patience, Gwynne. You see, I need to dissolve the be-
trothal that is between us, so that I may marry another—an
English lady who has already agreed to become my wife.”

“You can marry any milksop you like,” she gave him a
feral look, “provided you’re alive to do it.”

Christ, she wasn’t making this any easier.

Aidan clenched his jaw, trying to decide what he could
say to make her listen, when the older-looking warrior
near her stepped forward and murmured something in her
ear. As the man talked, her face went white before settling
into the lines of the blackest scowl Aidan had ever seen.
Then she swung her head and whispered angrily, her
weapon still gripped tightly in her fist. The heated ex-
change continued for a moment before she once again di-
rected her icy glare at Aidan.

“Whether or not such an agreement may have ever ex-
isted between us, de Brice—and I am not saying it did,”
she flicked a dark look at the man behind her, “it has no
bearing now.”
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“The law says it does, whether you wish it or nay.”

“English law does not bind me.”

Aidan bit back another retort and looked past her to the
older man who had talked with her; his gaze settled hard
on him, studying him. Aye, he looked familiar. It had been
many years, and time had blurred those hours into night-
marish images in his memory, but "twas possible that he
was one of the Welsh warriors who had attacked Gwynne’s
cottage so long ago and taken her away from him.

He nodded toward the man, deciding to take a chance
on it. “Your friend there knows I speak the truth. He’s seen
me before.”

The warrior glared at him. “My name is Marrok, En-
glishman. And perhaps you forget, but we are at war. Your
woman troubles do not interest us.”

Aidan shook his head and made a clicking sound with
his tongue, as he leaned his forearm onto his hilt. “Ah, but
they should, Marrok, since the vows Gwynne and I made
were uttered under the law of handfasting, and sworn to
within a sacred circle of stones.”

Renewed grumblings and murmurs arose from the
Welsh, and Gwynne scowled deeper. “If ’tis a release
from this phantom betrothal you seek in your own addled
mind, Englishman,” she called, “then consider it done, so
that we may get on with the matter of war between us.”

“’Tis not so simple as that. Our betrothal must be dis-
solved legally.” Aidan steeled himself to finish what he
had to say. “And that means you must return to English
soil with me to do it.”

Shocked silence greeted him. Jesu, but she was angry
now—more so than he’d seen her yet this day. Rage fair
spilled from her in waves, scorching him with heat.

“You can go to hell, de Brice,” she finally growled. “I
spit on England. The only reason I would go there would
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be to kill Englishmen.” She cocked her head and impaled
him with her gaze. “Like you.”

“Even if it meant sparing your people the fear of attack
for three months?” he countered, undaunted. “Even if it
meant food, warmth, and security—a chance for your clan
to rebuild its strength to wage war more effectively
against its enemies?”

As he spoke, he gestured behind him to Cedric, who
handed him a large sack of coin, which he threw into the
clearing. It landed with a heavy, metallic sound, leaving
no doubt as to the king’s ransom in gold it contained.

Marrok’s mouth twisted sardonically, and he stepped
closer to Gwynne. “You’re good at throwing money
about, de Brice, but it will gain you no more today than it
did when you were a lad. You must be daft to think we
would let Chwedl return to England with you. *Tis a trap,
clear as day.”

“There is no trap, I assure you. I promise her safety
while she is with me.”

“Why would you want to aid us, even for a short time?”’
Gwynne broke in, scoffing. “Our people are enemies, and
yet you offer money and a temporary peace—why would
you do so if not for the fact that you have greater plans for
my destruction while I am in your keeping?”

Aidan considered how to respond, finally settling on
telling what was in most part the truth. “The situation that
I mentioned earlier, the one with the English lady, is . . .
imperative. Until this day I did not know that you still
lived, but now I cannot go forward with my own plans un-
til what is between us is dissolved. I will do whatever is
necessary to clear my way to that end.”

“You could always just try to kill me. *Twould rid you
of your problem as completely.” She gave him a cold
smile. “If you succeeded, that is.”
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He saw her silver eyes spark with heat and realized that
she would relish just such an attempt on his part. But he
could never do it.

“Dark Legend or nay, you are still a woman I once
knew,” he allowed, leaving out the part about once loving
her as well, “and I will not try to kill you. I have principles,
and I give you my word that you will be treated well if you
come with me. No harm will come to you, I swear it.”

“Your word means nothing,” Gwynne muttered.

“It means everything,” he ground out.

By God, he was rapidly losing patience with her.

“I vow that you’ll be safe in my keeping for the space
of the three months it will take to dissolve our union. At
the end of that time I will return you to your people un-
scathed, and you can then prepare to wage war again if
you so choose.”

He thought she might throw his words back at him as
she’d done each time he’d mentioned their betrothal, but
suddenly her expression shifted, her eyes narrowing for an
instant. Without answering him, she turned to Marrok and
murmured something.

This time it was Marrok’s turn to scowl. He shook his
head sharply, muttering something in Welsh that Aidan
couldn’t understand. Gwynne argued back, and Aidan
knew by the rigid line of her jaw that she meant to have
her way. She said something more, and Marrok tensed be-
fore nodding once, his hands fisted at his sides.

Gwynne faced Aidan again, her face still unreadable.
“What kind of assurance would I or my people have that
you will honor your word, Englishman? For though you
claim that it alone is enough, it is not.”

Aidan paused, biting back a retort at her insult to his
honor. He was close to victory, now, he sensed it. Very
close.
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“What kind of assurance do you seek?”

“A trade.” Her jaw tipped higher, her hand clenched,
white-knuckled, on the hilt of her blade. “An exchange of
warriors. Four of your best men for me.”

“Four of my men?”

“Aye.” Her brow arched, and a shock went through
him. "Twas the same expression she’d made at him count-
less times in their magic circle. So long ago, when they’d
still loved each other . . .

“I am my people’s leader in battle,” she continued,
seemingly unaware of her effect on him. “Equal to you, at
the least. But then, if the trade was you for me, it would
defeat the purpose, wouldn’t it?” She lifted her brow a lit-
tle higher, sending that stabbing ache of longing into his
heart again.

He swallowed. “I suppose it would.”

“If we agree on this, then when I am returned to my
people, your men will be restored to you in like condition.”

He was readying to reject her offer when Cedric
stepped forward. “Allow me to go, my lord,” he said. He
was followed by Gareth, Bryan, Kevyn, and another half
score of his men, each boldly asserting their willingness
to participate in the trade that would allow their leader to
bring home the Dark Legend.

Speechless for a moment, Aidan viewed them, pride
filling him. This could well be a fatal mission, and they all
knew it—none better than Aidan himself. The trade might
stop the Dark Legend, but only temporarily; his duty to
King Henry would remain. And by the terms Gwynne
suggested, if she wasn’t given back to the Welsh alive and
well at the end of their agreement, his men would be un-
mercifully slaughtered by their Welsh captors.

An idea that had flickered to life as he’d led his forces
into Welsh territory bloomed in full now. *Twas possible,
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he supposed. It would mean complicating his life, but he
could do no less with his men’s safety hanging in the bal-
ance.

And three months was a fair amount of time . . .

“Very well,” he said, finally. “I accept your terms. Four
of my men for you.”

“Nay,” Marrok called out before Gwynne could answer
him. “She must be allowed two of her feulu, her body-
guards, to accompany her, or she does not go at all.”

“Then I’ll be trading you four for three,” Aidan said.

“So be it,” Marrok growled, crossing his arms over his
chest and ignoring Gwynne’s glare.

“Well, Gwynne? What say you?” Aidan directed a
pointed look to her.

She paused, tight-lipped, for a moment, before jerking
her head once. “Agreed. Let’s get on with it, then.”

With a grimace she sheathed her sword; the Welsh re-
luctantly followed suit, as did Aidan’s men. In the end,
Cedric, Bryan, Edward, and Gareth crossed to the Welsh
side, while Gwynne came over to the English, accompa-
nied by a seasoned-looking warrior named Dafydd, and a
younger man she called Owin. Marrok walked over with
her as well, pulling away to approach Aidan. He stopped
to stand face to face with him, for a moment just studying
him, seeming oblivious to the activity around them.

“Before you leave, know this, Englishman,” Marrok fi-
nally said, his voice as unflinching as the stony set of his
jaw. “If you go back on your word—if anything happens
to Chwedl in your keeping—I swear to you on my last
breath that I will hunt you down and drain the life from
you drop by drop. Do not mistake me.”

“And do not mistake me, old man,” Aidan answered
evenly. “I live by my honor and my word. "Tis not / who
pillage homes and kidnap unsuspecting young women.
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You’d do well to remember that. Gwynne has nothing to
fear from me.”

Marrok didn’t answer, only staring at Aidan for a mo-
ment more before making a noise in his throat and moving
away to have a few final words with Gwynne.

Kevyn came up next to Aidan, handing him his helm
and leaning in to talk with him as the others around them
finished preparations for their departure.

“Christ’s blood, I can’t believe ’tis really her. But even
so, what in hell were you thinking to publicly claim a be-
trothal with her?”” he asked quietly. “ *Tis ancient history.
You’re risking all you’ve worked so hard to gain with He-
lene and her father if they learn of it.”

“I know.” Aidan tried to ignore the burning ache of the
old wound in his chest. “But I could think of no other way
to make her come with me peacefully.”

He shifted his gaze to the cause of this day’s troubles.
She was in heated conversation with Marrok and unaware
of his stare. “I had to do it, Kev; I can’t explain why, except
to say that I owe her a life-debt—and I couldn’t very well
repay it by trying to kill her.” He pulled his gaze back to
his friend. “You’re right, though; it will be risky. I'll need
your help in making sure the men remain silent about who
she really is and why she’s with me once we’re home.”

“What do you want them to say about her, then?”

“I don’t know yet. I'll figure out a story before we ar-
rive at Dunston.”

“It had better be a good one,” Kevyn said, following
Aidan’s stare back to Gwynne. “Though I can’t pretend to
understand why you’re doing this. It won’t matter in a few
days. Once the king learns you’ve captured the Dark Leg-
end, he’ll demand her surrender—and you know the
likely outcome of that. Cedric and the other lads might as
well make their peace with God now.”
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Aidan paused. “I’m not going to tell the king.”
“What?” Kevyn fixed him with an incredulous look.
“Not yet, anyway.”

“Christ, Aidan, ’tis not as if you can hide her. She’s a
warrior, for God’s sake. She’ll fit into English society
about as easily as a wolf mingles with sheep.”

“That’s why I'm going to keep her secured at Dunston,
at least until I have a chance to work on her for a while.”

He watched Gwynne, saw the graceful movement of
her hands, the quick way she tilted her head, and memory
upon memory slammed into him—of Gwynne, young
and lithe, bending over to heal a bird’s broken wing.
Gwynne, her hair rippling down blue-black in the sun
where she sat atop a stone in the ancient circle, playfully
pelting him with acorns. Gwynne, wrapping her arms
around his neck and smiling up at him as she slid her lips
sweetly across his.

He swallowed hard, banishing the images. “She knew
me once, Kev. Better than anyone. She may not remember
it now, but I intend to bring it back for her. To help her re-
member her life before the rebels stole her away.”

Kevyn choked. “Jesu, Aidan, you might as well rip up
your betrothal to Helene right now. You cannot go court-
ing another woman under her nose and expect her or her
father to ignore it.”

“I’m not going to court Gwynne, I’m just going to help
her remember,” Aidan grated. “Think about it. She’s not
likely to continue leading the Welsh in battle once she re-
alizes how they used and betrayed her. "Tis the perfect
way to repay my debt to her. Her life will be spared, and
the king will get exactly what he wants.”

His friend’s expression didn’t waver. “So you make her
remember—make her recall loving you, by all that’s
holy—and then expect her to walk away quietly so that
you can marry another woman? Are you daft? She’s more
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likely to pull out her blade and lop off your head than turn
against the Welsh for it.”

“What would you have me do, then?”” Aidan countered.
“Hand her over to the Court, and certain execution? Let
her stay with the Welsh so that I can face her in battle
again and try to kill her myself? I won’t do it, Kev. |
can’t.”

His friend didn’t respond at first. Shaking his head, he
finally muttered, “You're playing with fire, Aidan, mark
my words. *Twill be a bloody inferno, and you yourself
are setting the blaze.”

Aidan clenched his jaw, his mood turning blacker by
the second as Kevyn stalked off to rejoin the other men.
This plan was the only way open to him, damn it. It was.
Difficult or nay, he had no other choice.

And yet a part of him wondered if his friend might be
right after all . . .

Because he swore that he could already feel the first
tiny flames rising up to lick at the tender scars of his heart.

Gwynne scowled at Marrok as she stepped away from
him to check her mount’s girth strap. It was clear that he
was worried about her—more so than she’d ever seen
him, even counting the times she’d ridden into what prom-
ised to be a vicious battle.

“’Tis the perfect opportunity to see their defenses up
close, without risking anything,” she said to him over her
shoulder. “T’'ll be led straight to the heart of de Brice’s
lands, inside his castle. Once there, I can gather informa-
tion to plan our next attack after I return home.”

“Tis the returning part that I'm worried about,” Mar-
rok said.

“Why? Do you doubt me?” Gwynne stopped what she
was doing and fixed her attention on him. “I need no
memory of my childhood to have listened well whenever
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you told the tale of rescuing me from the English. I go
back now to learn their weaknesses. To use the knowledge
I gain against them.”

“’Twill be a great risk,” her mentor argued. “We can-
not know what kind of treachery awaits you.”

“I will be careful. The months it takes to dissolve this
supposed betrothal will afford me an opportunity to learn
de Brice’s habits and routines, so that we may strike at
him more surely once I lead our people in battle again.”

Marrok was silent for a moment before finally mur-
muring, “You cannot trust him, Chwedl—or believe him.
Never forget that. Once he has you in his keeping, he will
try to delve beneath your defenses. I see it in his eyes.”

“There’s naught to fear, Marrok. You trained me well. I
can outfight any man who tries to harm me, including de
Brice.” She forced herself to grin, hoping to ease his mind.
“None can pose a threat to my safety, old friend, thanks to
you.”

He shook his head. *“ °Tis not only your physical well-
being that concerns me. You must promise me to be more
careful than usual and keep all of your skills at their peak
while you stay with the English.”

“Aye, Marrok. I promise.”

After another moment he nodded once, his face re-
signed. “Go, then. But keep Dafydd and Owin near to
you. They will serve to carry messages back and forth be-
tween us. I’ll not have you in that nest of snakes for three
months with no word.”

“Agreed,” Gwynne said, clasping his hand in hers.
Marrok squeezed back in affection, and a final look of un-
derstanding passed between them before he moved off to
give his parting advice to Owin and Dafydd.

Gwynne watched him go, trying to quell the uneasy
feeling that prickled deep in her gut. Finally she just
shook her head, rubbing the back of her neck as she turned
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to ready herself for her departure. But at that moment, the
English leader turned around as well, apparently finished
with a conversation he’d been having with one of his men
near the edge of the clearing; his gaze locked with hers,
and it sent a jolt of some strange emotion through her, un-
settling her as it had before.

“There’s naught to fear,” she murmured to herself,
when she was able to pull her stare from the man who both
enraged her and set her blood racing every time she
looked at him.

But the words rang false in her heart—for she felt, sud-
denly, that there might be something to fear after all.
Something she could not explain or grasp.

"Twas foolish, she knew. She was the Dark Legend. A
fierce warrior, destined to lead her people to freedom.

And yet she couldn’t suppress the tingle of apprehen-
sion every time she felt the heat of Aidan de Brice’s gaze
on her—for the way he looked at her belied that knowl-
edge, telling her in no uncertain terms that she was a
woman first in his eyes.

A woman who had once belonged to him.



Chapter 5
~OC_~—

wynne hunched over the fire, blowing on her fingers

to ease the sting of the sizzling grease. The spitted
pheasant had already begun to crisp on the edges; 'twould
be ready soon. Dafydd sat close by, but Owin had moved
off to check their mounts. Sounds of laughter and talking
came from behind her where the English soldiers, includ-
ing their maddening leader de Brice, clustered around
their own fires; still, she knew by the hot tingle up her
neck that she was the focus of much of their attention.

“I expected Owin to be back by now,” she murmured to
Dafydd, trying to ignore the weight of the enemy stares
on her.

Dafydd shrugged. “He always takes his time with the
horses. He swings his blade with the best of them, but let
any harm come to one of his animals, and he goes wild. In
truth, I think he finds their company more comforting than
people’s. *Tis his way.”

Gwynne smiled. “T understand that.”

ot
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But just as quickly her smile faded as a flash of mem-
ory shook her—a murky glimpse of a crow with one of its
wings in a splint, hopping through a clearing of grass in-
side an ancient circle of stones.

Shaking her head to banish the image, she prodded the
fire with a stick. After turning the roasting fowl so that the
fat dripped hissing to the flames, she handed the spit to
Dafydd. “Here. Take some of the meat to Owin once it’s
done. I'll eat later.”

Dafydd nodded and remained at the fire while she
stood and walked over to some nearby branches, to check
the wet tunic and shirt she’d hung there. On the way to this
resting point, de Brice had surprised her by insisting that
they stop at a stream so that she and her men could wash
out their blood-soaked garments. At first she’d refused,
galled to accept even a hint of kindness from the English-
man. But when he’d tossed her three shirts to use while
their clothing dried, she’d been forced to comply. Cooper-
ating with him vexed her, to be sure, but she’d decided that
easing Dafydd and Owin’s obvious discomfort was more
important than her pride.

Now she had to admit that she was glad she’d done it.
"Twould be good to get into her own clean clothing again.

She tested the sleeve of her shirt, brushing her palm
over its rough surface. Still damp, but dry enough. She
was just readying to pull it from the branch and slip into
the wood to change when a low voice startled her.

“You might as well let it dry completely.”

She spun to face Aidan’s dark-eyed gaze. Her surprise
at not having sensed his approach sent a stab of irritation
through her. Lugh, "twas not like her to miss such a thing,
and yet this was the second time he had managed to sneak
up on her today.

“I’d rather wear my own shirt,” she muttered, reaching
to take the garment down anyway.
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“’Tis a waste. You’ll not be wearing it long enough to
warrant dirtying it again.”

“Why, do you intend to keep me locked away in sack-
cloth at your castle?” she asked, half mocking.

“Nay. I intend to have you dress as you must to ensure
your safety while you reside with me in England—you’ll
be clothed in a gown, chemise, and circlet.”

He might as well have told her she’d be parading
around naked.

“Not likely,” she said, carefully keeping her voice even.
“We never agreed to such terms. I’ll wear my own clothes
during the time I’m forced to stay in England.”

“You’ll wear what I tell you to, or you will find your-
self a prisoner to the king, awaiting trial in his Tower.”

Dafydd glanced over at them during this last exchange,
and she met his gaze for an instant, acknowledging his
readiness to lend his support at any time.

Looking back to Aidan, Gwynne met his implacable
expression with one of her own. “You should realize by
now that I don’t respond well to threats, Englishman.”

“Damn it, Gwynne, it isn’t a threat. Don’t you see? You
are a wanted criminal in England. If anyone learns who
you really are, the king will hear of it and dispatch his en-
tire army to take you captive.”

Several of his men ceased talking around their fires and
looked over at them. He lowered his voice, scowling. “My
own men may be sworn to keep your identity secret
thanks to their loyalty to me, but I cannot say the same for
the rest of the country.”

Gwynne frowned, uncertainty pricking her. “If I
dress as a female, "twill draw attention to the fact that you,
a betrothed man, are bringing an unknown woman into
your household. Suspicions will arise concerning your
intentions—unless you plan to present me as a servant.
And that, Englishman, I will never abide. I agreed to live
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with you while you dissolve this betrothal you claim be-
tween us, but I didn’t agree to serve you.”

“You won’t need to serve me, Gwynne,” Aidan mur-
mured.

An odd tingle shot through her at the softening she saw
in his gaze. She crossed her arms over her chest, pretend-
ing not to notice it.

“I’ve thought of a story that will ensure you’re treated
as anoble guest in my home,” he continued. “As arelative,
actually. I will present you as a distant cousin whose en-
tire family was slaughtered in the warring up north.
Everyone will believe that I'm taking you in to live with
me at Dunston since you’ve no one left to care for you.”

Gwynne almost laughed at that absurd prospect. In-
stead she raised her brow. “How do you plan to explain
my departure back to Wales in three months, then?”

“We’ll have to deal with that when the time comes.”

He looked away for a moment before piercing her
again with his gaze—and she got the distinct impression
that she wasn’t going to like what he was about to say
next.

“In the meantime, we must make your stay with me as
believable as possible, for both your sake and mine. While
you’re at Dunston, I must make it look like I’'m trying to
arrange a marriage for you with one of my fellow nobles.”

Gwynne choked.

“At least, try to pretend an interest in it,” Aidan added,
ignoring her glare. “As you’ve said, your presence in my
home would appear suspect otherwise.” A muscle in his
jaw tightened. “And I will not endanger my betrothal to
Lady Helene by allowing any colorful rumors about you
to reach her ears.”

Lady Helene. So that was her name.

Annoyed, Gwynne tossed her head and reached up to
her shorn hair. “What of this?”” she demanded. “Will it not
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be difficult to pass me off as a lady, seeing that [ don’t pos-
sess the silken tresses that seem to be the pride and joy of
every weak-minded English female?”

He didn’t rise to her bait.

“We can explain that away by saying you’ve recently
suffered from a fever that required its cutting. *Tis far less
dangerous to have you act the part of a gentle-born
woman than a man. No one will suspect a female of being
the Dark Legend.”

Gwynne scowled again. Damn him and his irrefutable
arguments.

“Just when will I have to begin this farce?” she mut-
tered.

“Tomorrow. We’ll be passing through another demesne
where I can get you some suitable garments to wear be-
fore we reach Dunston by late afternoon.”

“Wonderful.” She gritted her teeth. “But I will consent
to this only if you ensure that my own clothing and
weapons be kept accessible to me. I still need to train dur-
ing the time I live with you.”

“Agreed—with the exception of your shield. It marks
you too clearly as the Dark Legend. It will have to be sent
back to your people for safekeeping.” He studied her for a
moment with what might have been a glimmer of under-
standing in his gaze. “Never fear, Gwynne. It won’t be so
bad, you’ll see.”

She glared at him. “Imagine yourself donning a smock
and skirt, Englishman. That’s how bad it will be.”

“Ah, but you used to wear such garments all the time.
"Twill be like revisiting old habits.”

“So you claim.” She clenched her fists tight.

A smile edged his lips, sending a jolt of anger through
her. The bastard was enjoying this far too much.

Flashing him a dark look, she leaned forward. “Just re-
member this, de Brice: appearances can be deceiving. [
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may be forced to wear a dress while I'm with you, but I
will still be exactly who I am.” She slapped the place on
his arm where she’d wounded him, relishing his wince as
she added, “If you decide you want this stitched, just let
me know.”

Then she stalked away, pretending she didn’t hear his
quiet chuckle—or feel the strange, hot fluttering in her
belly that came from knowing he watched her every step
as she made her way back to the fire.

The woodland looked misty in the moonlight, fingers of
fog reaching out, veiling Gwynne’s sight as she strode for-
ward. The vapor clung to her, wetting her cheeks, her hair,
coating her chain mail with its damp touch. But still she
kept on, drawn by the same irresistible force that pulled
her each time: the siren’s song that echoed through the
depths of her soul.

Her heart beat thickly, her breathing harsh as she
pressed forward, searching the wood. The woman was
here, she knew it. She was calling out, her haunting re-
Jrain filling Gwynne’s head. But it blended and swirled
with the howling wind until it was lost, tangled in the dark
canopy of branches and sky above.

Her eyes stung. She tried to answer, but her throat
clenched tight, the words strangled before they reached
her mouth. She thrust forward one gauntleted arm, mov-
ing aside a branch thick with rain-drenched leaves . . .

And saw her there.

The woman floated in a shaft of moonlight, her form
pale, her delicate hands reaching out to Gwynne. She was
so beautiful. Long, golden hair cascaded to past her hips
from the jeweled circlet she wore on her brow; her white
gown glowed in the moonlight, lustrous and pristine.

All except for the blood.

So much blood.
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It besprinkled the folds of diaphanous fabric and
dripped down to the forest floor. The woman held one hand
up to her ravaged throat, the other reaching out again, her
expression pleading, her mouth moving soundlessly . . .

With a sharp intake of breath, Gwynne lurched to a sit-
ting position, her eyes wide, her fists clenched tight. The
fragments of her dream dissolved and scattered into the
night air as her surroundings came into focus.

It was dark. Moonless. The dusky forms of men were
spread around her on makeshift pallets, some of them
snoring. An owl sounded its cry on a breeze that carried
the scent of burning wood. Swiveling her gaze to the spot,
she froze. Aidan de Brice sat staring at her, motionless
next to the dying fire. *Twas difficult to tell, but it seemed
that a shadow of concern passed over his face before he
masked it. Then one of his brows arched, and he nodded to
her, lifting the cup of whatever he was drinking in her
direction.

Gwynne stared back for a moment before looking
away with a scowl. She threw herself down on her pallet
and rolled over on her side. Damn the man. Damn him for
what he was doing to her—for stirring up such troubling
feelings, such needling sensations. Damn him for coming
into her life at all. It had been nearly a year since she’d had
the nightmare. Nearly a year since she’d been forced to
wake herself from that choking sense of emptiness. But
now because of him, it was back, as vivid and disturbing
as ever.

Letting her breath escape in a rush, she squeezed her
eyes shut and resolved not to think about the dream any-
more . . . to concentrate instead on other, more pleasant
things—Tlike all the ways she was going to make de Brice
pay.

Reaching under her pallet, she checked to see that the
cool, hard length of her blade was still there and at the
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ready. Then, pulling her woolen cloak up under her chin,
she set her jaw in a grim line and slept.

Aidan stood next to his steed, struggling to remain pa-
tient as he waited for Kevyn and Colin to return from the
village. Ribbons of golden light filtered through the trees,
belying the chill and setting the dew-soaked grass to a
sparkling tapestry of green beneath their feet.

But even the sun couldn’t dispel the storm clouds he’d
seen in Gwynne’s eyes when he’d been foolish enough to
glance her way a few moments ago. She’d glowered at
him, then, her silver gaze crackling, filling the clearing
with foreboding. His men had felt it too, he knew, by the
way they shifted uneasily around their mounts and talked
to each other under their breath, though her own guards,
Dafydd and Owin, seemed unconcerned about her black
mood.

Would that he could be as nonchalant. Clenching his
jaw, he checked the fit of his stallion’s bridle strap for the
fifth time this morning.

Curse this incessant waiting . . .

“They return, my lord,” Stephen, his squire, murmured,
gesturing toward the pathway.

“’Tis about time.” Aidan strode forward to meet them.
Taking action relieved some of his tension, and he nodded
to Kevyn as he approached. Colin came close behind, car-
rying a bundle of what appeared to be dark blue fabric in
his arms; he slipped as he came closer and then cursed as
a wispy piece of sky blue silk fluttered out of his grasp
onto the muddy ground. Snatching it up again, he brushed
it off, his expression looking the same as if he’d been
made to sit in the dirt and eat worms.

“I see you’ve found something,” Aidan said to Kevyn,
even as his gaze flicked to Colin and his burden.

“Aye, though ’twas more of an effort than we antici-
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pated. *Tis naught more than a woman’s hooded cloak and
veil, yet we had to use all of the coin we’d brought.”

“All of the coin?” Aidan looked aghast at his friend.
“You’re jesting.”

“Nay,” Kevyn said, shaking his head. “ *Twas the only
way to make the lady part with her goods.”

“God’s wounds, it had better be worth it.”

Kevyn shrugged as Aidan took the mantle from Colin’s
arms and shook it out, shoving the flimsy veil, for now,
into the front of his tunic. The cloak was wrinkled, but of
a costly weave, long, and of rich color. He glanced from it
to Gwynne, eyeing the size. It seemed the right length for
her height, he’d warrant, though a bit scant through the
bosom and shoulders if she used the clasp; she was a war-
rior, after all, and her build in those areas matched the ac-
tivities to which she was accustomed: swordplay and
battle.

But it would have to do until they reached Dunston.

Taking a deep breath, he headed toward her with it. She
stood motionless, her gaze still stony, her arms crossed
over her chest. The only indication that she saw his ap-
proach came from the occasional twitch of a muscle
above her jaw. When he reached her, he held out the gar-
ment wordlessly. Finally, she shifted her gaze to his face,
and he almost winced at the animosity he saw there.

He swallowed, standing straighter and reminding him-
self of the necessity of this part of the plan before he spoke
in the most buoyant tone he could muster. “We could find
no gown in the village. Until we get to Dunston, you must
needs give over your shield and sword and don this. With
the hood up, ’twill conceal you well enough.”

She still didn’t move to take it.

He waited a moment more before adding, “Do you re-
quire assistance?”

Though he’d not have thought it possible, her expres-
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sion sharpened more—enough, he imagined, to draw
blood.

Without a word, she snatched the cape from him and
stalked toward her men, cursing under her breath as she
went; she ceased only to bark out a command over her
shoulder for everyone to stay clear of her if they valued
their lives.

He watched her unclasp her sword belt and hand it to
Dafydd. Owin, in the meantime, unhooked from her sad-
dle her spectacular golden shield, emblazoned with a red
dragon, rampant, and began to wrap it in a piece of linen.
Both men wore grave expressions, treating Gwynne and
her weapons with the same kind of reverence Aidan had
witnessed before only during the handling of the Eu-
charist at Holy Mass.

Facing away from Aidan and his men, Gwynne pulled
the sapphire cloak around her shoulders, fastening it the
best she could before yanking the hood over her hair. Then
she swung astride her mount, letting the gentle folds of
fabric settle around her to conceal her form.

Aidan cleared his throat. “‘Shall we depart, then?”

Gwynne swiveled to glare her answer as Owin and
Dafydd mounted their steeds. But he hardly noticed their
movements for the ache that suddenly bloomed in his gut.
Images hammered at him, of another time, another
place—of their betrothal day, when they were both so
young, so desperate for each other that they’d ignored
everything to undertake their forbidden union.

She’d worn blue that day as well, the same shade of blue
that surrounded her now in silky folds, caressing the
smooth contours of her cheek . . . that softened the warrior-
harsh lines of her expression until he could imagine some-
thing almost like before. Like when she’d loved him . . .

“Are you going to stand there gawking, Englishman, or
are we going to leave?”
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Her sharp question jolted him from his memories. Only
the hollow feeling remained. He pulled his gaze from her
and mounted, noticing that all of his men were already in
position and waiting for him. He ignored the heat that
swept up his neck in response to his foolish reaction and
barked the order to ride, leading his nemesis—the woman
who’d haunted his dreams for the last twelve years—onto
the wooded trail and the last stretch toward home.

By the time they neared Dunston’s gate, Gwynne felt
as prickly and annoyed as a bear besieged by a swarm of
bees. *Twas not that the ride had been difficult. Nay, just
the opposite; the English landscape had been a pleasure
jaunt compared to the mountainous climes she was accus-
tomed to traversing in Wales.

But in Wales, she’d never had a solemn-eyed English-
man ceaselessly searching her with his gaze—or a rush of
irritating images constantly assaulting her mind.

Her jaw throbbed from clenching it, and yet now she
bit down harder, determined to banish the strange pictures
that kept popping into her head the nearer they got to de
Brice’s stronghold. This latest vision had been of a shady
green circle surrounded by stones, and a handful of acorns
thrown into the sun; they’d arced up before pelting down on
someone, to the echo of masculine laughter, low and sweet.
Laughter that sounded surprisingly like de Brice’s . . .

But she had no conscious recollection of ever being
with him anywhere before. No inkling at all, but for these
disturbing flashes of—well, whatever they were.

It was her imagination, she decided. A lingering result
of the nightmare. It had set her on edge, and she was still
feeling the effects of it now. Nothing more. Glancing side-
ways, she tried to catch the English leader staring at her
again. Only he wasn’t. This time he was looking forward,
his generous mouth edging up into a smile.
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“We’re here,” he murmured, almost as if to himself.
But then his dark-eyed gaze slipped sideways and con-
nected with hers, making her heart skip and leaving her
no room to breathe. She frowned, and his brow lifted
above a flash of white teeth. He looked forward again as
they rounded a curve in the road—and then she saw it,
stretched before them. A solid gray wall, its portcullis in
the process of being raised. And behind it, the massive
towers of a keep jutted into the sky.

Dunston Castle.

The nagging sensation she’d experienced from that
first moment when de Brice had taken off his helm re-
turned now with a vengeance, making her feel like some
memory waited right at the edge of her mind. She just
couldn’t grasp what it was. Lugh, it was maddening.

Barely restraining herself from uttering the command
to retreat to Wales, she directed her attention to her mount,
clicking her tongue to bring him to a canter in order to
keep up with de Brice’s newly quickened pace. Before
long they were riding through the opened gate, to the
sound of welcoming halloos and the sight of smiling faces
and waving arms.

The courtyard burst into activity as Aidan and his men
pulled their steeds to a halt; prosperous looking villagers
and castle folk came streaming from doorways and
milling among the men, all talking and laughing at once.

Stiffly, Gwynne dismounted, Owin and Dafydd staying
close by her as they waited for an indication of what they
should do next. But Aidan seemed oblivious to the awk-
ward way he’d left them. Instead, he peered around the
courtyard, as if looking for someone in particular.

She shouldn’t be surprised, she thought, crossing her
arms over her chest and scowling. Why should de Brice
care for their comfort? He was naught but an English oaf.

A stable boy came up with a nod and led her mount
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away to the stables for a brush down and some food; she
continued to glare at de Brice, hoping he’d look her way
and realize his discourtesy. But he was too engrossed in
his search, undoubtedly awash with lust as he searched for
sign of his precious Lady Helene.

In the next instant, a woman came bursting through the
main doors of the keep, her face wreathed in smiles—and
all Gwynne’s worst imaginings were realized.

The creature was the essence of femininity, but of that
sensuous sort that made other women bristle and men
stare with mouths agape. Her rich auburn hair hung to her
waist like rippling silk, a crowning glory for her creamy
skin and seductive, thick-lashed eyes. And though she was
young—no more than seventeen, Gwynne guessed—
she’d been blessed with a figure only the gods themselves
could have crafted: all graceful lines and curves, set off to
perfection by the lush crimson gown she wore.

Forcing herself to pull her gaze from the sight of the
bewitching creature throwing herself into Aidan’s arms,
Gwynne dared a glance at Owin and Dafydd and saw to
her annoyance that they too seemed besotted; Owin’s eyes
might as well have left their sockets and rolled to the
ground to do homage to the woman, he was gawking so
openly. Gritting her teeth, Gwynne jabbed him none too
gently in the ribs, making him double over and cough.

But at least he’d stopped staring.

Then she looked back to de Brice and his ladylove, and
her initial jab of dislike expanded to a flood of animosity.
The woman had pulled away from Aidan, who had obvi-
ously just mentioned the presence of Gwynne and her
men in their party. The lady glared now in Gwynne’s di-
rection as if she’d like to flay her alive.

Resisting the urge to scowl back at her, Gwynne in-
stead raised her brow and favored her with a cold look.
Ah, but de Brice seemed to have chosen a jealous woman
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as his future mate. If anger wasn’t making her gut twist so
strangely right now, the knowledge would have made her
feel positively gleeful.

With a jerk of her head, she directed Owin and Dafydd
to come with her as she approached the pair. The long
length of cloak swishing round her legs reminded her that
she should attempt to use a more ladylike gait, but her
usual saunter came through nonetheless.

When they reached Aidan, he was saying something in
hushed tones to his lady—most likely scolding her for her
less than welcoming attitude. She’d resorted to pouting,
though on that perfect face of hers, the expression still man-
aged to look entrancing. Her elegant nose wrinkled as she
flicked her gaze up Gwynne’s sapphire-cloaked length,
stopping with what might have been surprise, or perhaps
just wariness, when she met Gwynne’s silver gaze.

With a sigh, Aidan stepped back a little so that the
women could see each other better, though he directed his
comment to his lady. “Allow me to introduce our Welsh
cousin, Gwynne ap Mo—ap Morrison.”

Gwynne noticed that his voice sounded rather sharp—
not at all the tone she’d have expected a love-besotted man
to use with his betrothed. He continued, she saw to her as-
tonishment, with a look on his face almost as if he in-
tended to forcibly compel his fiancée to accept the
situation.

“Gwynne will be staying with us for the time being and
is in need of understanding and comfort after the ordeal
she has been through. She and these, her two serving men,
are all that remain of her family after the attack on their
estate.”

With a nod, he finally looked at Gwynne and waved his
hand back from her to the woman. “Gwynne, meet my sis-
ter, Lady Diana de Brice.”

Sister? Gwynne snapped her gaze to Aidan, to see if he
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jested with her. He looked nothing less than sincere—and
perhaps exasperated. Her brow furrowed in confusion for
a moment, until Diana spoke. Then her hand itched to pull
out and use the sword that no longer hung at her side.

“I don’t see why you need to bring home every stray
you find, Aidan,” Diana muttered. “And why now, of all
times, pray tell? "Tis not as if we have no worries when it
comes to your imminent marriage—or my own betrothal.”
She gave him another pouting look.

“That will be enough, Diana,” Aidan said tightly, grip-
ping his sister’s arm and attempting to steer her back to-
ward the castle. “We’ll talk about it after dinner.”

Diana resisted as Aidan pulled her away, casting one
last dark look at Gwynne before adding, “ *Tis not as if we
have no other relatives to help carry the burden of desti-
tute kin. Her being here will not please Lady Helene or
her father at all.”

“Then the feeling will be mutual,” Gwynne couldn’t re-
sist muttering, tempted as well to charge up the few steps
to the main door and throttle the woman senseless.

The gentle pressure of a hand on her arm held her back,
though it was all she could do not to whirl and strike the
foolish person who’d dared to touch her. It was de Brice’s
man, Kevyn. His expression was somber, not at all mock-
ing, as she’d expected. That helped to ease her anger a bit.
And so when he murmured something about escorting her
to her rooms and gestured the way, she decided to clamp
her mouth shut and follow.

As they passed into the shadows beyond the castle
doors, through the nearly empty great hall, and up a
curved set of stairs that led to the bedchambers, she tried
to cool her temper further, reminding herself that dealing
with conflicts by fighting and using her weapons was no
longer an option. Not for the next three months, anyway.

That part was going to take getting used to. She was a
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warrior, trained to behave like a man—Ilike a legend—for
as long as she could remember, and punished for acting
like anything else. Being made to assume the role of a fe-
male now was strangely painful, and as awkward as if
someone had cut off her hands and told her to accustom
herself to doing everything with her feet.

But she’d have to get used to it. She’d agreed to de
Brice’s plan, after all.

She spent the remainder of the two hours until dinner
sitting in her spacious chamber and bemoaning that fact.
Wondering what under heaven had possessed her to go
along with his schemes in the first place. Only the thought
of the respite her sacrifice was giving her people and of
the vengeance she’d have on de Brice after she returned to
them made any of this even remotely tolerable.

When it was nearly time to descend to the hall, she
yanked on the heavy rose-hued gown that had been sent
up for her, not caring if it was positioned correctly or not.
She fastened the matching gold-embroidered belt low on
her hips in what she thought was the proper way and
tugged it with enough force that she was disappointed
when it didn’t snap. Then, jamming onto her head the
absurd gauzy veil and cap that had arrived with the gown,
she stood and paced over to face her reflection in the
polished oval of metal that leaned against the wall in the
corner.

Ridiculous.

A scowl darkened her face. Stamping away from the
mirror, she tripped, caught up in the unfamiliar length of
skirts swirling around her legs. Lugh, but this was idiotic!
Wrenching the fabric back into place, she lifted the hem to
see if she’d torn it. A bit of ragged edge dangled an inch or
two. Grimacing, she shook the skirts out so that they fell
again over the leggings she’d refused to remove.

If it was the last thing she accomplished in this life, she
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was going to make de Brice pay for doing this to her.

Yanking open the door, she stomped into the corridor
and tried to make her way down the stairs to the great hall
without breaking her neck. She set her jaw and breathed
deep, her black mood kept in check by that one satisfying
thought.

Aye, de Brice would pay. By God, he’d be begging for
mercy before she was finished with him.



Chapter 6
~OC "

idan didn’t quite know how to handle what was

happening in his once peaceful home. Diana sat
picking at her food and using every opportunity to glare
at Gwynne, who in turn leaned on her elbows across the
table, glaring back and looking as if she’d like to spear
his sister through the heart with her eating knife. The
current state of affairs was far, far worse than he’d ex-
pected.

“You knew it wasn’t going to be easy,” Kevyn said, dar-
ing a glance at the women from his position next to Aidan.
“’Tis awkward at best, whether or not you try to pass her
off as your relative. And it doesn’t help that she acts like a
man in skirts. There doesn’t seem to be a feminine bone in
her body.”

“Oh, yes there is,” Aidan murmured. “I remember that
far too well.”

Kevyn pretended not to have heard him, adding, “Your
sister needs time to adjust; she’s used to competing with

61
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women and doing her best to outshine them, but she has
no idea what to do with one like Gwynne.”

Aidan scowled into his trencher, absently picking up a
piece of roasted fowl and dipping it into the sauce bowl in
front of him. “ *Tis not as if Gwynne presents any kind of
outward threat to her.”

“I don’t think Diana is worried about her as a rival.
Gwynne does have a rather striking face with those silver
eyes of hers, and she’s tall enough to attract notice. But
her figure seems somehow more thick in skirts than I’d
have imagined after seeing her on the field.” Kevyn nod-
ded as a page refilled his cup with wine, adding, “Nay, Di-
ana isn’t fretting over her for her looks, you can be sure.”

A clatter farther down the table drew both men’s gazes.
Gwynne had knocked over a large bowl of fruit, sending
an army of errant winter apples rolling toward Aidan’s sis-
ter; her expression as she watched Diana huffily replace
them made it obvious that she’d done it on purpose.

“You heard what your sister said when we arrived,”
Kevyn continued, looking back to Aidan before taking a
deep drink from his cup. “She fears Lady Helene’s reac-
tion to news of Gwynne’s presence in your home—and
the Duke of Rutherford’s even more. 'Tis very near your
nuptials, after all.”

“My wedding isn’t for almost four months.”

“Close enough. Especially when the duke continues to
seek any reason he can find for dissolving your betrothal
with his daughter. And Diana knows that her match with
Hugh Valmont hangs in the balance; if the alliance with
Helene’s family is not secured, Valmont will not make an
offer.”

“Valmont is a fop.”

Kevyn shrugged. “There’s no accounting for women’s
taste in men. But Valmont is powerful, and you cannot
deny that settling Diana in his family will protect her from
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some of the difficulties that have resulted from your fa-
ther’s misfortunes.”

“They weren’t misfortunes, Kev,” Aidan muttered,
glaring into his own now nearly empty cup and grabbing
the pitcher to refill it. “My father committed treason and
was executed—only Mother, Diana, and I paid our own
price for it as well.”

Kevyn nodded, thoughtful. “Aye, and I know better
than most how you’ve tried to rebuild your family’s name
and ensure Diana’s future ever since. But this latest deci-
sion on your part is sure to appear less than satisfactory to
her. It puts an already precarious situation at greater risk.”

“Damn it, I know that,” Aidan said, “which is why I
have to resolve this quickly. I have to make Gwynne re-
member what happened—make her remember what the
Welsh did—so that I can settle my debt to her before
everything else goes to hell and the king demands my
head too.”

Kevyn gave a choking laugh, and Aidan turned to see
what his friend found so humorous. But the laughter
wasn’t directed at him; he was looking down the table at
Gwynne, who at that moment was leaning back, yawning
noisily and swiping a hand over her mouth.

“Perhaps you’d better start by helping her to behave
more like the lady she’s supposed to be,” Kevyn said,
coughing back another chuckle.

At that moment Gwynne noticed Aidan’s stare. Fixing
him with a sarcastic look, she made a show of scratching
her belly and belching loudly. Diana sat frozen across
from her, looking on in horror. With a smile of satisfac-
tion, Gwynne finally pushed herself away from the table
and stalked from the chamber, flanked by her two men.

After a moment of stunned silence, Aidan cradled his
head in his hands and groaned. “Sweet Mother Mary, this
is going to be more difficult than I thought.”
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Gwynne kept going down the hall and out toward the
rooms her men had been given near the other servants by
the stables. Their quarters weren’t nearly as large or well
appointed as her own rooms inside the main keep, but
she’d have preferred them nonetheless. Aye, she’d have
given her best blade to be able to switch places with her
men during what promised to be a grueling three months.

Owin busied himself with retrieving her sword and
Dafydd seemed intent on removing from his tunic a cou-
ple of the apples he’d pilfered from the table as Gwynne
yanked off her gown and veil and threw them into the cor-
ner. A cloud of hay dust rose where they landed.

“No need to turn away,” she muttered, stalking up and
taking her sword-belt from Owin. “I’ve kept on my own
clothes beneath those ridiculous skirts.”

Dafydd seemed relieved, daring a glance at her dis-
carded garments before shifting his gaze back to her.
“Won’t you need to wear those again when you’ve fin-
ished your training tonight?”

“Aye, curse de Brice’s eyes. What of it?” she answered
as she tightened the belt around her hips.

Dafydd shrugged. “ *Tis just that they’ll likely be wrin-
kled if you leave them like that until you’re finished. They
look costly, and de Brice may not appreciate it.”

Gwynne paused to consider what he’d said. “I suppose
you’re right,” she said finally, walking over to the gar-
ments and picking them up, only to ball them more
tightly before cramming them back into the corner.
Turning to her men, she wiped her hands on her tunic.
“That’s better.”

They didn’t try to suppress their answering grins. She
clapped Dafydd on the back before donning a short cape
and pulling up the hood—another of de Brice’s require-
ments for her movement about the estate whenever she
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was out of her female clothing. Then, after taking a last
look around, she picked up one of the smaller shields they
carried with them to use while her own was unavailable
to her.

Heading to the door, she called over her shoulder,
“Which one of you will lead the way to the chamber de
Brice promised to clear for my training?”

“I will, Chwedl,” Owin answered, following her. *“ *Tis
just down the path that goes between the stables and tack
chamber. An abandoned room all the way to the castle
wall on your left. Dafydd and I looked at it earlier; you
should be secluded enough to train without notice.” He
reached for an extra unlit torch to hand to her. “Will you
need a sparring partner this night?”

“Nay,” she answered, starting to pull open the scarred
wooden door. “I think I'll work alone. I’ll just imagine de
Brice’s head under my blade each time I swing it.”

The door creaked open the rest of the way, and she
stiffened. Aidan stood there, leaning against the wall op-
posite them, his arms crossed loosely over his chest.

“That’s not a very charitable remark to make about
your host,” he said smoothly, pushing himself away from
the wall to stand straight before her. He wasn’t really smil-
ing, but Gwynne sensed the expression hovering around
his lips. Humor warmed his dark gaze, and she felt an odd
tingle up her spine when one corner of his mouth finally
lifted with what might have been the beginnings of a
quirky grin.

She scowled and looked past him. “I’'m not here for
charitable reasons, as well you know,” she said, trying to
push by. “Now, if you’ll get out of my way, I need to go
train.”

When he didn’t budge, she stopped and fixed him with
a hard stare. “Unless, that is, you’ve come to prove your-
self a lying Englishman like every other by going back on
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your agreement to provide me with a place to do it.”

He paused, his gaze cooling. “ Tis clear that for all
your training, Gwynne, you’ve failed to master the art of
being civil.” He lowered his arms to his sides, all hints of
his previous good humor vanished. Somehow, he seemed
taller and more powerfully built than she’d noticed before,
all rippling muscle and sinew beneath the smooth cloth of
his shirt.

A burst of familiar battle-heat shot through her at his
aggressive stance, and she cocked her head, daring him to
take action. Almost hoping that he would give it a try so
that she could fight him and dispel some of the prickling
energy that seemed to rise in her every time he was near.

“But I’'m not here to prevent you from engaging in your
exercises,” he continued. “I just need to discuss our plans
for tomorrow first.”

“Our plans?” she taunted. “We have no plans. I am
your hostage for three months, and you are my keeper.
"Tis as simple as that.” Her mouth tensed, her hand still
itching to grip the comforting weight of her sword-hilt.
“Stay out of my way, and I’ll stay out of yours.”

Now he looked more exasperated than he had with his
sister when she’d defied him in the courtyard.

“I thought I’d made it clear,” he said. “While you reside
with me, we have to make a good show of the story I was
forced to craft for you.” When she didn’t react, he added
tightly, “That you are a distant relative in need of protec-
tion? That I’ve taken you in to try to find a suitable hus-
band for you?”

Gwynne just looked at him. “Aye. So ... ?

A muscle in Aidan’s jaw jumped, and she had the sud-
den urge to smooth her fingertip over the spot—a reaction
that nearly choked her when she realized it. She forced
herself to loop her thumbs nonchalantly into her sword
belt.

>
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“In order to make anyone believe that story, you have
to behave as a lady,” he continued. “Something that, based
upon your performance at dinner tonight, it seems you are
either unwilling or unable to do.”

Gwynne felt her face heat at his gibe, but she held back
a retort until he added, “You need to try to act less like a
warrior, Gwynne, and more like a woman.”

Anger bloomed to the surface then, and she almost
flung his words back into his face—but the look in his eyes
stopped her. They held such a serious cast, such sincerity,
that she found herself glancing away. He’d spoken true—
in part, at least. She had exaggerated her bad manners at
dinner, because she’d wanted to shock Diana and perhaps
pay him back just a little for making her wear a dress. But
she’d be boiled alive before she’d admit that to him.

“I’ve done what you asked of me, de Brice,” she grated.
“I’ve donned your ridiculous clothes, kept my mouth
closed about my true identity, agreed to your scheme to
pretend I'm seeking a husband. By God, I don’t know
what more you want of me.”

Owin coughed lightly and ducked back into the cham-
ber, obviously as uncomfortable at witnessing his leader’s
embarrassment in handling this unfamiliar role as she was
in experiencing it.

Aidan waited until he’d closed the door, then met her
gaze again. “I know this isn’t easy for you, Gwynne, but
acting the part is just as important as looking it. And that’s
why I’'m here. Beginning tomorrow, you’ll be meeting
with one of my most trusted female servants for an hour
each morning to practice some of the skills you’ll need to
make this pretense plausible. Then you and I will meet
each afternoon to practice some more.”

She stared at him, certain he’d lost what little mind he
possessed.

“This had better be your idea of a jest.”



68 MARY REED McCALL

“I’'m afraid not. ’Tis imperative that all who do not
know the truth about you believe you to be as I've de-
scribed.” His expression was deadly serious. “I’ll not risk
innocent lives by allowing anyone to suspect who you re-
ally are and to get word of it to the king.”

“Not to mention the difficulties it would raise with your
beloved Helene and her father if it was discovered that
you were secretly harboring the Dark Legend in your
home,” she added, flashing him a sarcastic glare.

He had the good grace to look embarrassed. “That is
another issue entirely. What’s important now is ensuring
that everyone believes you to be my distant cousin, come
to live with me through the tragic loss of your family.”

Blast him, but he was persistent. And a lout. A demand-
ing, unbearable lout, to try to make her cooperate with
this. It wasn’t enough to force her into wearing silly
gowns and veils. Nay, he wanted her humiliation to be
more complete. He wanted her to behave in ways that she
remembered only from the distant reaches of her memory,
when she was first training to be the Legend. Ways she’d
been punished for indulging.

Ways she’d learned to despise.

A suffocating feeling swept up to grip her throat, and
she swallowed hard against it, battling for control. Damn
him to bloody hell . . .

“I can’t do it,” she finally muttered. * *Twill have to be
enough that I dress accordingly.”

“You will do it, Gwynne. Curse it, you must,” he said, his
voice suddenly gone husky with some unspoken feeling.
“Don’t you see? Even with my men’s loyalty, you are in
danger of being discovered here. I'm trying to protect you
from what may happen if you don’t do as I ask.” When she
tried to push by him again, he gripped both of her arms
firmly but gently, almost as if he were going to embrace her,
murmuring, “Damn it, Gwynne, you have to listen to me.”
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She froze, the contact seeming to scorch through her
shirt to singe the vulnerable flesh beneath with his heat.
Flashes of something, muddled pictures of some sort, shot
through her brain, taking her breath away before they
faded. Slowly, she dragged her stunned gaze from his
hands to his face.

He’d touched her before. Even without a conscious
memory of it, she knew it deep in her bones.

But no one touched her like this. No one. Except for the
occasional brief grips she exchanged with Marrok, few
dared to try, because she never allowed it.

Most thought her reserve was due to her status as the
Legend. After all, she was a myth in their midst, far above
the reach and comfort of common folk. But it wasn’t that.
Nay, never that. It was because it hurt too much. Being
touched in kindness, in friendship—in anything but cold,
hard anger—hurt far too much. It reminded her of all
she’d never have, all she’d forsaken in order to be the sav-
ior to her people.

Concern and love were not for one such as she. She was
built to fight and kill. That was all.

But this . . . this remembered touch . . .

As if coming out of a dream, she wrenched herself free
of Aidan’s grip, quelling the waves of almost painful sen-
sation his touch had evoked. She didn’t trust herself to
speak, her throat felt so tight, but she forced herself to
anyway, knowing that he’d not let her escape to the
cleansing ritual of her training until she answered him.

“I’ll think about it,” she managed to say, her voice gone
as husky as his had been. Then she shoved harder to push
past him, desperate to get away from the confusing feel-
ings sweeping through her. He let her go, and she took in
deep breaths as she stalked away down the path in the di-
rection that Owin told her. As she tried to will calm and
focus back to her frazzled senses.
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“Tomorrow morning, Gwynne. We’ll begin your other
training then,” Aidan called out softly after her, and she
held herself stiff as she walked, to stop herself from
flinching at the gentleness in his tone. “Do not fail me.”

Less than a quarter hour later, Aidan stood outside the
old tack chamber and watched through a knothole in the
wall. He’d chosen this place for Gwynne’s training, know-
ing that no one would come out here. It had been empty
for more than two years, ever since they’d built the new
tack room closer to the stables.

When they’d first cleaned out this chamber, he’d meant
to have the walls torn down and put the space to use in
some other way, but now he was glad he hadn’t gotten
around to it. "Twas a perfect place for Gwynne to have pri-
vacy for her exercises—and with its knot-riddled walls, a
perfect way for him to keep an eye on what she was doing.

He stood now, stunned as he watched her, amazed anew
at the strange motions and exercises she practiced over
and over, until her breath came in heavy rasps and her shirt
dampened with sweat. He’d had glimpses of these very
moves in action during his battle with her on the field, but
it had been a fleeting glance at best, and mitigated by the
shock he’d felt when he’d discovered who she really was.

Now he had the chance truly to study her, and her abil-
ities astonished him. He’d not have believed it if he hadn’t
seen it with his own eyes.

She was using her sword, feinting and jabbing through
a series of moves with a speed and strength worthy of any
of his best warriors. But she’d added several of the
strange, twirling jumps he’d seen her use on the field, her
long, lean form tucking and spinning around before she
landed on both feet again. Then she’d jab close and hard at
her imaginary opponent who, had he been real, would
have been preparing himself to slash at her two full
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sword’s-lengths away, making his death an almost for-
gone conclusion.

Aidan narrowed his gaze, watching her practice the se-
ries of motions again and again, her movements quicken-
ing in pace. He exhaled his breath slowly, shaking his
head in wonderment at her sheer endurance. How in hell
did she keep it up—and how many hours of grueling train-
ing had it taken her to master a skill like this?

After a few more minutes of fierce activity, she finally
slowed, gasping and letting her arms fall limp; the point of
her sword dug into the hard-packed floor. When she let go
of it, the heavy weapon thudded on the dirt, and she sank
down cross-legged next to it, sides heaving, before bury-
ing her head in her hands.

She looked so vulnerable sitting there. The curve of
her back revealed the toll such rigorous training took, and
Aidan watched in silence for a while, listening to her
ragged breathing, longing to yank open the door and go
to her.

But he knew better than that; if she had the slightest
inkling that he was here, that he was watching her in se-
cret, she’d never trust him, and he needed her to if he
hoped to complete his mission to make her remember. It
was all locked inside her, he knew it. All the memories of
their time together, of what they’d felt for each other, and
of what the Welsh had done to her—to them—that day.
He’d seen glimpses of it flutter to the surface before
quickly fading away. But the memories were there.

He just needed to find the key to unlocking them for her.

Suddenly, a broken cry echoed through the chamber,
making Aidan’s heart wrench as he shifted to press his eye
closer to the tiny knothole. Gwynne was crouched over
now, arms wrapped around herself and rocking against
whatever strong emotion held her in sway. Her breath no
longer rasped, though her entire frame shook, as if she
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held back sobs. Aidan fisted his hands, reminding himself
yet again of why he couldn’t intervene. Why he couldn’t
go inside as every fiber and sinew of him demanded, and
soothe away whatever caused her pain.

A moment later, she abruptly ceased her rocking
movements and lifted her head, swiping her hand across
her mouth before jerking to her feet. Her back was to him
as she reached down to lift her sword, her spine and
shoulders tense. As if she’d done it a thousand times be-
fore, she wearily widened her stance, beginning to swing
her blade through a new series of motions, more like the
kind he and his men practiced when they ran through their
own exercises.

Though her face was still concealed from him, Aidan
imagined he could see the stoicism of her expression, the
rigid determination etching cold, hard lines over her fea-
tures. And the knowledge of it ripped him apart inside.

God in heaven, what had happened to turn her from the
sweet, laughing creature he’d loved so many years ago
into this hardened warrior, who drove herself beyond the
limits of endurance? What other punishing experiences
were behind the impervious front that she worked so hard
to maintain, forcing her to keep the truth of her past and
the memory of his loving her locked so firmly away?

Aidan swallowed and stepped away from the wall, de-
ciding that he’d better go now before she discovered him
spying. But as he made his way back to the castle, one last
thought hammered through his brain, swirling around to
tempt and prod him, leaving him no rest . . .

Because he couldn’t help asking himself just how far
he’d be willing to go to bring all her memories of loving
him back again.



Chapter 7
~OC_~—

Diana stood up carefully, checking as she did to make
sure she was still alone in the corridor. The dull
gray light of morning had proved too weak to aid her at-
tempts to peer beneath the chamber door. Undaunted, she
leaned in with one ear to the cool wood, keeping very
quiet to see if she could at least hear what was happening
inside the room.

The Welsh stranger had been in there with old Alana
since breaking her fast. Though Gwynne had been consid-
erably more civilized during this morning’s meal than
she’d been the evening before, Diana still didn’t like her.
Aside from her strange appearance, there was something
about her that sent warning tingles up Diana’s spine;
something else that just wasn’t right.

Holding her breath now, Diana pressed her ear closer,
straining to catch any hint of sound or conversation from
within the chamber.

What in blazes could she be doing with Dunston’s most
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trusted servant? Aidan never let old Alana take on extra
work. Never. He treated her like a grandmother, allowing
her only the easiest of tasks, and those only because she
insisted on doing something for her keep.

Alana was a fixture in the castle. Though her condition
had worsened over the years, she’d remained with the
family through everything. *Twas she who’d found Aidan
in the woods, bleeding and confused after he’d been at-
tacked by the Welsh rebels. And it was Alana who’d stood
by them through the horrible nightmare of Father’s arrest
and execution. She’d stayed through it all, unbroken by
the disgrace, even after many of the other servants had
left. Even after Mama . . .

Diana bit her lip and frowned. Mama. Dear, sweet
Mama. What would she think of her daughter lurking in
the hallway to eavesdrop? Guilt sent a rush of warmth into
her cheeks. Oh, Mama. How I wish you were still here to
hold me. To keep me safe. But that could never be. Never
again.

The day the soldiers had come for Father, Mama’s
sweet embrace and her comforting lavender scent were all
that had kept Diana from screaming aloud. She’d buried
her face in Mama’s neck, feeling her world spin apart and
hearing her mother’s soft cries as the soldiers had loaded
Father into that horrible cart and driven him away. She’d
finally broken away from Mama’s arms and run after
them, begging them to stop. To give her Papa back. But it
had been too late. The gate had shut. He was gone and
she’d never seen him again.

And then everything had changed. In the weeks after
Papa’s execution, Lady Sutcliffe had slowly sunk into a
world of her own making, becoming distracted and then
distant, holed up alone in her chamber. Her once beautiful
hair, a shade darker than Diana’s own, had become tan-
gled and unkempt, her spotless gowns ripped and stained.
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And then had come that horrible morning . . . the misty
dawn when Diana had gone to the pond to gather up some
of the pretty swamp iris that grew there, to make a bou-
quet for Mama—and found a bloated, unrecognizable
thing floating in the water. A thing with billowing auburn
hair.

Diana grimaced with the memory. The thing hadn’t
looked like Mama at all. For a long time she’d even re-
fused to believe it was her. But eventually she’d been
made to accept the truth. That Mama was dead, just like
Father. All Diana had left now was Aidan—and she’d
chew nettles before she’d let some backwoods relative
come between them and upset their plans.

A crashing sound from inside the room sent Diana skit-
tering into the shadows. Breathless, she slipped behind
the edge of the tapestry hanging on the wall and held very
still. Suddenly, the door to the chamber was yanked open
from inside. Gwynne came stalking out, looking like a
thundercloud and mumbling under her breath. She glared
once over her shoulder at the open portal, not seeing Di-
ana’s hiding place, praise the saints, before she reached
the stairs and turned to thump down them into the gloom
below.

A moment later, old Alana emerged, her form perpetu-
ally bent by her crippled joints, but with a half smile on
her lips as she looked in the direction of the retreating fig-
ure. She shook her head and began to go back into the
chamber, then stiffened.

Without turning around, she murmured, *“ *Tis poor be-
havior from you, lass, to be sneaking about and prying
into business that’s not your own. Get on wi’ you now. If I
catch you at it again, your brother will be hearing of it.”

Shuffling back into the room, she shut the door firmly
behind her.

Diana flounced from behind the tapestry, cheeks hot
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with an odd mixture of annoyance and shame. It was all
Gwynne’s fault. She was to blame for forcing Diana to
creep about like this. There’d been no choice. Someone
had to save Aidan from the trouble the Welshwoman was
going to bring. No one else seemed worried, but Diana
knew better. Gwynne was dangerous—she could feel it.
An unplanned hazard to their plans. Taking a deep breath,
Diana smoothed her hands along the golden girdle slung
low on her hips and headed down the stairs on the same
path Gwynne had taken moments earlier; she was deter-
mined to do whatever it took to lessen the damage. Aye,
she would do everything in her power to get Gwynne ap
Morrison out of Dunston Castle before the duke learned
about her, or God forbid actually met her—and found rea-
son to call off his daughter’s wedding to Aidan for good.

Gwynne sat on the steps to the main hall at Dunston,
trying to take deep breaths while at the same time avoid-
ing the curious gazes directed at her from the people go-
ing about their business around the castle. The sun beat
down on her, soaking into the infernal bliaud and smock
she was wearing and inspiring a renewed burst of annoy-
ance. She tugged at the neck of the blue linen, trying to
catch a bit of breeze, while angry thoughts swirled
through her head.

Curse it, but this morning’s humiliation with Alana had
sapped all her patience, and the day wasn’t even half over.
Aidan would be meeting her here in a few more minutes to
start the process all over again, only with who knew what
torturous activity.

She shuddered and gave up tugging at her neckline to
lift surreptitiously the ends of her skirt. Part of her wanted
to run and hide—or better yet, to rip off this absurd gown,
jump astride her steed, and gallop like the wind until she
reached the mountains of home.
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But she couldn’t do that, she knew. *Twould be the
coward’s way. She’d faced blood, death, and destruction
countless times on the battlefield, dealing the same to oth-
ers more often than not. Having to face her buried femi-
ninity by pretending to be a lady should seem easy by
comparison. But it wasn’t. It was blasted hard, making
something deep inside twist and ache. Something she
wanted to forget altogether.

Yet aside from needing to protect herself and her men
from the danger of discovery, she knew that her people
were counting on her for the three months of truce with
the English to restore their strength. That, combined with
de Brice’s gold, would give them the boost they needed to
strike at the heart of their enemy in a way that would not
soon be forgotten. A way certain to garner victory.

Trying to calm herself with that thought, she concen-
trated on folding her hands in her lap as Alana had in-
structed this morning, checking to see that her knees were
at least partway together. She could hear the old woman’s
rusty voice in her mind, coaxing her to sit like a lady.

Of course, having her own tunic and leggings on under
her gown made it harder to remember such niceties, not to
mention that it added to the stifling feeling she experi-
enced in the heat, but wearing the skirts alone wasn’t an
option; the very idea of having her legs bare beneath, of
the naked feeling that it would cause, especially when
Aidan de Brice directed his prying gaze on her, made her
break out in a sweat.

Nay, she’d make due with the leggings on.

She was just getting ready to get up and find her men,
de Brice be damned, when Aidan came whistling around
the corner of the gatehouse. He stopped when he saw her,
his gaze locking with hers; the whistle died on his lips and
his eyes lit up, his entire face creasing with a smile.

Gwynne swallowed hard against the warm rush of
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pleasure that swept through her. Curse him, but he was
handsome when he looked at her like that. She bit the in-
side of her cheek, the metallic taste of her own blood help-
ing to bring her back to reality, reminding her of her
purpose here. He was the enemy, and she couldn’t allow
herself to forget it.

“I wasn’t sure you’d be here,” he said, still looking
pleased as he approached.

She managed to calm the thudding of her heart, restor-
ing enough order to her senses to shrug and offer, “I’ve
nothing better to do for the next three months—no attacks
to arrange, no pillaging or massacres to plan.”

Rather than chilling his mood, as she’d expected, her
flippant answer only made him grin more deeply.

“Are you ready to go?” He gestured to the gate.

“Where?”

“You’ll see.”

Pursing her lips, she got up to follow him, clumping
down the steps in her usual manner before she remem-
bered to try to walk more genteelly. She glanced at him,
catching the twinkle in his eye that told her he’d noticed
her efforts. Irritation lanced through her again, and she
fisted her hands. Lugh, but it was difficult to handle her
constantly changing mood where de Brice was concerned.
One moment she was angry with him, the next, tingling
with a strange sense of excitement.

“I want to know where you’re taking me,” she de-
manded, as much to maintain her own sense of control as
to find out his plans for her.

“To the wood beyond the castle,” he answered, quick-
ening his pace.

She slowed, uncertain about accompanying him alone
without her weapons. Noticing her hesitation, he turned
and gripped her hand in his to tug her along with him,
smiling again and murmuring, ““ *Tis not too far, and I've
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nothing sinister in mind, I promise. There’s just some-
thing I want to show you.”

The shock of his touch raced through her, as it had
when he’d gripped her shoulders outside the stables last
night; yanking her hand away, she decided to take her
chances. She could always just knock him senseless if he
tried anything. She sped up to keep abreast of him, hiding
the tingling in her fingers by twisting them in her skirts as
they made their way out of the castle yard and to the
meadow beyond.

Soon, they approached the edge of the woodland. As
when they came through this area on their arrival at Dun-
ston, Gwynne felt an odd nagging sensation at the back of
her skull—a feeling of familiarity she couldn’t quite
place. They ducked into the cool shade of the trees, the
branches all around them having long since unfurled their
sweet green splendor under the force of the June sunlight.

The prickling sensation in her brain increased the
deeper they went into the woodland. Uncomfortable, she
started to tell de Brice that she’d go no further, when he
suddenly slowed, then stopped altogether.

“We’re here,” he announced. Putting his hands on his
hips, he breathed deep and gazed around the little clearing
as if it were as spectacular as a king’s throne-room.

She crossed her arms over her chest, looking cautiously
around, half expecting a hidden army to come charging at
her from the trees. She saw nothing but two large woven
baskets resting against one thick trunk. “All right. What
exactly is it that I’'m supposed to be seeing?”

“Strawberries.”

“Strawberries?” She stared at him in disbelief; his dark
eyes sparkled at her, stunning her with a flood of heat deep
in her belly and leaving her with that same breathless feel-
ing as always. Then he grinned, looking supremely
pleased with himself.
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He walked over to the thick foliage that blanketed most
of the clearing, pushing aside some of the leaves to show
clusters of succulent red fruits hanging beneath. “Look—
there must be a thousand of them, just at the peak of
ripeness!”

Gwynne rubbed her nose, staring askance at him. It
seemed she’d have to go gently with him. “That’s lovely,
de Brice, truly it is. But why in God’s name have you
brought me here to see them?”

“Because you’re going to pick them,” he answered, as
if it were the most logical thing in the world. He bent over
and plucked one of the berries from a nearby plant, pop-
ping it in his mouth and straightening to chew it with his
eyes closed, in obvious bliss. “Delicious,” he murmured,
not seeming to notice her pointed gaze.

“Ah, de Brice?” she called out, trying to pull his atten-
tion to her again. When he didn’t respond, she repeated
herself more loudly until he finally looked at her, another
berry halfway to his mouth, his brows raised in innocence.

“Aye?”

“I told you when I agreed to leave Wales with you that
I wasn’t going to be your servant. If you want berries,
you’re going to have to pick them yourself.”

He shocked her again by grinning like a fool. “Aye, that
I will,” he answered. “But you’re going to help me.”

The afternoon was turning stranger by the second.

“Why would I do that?”” she managed to sputter. “Berry
picking isn’t a skill that you can claim I need to develop.
God’s blood, ’tis most often a task for little children, not
ladies!”

Faint giggling suddenly seemed to echo in Gwynne’s
ears, and she jerked to look behind her, scrutinizing the
woods. All was empty and still, save for the waving of the
branches in the breeze. Just a trick of the wind, no
doubt . . .
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“I think you’ll pick them, because I have a wager for
you,” Aidan said, stepping closer with a soft smile and
muddling her senses anew. “Knowing how partial you are,
after all, to making deals,” he added, offering her a berry
and then eating it himself when she refused with a scowl.

“What kind of wager?” she asked grudgingly, willing
herself to avoid his gaze in a desperate attempt at self-
preservation.

“A contest of sorts. We pick for half an hour; whoever
has the most berries at the end of that time wins.”

“Wins what?”

“Well, that part is open for discussion,” he said, rock-
ing back on his heels and feigning deep thought as he
rubbed his chin. “I was thinking of something physical,
perhaps.”

When he directed his twinkling gaze on her again, she
could resist no longer; she met his stare, and the warmth in
his eyes made the melting feeling in her belly swell ten-
fold. Without warning he stepped even closer, and she
suddenly found herself unable to breathe. Mesmerized,
she watched as he reached out to drag his fingertip lightly
down the side of her cheek, leaving behind a path of tin-
gling pleasure.

“Aye, something physical would be perfect, I think,” he
added, his voice a husky murmur. “A prize of true worth.
Something that the winner would find . . . exciting.”

Helpless to drag her gaze from his, she swallowed and
managed to whisper, “What exactly did you have in mind?”

He wiggled his eyebrows and suddenly stepped back.
“Why, the chance to spar with me on the battlefield, of
course. It seems to be what you most desire, and I'd allow
you to use your choice of weapons—blunted, I should
think. I wouldn’t want either of us to be truly hurt for the
sake of sport.”

She was so taken aback that she just gaped at him.
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“If you win, you’ll have what I overheard you saying
you longed for—the opportunity to knock me about a lit-
tle. A bit of satisfaction for all that I've put you through at
Dunston.” Grinning, he feinted back and gave a playful
jab at her shoulder, making her stumble sideways. “Eh?
What say you, Gwynne? Are you game to try?”

She righted herself with a scowl, surprised at the dark
rush of annoyance—and emptiness—that filled her. How
dared he treat her so . .. well, so much like a man? *Twas
his idea that she play the part of delicate female while she
stayed with him. He’d brought her out here in almost the
same way that she fancied a gallant might escort his lady
for an afternoon’s stroll, yet now he was proposing that they
engage in sport-fighting like any two common soldiers.

Looking away, she muttered, “A sparring match is the
prize if I win. What about if you win the wager?”

“Ah, yes.” He paused for a moment before giving her
another half-smile. “If I win, then every afternoon for a
week, beginning tomorrow, you’ll agree to learn court
dancing—with me as your teacher.”

More faint giggling tinkled through the clearing again,
momentarily overriding Gwynne’s shock and setting her
instincts afire. Whirling around, she growled, “What in
blazes is that?”

“What?” Aidan asked calmly.

“That noise,” she almost shouted, spinning back to him.

She clenched her fists when she saw that he was look-
ing at her as before, all wide-eyed innocence. He
shrugged and murmured, “I don’t hear anything,” before
bending to pick a few more berries to sample.

And he was right. At least for the moment. Whatever
she’d heard was gone, and the woodland was as silent as
ever, the only sound the faint rustling of the leaves above
them.
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“Blast it to hell, but I think you’re driving me mad,” she
muttered, yanking off her veil and jabbing her fingers
through her hair.

“So, do you accept my wager or not?” Aidan asked,
popping the last of the fruits in his mouth, as nonchalant
as if her outburst had never happened.

“Aye, I'll take your cursed wager,” Gwynne snapped,
jamming the veil into the neck of her gown and hiking her
skirts to her knees as she stalked to the baskets. “Just let
me get started, so that I can get to the part where I'm al-
lowed to crack some sense into that wooden skull of
yours.”

She snatched one of the baskets up and marched off to
a spot in the clearing where the strawberry plants seemed
clustered most thickly, muttering all the way about
Aidan’s stubbornness and his dim-witted ideas. Deliber-
ately, she put her back to him and began to pick as if her
life depended on it, ignoring the masculine chuckling that
came now from the opposite end of the glade. After a mo-
ment she dared a glance and saw Aidan picking the crim-
son fruits with a passion of his own . . .

With a fervor, she thought, shuddering, that if she
wasn’t careful, might consign her to the hell of having to
spend a whole week of afternoons in the disturbing prox-
imity of his lean, hard form—and locked in the depths of
his strangely compelling gaze.



Chapter 8
~OC "

Aidan nudged his basket closer to the edge of the
clearing, surreptitiously glancing at Gwynne as he
did. Her back was still to him, thank God. He hummed a
lilting tune and kept picking, pausing to sample some of
the juiciest berries as he went. He knew he should stop
eating them. She’d already looked over and caught him at
it several times, not to mention the fact that his tasting had
made quite a dent in what little he’d managed to accumu-
late. He paused to peer into the depths of his basket, gri-
macing at the paltry sight.

"Twas a good thing he’d arranged a back-up plan.

By the time the agreed-upon half hour had elapsed, his
carefully plotted strategy had borne its expected fruit. Quite
literally. He checked the sun’s position to be sure that time
was up, then looked at his basket again, gratified to see that
it was filled to overflowing. In fact, there were so many
berries that several plump gems had spilled over the top
edge to form a crimson mound on the ground beneath it.

84
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“Time!” he called to Gwynne, who straightened slowly
and turned to meet his gaze. She shaded her eyes with her
hand, her piercing stare shifting from his face to the abun-
dance of fruit at his feet. At the sight, her mouth went
slack, then tightened in wrath. In the next instant she burst
into motion.

“What is this?” she yelled, pointing at his basket as she
dragged her own over to him with angry strides. “You
couldn’t have picked all of these so quickly. I looked but a
few moments ago, and you hadn’t enough even to come
level with the brim!”

Aidan felt a prickle of guilt, but he raised his hands and
tried to look sincere. “Would you believe that I pick more
quickly under pressure?”

He blinked a few times, hoping that his innocent look
would distract her from scrutinizing his take. But she just
kept glaring at his basket as if she was certain that the
berries must have appeared from thin air to have accumu-
lated so quickly.

“You couldn’t have gathered so many,” she said, fisting
her hands on her hips as she finally lifted her accusing
gaze again to his. “ ’Tisn’t possible. Not in the amount of
time you’ve had since I last looked.”

He swallowed and then coughed, thinking that perhaps
he had overdone it just a bit.

“Well, —" he began feebly, trailing off when a re-
newed sound of giggles echoed through the clearing, fol-
lowed closely by a swishing and crackling of branches.
He closed his eyes and grimaced as two exuberant bundles
shot into the glade from where they’d been crouching be-
hind him, concealed in the brush. Little Clara and Ella
shrieked with laughter, their chubby, berry-stained fingers
curled over their mouths with glee.

Clearly, the two village imps had forgotten the part of his
plan that directed them to stay hidden from Gwynne’s sight.
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“We did it! We did it!” they shouted between giggles,
dancing around to a position on either side of Aidan before
throwing themselves at his legs to give him a mighty hug.

“Did we do good, Unca Aidan? Did we?”” Clara crowed,
lifting her cherubic face to gaze at him in adoration.

“Aye, sweet, you did very well,” he murmured, tussling
first her blond head and then Ella’s before directing a
helpless look at Gwynne.

She stood open-mouthed for a moment. Then her
brows drew together and a storm unleashed in her eyes.

“Damn you, de Brice—you cheated!” she snapped.
“’Tis a forfeit. I win the wager, by rights of your decep-
tion.”

He was about to try offering some kind of explanation,
when a faint sniffle pulled their attention downward again.
Clara’s bottom lip jutted out, her violet eyes filling with
tears. She dragged one grubby hand across her nose and
looked up at Gwynne, blinking, even as she continued to
cling to Aidan’s leg.

“Unca Aidan didn’t cheat! We only helped him, is all.
We wanted to play our pipes for you, and he said that we
could if we helped him gather lots of berries!”

“Aye,” the slightly elder Ella chimed in, stepping away
from Aidan with a wavering smile. “Uncle Aidan said
we’d get to practice our songs if we helped.” She pulled a
reed pipe from her tunic to blow a few sample notes. “If
you give us the chance, we’ll make grand music for you to
dance by, we promise!”

Aidan’s heart lurched. Looking away, he cursed him-
self for ever thinking to involve children in his scheme to
get the better of Gwynne. Damn his eyes for being a self-
ish brute. He’d have to think of a way to smooth it over
once she was done with them. He’d learned far too well in
the past few days that when she was angry, nothing and no
one stopped her from unleashing her wrath. Poor little
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Clara was so sensitive to begin with, not to mention Ella’s
tender—

“’Tis not your fault, girls,” Gwynne said gruffly.

Aidan looked on in shock, watching as she dropped to
one knee and brushed a thumb over Clara’s cheek, wiping
away the wetness there. Then she patted Ella on the shoul-
der in turn, giving her a smile before pushing herself to
stand and face him, her expression shifting to match the
frost in her eyes.

“Uncle Aidan and I will work out the details later. But
beginning tomorrow afternoon, I’ll expect you to be here
in the glade and ready to play your pipes for us. So make
sure you’ve practiced well between now and then.”

The joyful whoops and shrieks that rose from the girls
could have deafened anyone within a league. Aidan
couldn’t help but smile as they swung around him and
Gwynne a couple of times before skipping off down the
path from the clearing, yelling back about how well and
often they were going to practice.

When they were gone, silence weighed heavy in the
glen. Gwynne hadn’t moved a muscle since uttering her
agreement for the girls to play. Aidan glanced at her side-
long; she stared straight ahead, her expression unreadable.

“Thank you for that,” he said quietly.

“’Twas for the girls’ sake, not yours,” she answered,
locking her arms in their customary position across her
chest.

When she finally shifted her gaze, the cold anger he
saw there rocked him, reminding him viscerally of the
hardened warrior she’d become—a woman very different
from the tender girl he’d loved so long ago.

“But you’re not off the hook,” she continued, slicing
him with the steel of her eyes. “By rights, I still won today.
I'll go along with the dancing part for the children’s
sake—but you owe me. I'll let you know how and when



88 MARY REED McCCALL

you’re going to repay me once I decide on the method.”

Then, without allowing him to utter a word in his own
defense, she turned and headed down the path toward the
castle, leaving him to mull over all that had happened here
this day . . .

And to wonder how in God’s name he was going to rec-
oncile his gentle memories of Gwynne with the harsh re-
ality of the woman who had stalked away from him just
now—with all of the love she’d once felt for him seeming
to have changed, in the past twelve years, to hate.

Gwynne thumped into her men’s quarters a few hours
later, still trying to shake off the black mood that the inci-
dent with Aidan had inspired. She kept telling herself that
her disappointment made no sense. But no matter how she
tried to ignore it, it remained, a throbbing ache akin to a
feeling she hadn’t acknowledged in years. Not since Mar-
rok was first training her to be a warrior.

Not since she was naught but a simple girl instead of a
Legend.

“Lugh’s bones,” she growled under her breath, strug-
gling to pull off her cumbersome gown before throwing
herself onto a pile of old sacks that served as a pallet.

The chamber was empty, her men having gone to de-
liver her shield to the appointed envoy who’d arranged to
meet them in the wood outside Dunston each week for
news and the exchange of messages. They’d been gone
since morning and should have been back by now. An-
other twist of fate to be annoyed about, she thought, run-
ning her hand through her hair before leaning back on the
pallet.

She closed her eyes, trying to quiet her turbulent emo-
tions. She had to keep hold of herself. Allowing Aidan de
Brice to play havoc with her like this was exactly what
Marrok had warned her against. He’d said that Aidan
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would try to delve beneath her defenses. That he’d work to
weaken her in ways that had nothing to do with battle
prowess or physical abilities. And her mentor had been
right—but in her vast ignorance about the workings of
men and women, she’d had no idea what he’d meant. Now
she was beginning to understand, and it was unsettling, to
say the least.

A creaking sound pulled Gwynne from her musings.
Pushing herself to a sitting position, she glanced to the
door she’d secured behind her, expecting to hear Owin
and Dafydd scratch the sequence that would reveal their
identities, so that she could lift the bar and allow them en-
trance. No one else was authorized to come into their
chamber but Gwynne, them, and de Brice; Aidan had
made that clear to everyone, and she’d secretly appreci-
ated it, knowing it meant she could be in her masculine
garments here if she chose, without fear of discovery.

But no familiar scratching sounded at the door. All was
silent, save for the creaking. With a start, she realized that
it was coming from behind her, from near the wall.

A mouse, perhaps?

It seemed unlikely, unless it was an awfully big mouse.

Slowly, she stood and made her way to the area from
which the noise came, picking up her sword as she went.
"Twas dim outside the ring of rush-light near the pallets,
and she squinted, her hand tensing and relaxing out of
habit on the hilt of her weapon.

She could see nothing in the gloom, so she stood still
and cocked her head to listen. There. The scuffling, creak-
ing noise echoed through the chamber again. Gwynne
softened her breathing until it was barely perceptible, so
as not to distract from her hearing as she honed in on the
source of the sound.

Suddenly, she scowled and headed for the door. The
noise was coming from outside. Something or someone



90 MARY REED McCCALL

was on the other side of the wall, trying to get in.

She paused to glance at her gown and veil on the floor
where she’d left them, considering whether or not she
should put them back on over her own garments before
she ventured out to confront the intruder. Her hand flexed
again on her hilt. Blast it, but "twould be difficult to ex-
plain her masculine attire and sword if "twas naught but an
errant stable boy out there—but even worse to try to fight
hampered by skirts if twas indeed someone plotting harm
to her or her men.

Mouth tight, she compromised by grabbing the short,
hooded cloak Aidan had given her and throwing it on.
Suddenly, the familiar cadence of scratching rang out.
Cursing under her breath, she lifted the bar on the door
and yanked it open, stepping aside to allow Owin and
Dafydd entrance.

“What in blazes were you two doing banging around
out there like that?” she asked, jamming her sword back
into its sheath. “I was about to go out and ambush you,
thinking you strangers prying where you didn’t belong.”

Owin frowned. “We made no noise, Chwedl. We only
just now returned from delivering your shield,” he said,
looking as confused as Dafydd at her chiding.

In the next instant, all three locked gazes and as quickly
ducked outside, drawing their weapons as they went.
Gwynne followed her men, throwing her hood up as they
sneaked around the building to ferret out the real inter-
loper. Their search yielded naught but a scrap of green
fabric, torn away, apparently, when the person who’d been
wearing it had fled at Owin and Dafydd’s approach. It flut-
tered there, snagged on a splinter of wood that poked from
the wall.

Gwynne picked the bit of cloth from its mooring, rub-
bing it between her finger and thumb. *Twas of a fine
texture—too fine to have come from a servant’s garment.
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The evening breeze wafted again, summer-warm,
rustling the straw at their feet and bringing with it the fa-
miliar scent of horses bedded down in the nearby stable.
Shaking her head, Gwynne walked closer to the wall,
stepping up onto the mounded straw where the intruder
had obviously been standing. After examining the area at
her vantage point for a moment, she announced, “There’s
a large hole here in the boards. Whoever it was intended to
spy on us.”

“But why?” Dafydd scoffed. “We’ve sworn peace with
the bastards for these three months.”

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

She squinted and peered into the hole again. The dim
light made it difficult, but just in view jutted the end of the
pallet where she’d been lying. Chances were, then, that
she’d been seen. And there was only one person she knew
of who would feel he had the right to check up on her like
that without her knowing of it.

“De Brice,” she murmured, brushing her fingers along
the rough edge of the peephole. Anger pierced through
her, hot and sharp. But as annoyed as she was at the
thought of Aidan spying on her, she couldn’t deny the for-
bidden pleasure that flared beneath it. Of all people, he
would have known that her men hadn’t returned yet—he
would have known that she’d gone into their chamber on
her own. But he’d come anyway.

Because he wanted to watch you . . . alone.

The little voice inside her whispered its seductive mes-
sage, and Gwynne swallowed, wishing she could obliter-
ate it from her mind. Instead, she cleared her throat and
stepped down from the mounded hay.

Glad that the dusk of approaching night hid the heat in
her face, she motioned for Owin and Dafydd to follow her
back inside their chamber. She shoved the tingling
thoughts of Aidan as deep as they would go, chiding her-
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self for allowing them at all. She and her men had much to
discuss, not the least of which was how to prevent anyone
from spying into their private domain again.

By the time Gwynne took leave of Owin and Dafyyd,
securing inside her tunic the sealed missive from Marrok
that they’d brought back from the messenger, she’d
agreed to demand that Aidan provide them with tapestries
to hang inside the chamber on every wall.

It was a good plan, Gwynne decided, as she walked
down the narrow pathway back toward the castle court-
yard. And in the process of making her demand of Aidan,
she’d have the chance to watch his reaction, to see if his
expression betrayed him as the culprit this night.

Catching herself smiling at the thought of his discom-
fort, Gwynne grasped her layers of skirts more tightly
around her legs and picked up her pace. Aye, twould be
interesting to see just how Aidan would react when he re-
alized that she knew what he’d been up to tonight.

Very interesting, indeed.

Diana pressed back into the shadows, fisting her hands
as her breathing slowed. That had been close. Only a few
seconds more and she would have been spotted.

She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the
smooth stone of the brewhouse wall. She’d gotten one
good look inside the Welshmen’s chamber before they’d
surprised her with their return. She’d been so startled that
she’d almost fallen from her hay perch; as it was, her skirt
had caught on something and torn when she’d jumped
away to hide.

She looked down now at the ragged edge of her gown,
her heart beating faster as she remembered the way the
younger of the two men—the one they called Owin—had
looked right to the place where she’d been crouched in the
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gloom, his mysterious dark gaze leaving her breathless
and tingling.

But then he’d gone inside with his older friend, and
she’d made her getaway.

Diana wrapped her arms around her waist now, excite-
ment and fear giving way to dark anticipation. Because in
the one moment she’d had to look inside the men’s cham-
ber, she’d seen something that was worth all the aggrava-
tion she’d endured thus far. Something that, shocking as it
was, might prove exceedingly useful in her plan to rid
Dunston Castle of the troublesome woman whom Aidan
had taken in, claiming her as one of their own.

Diana tapped her fingertip against the soft, full curve of
her bottom lip, thinking about exactly how she might
make the most of this unexpected boon. She would have
to be careful, to be sure, but the possibilities were too de-
licious to resist. Because tonight she’d seen Gwynne ap
Morrison reclining on a pallet in her countrymen’s empty
chamber, calm as could be . . .

And she’d been dressed as a man.



Chapter 9
~OC_~—

€€ hat do you mean, I’ve been spying on you?”
Aidan asked, trying to sound indignant, even

as he turned his face aside to prevent Gwynne from seeing
the guilt he knew must be there. They’d met here in the
clearing for her first dancing lesson, and the last thing he
needed was for her attention to be diverted from the plea-
sure of the activity by a dose of righteous anger at him.

“I’ve no need to spy in my own castle,” he added for
good measure. Pretending to dismiss the idea, he un-
sheathed his sword, dropped to one knee, and ripped off a
handful of dry grass to rub down the blade, wondering
how in God’s name the woman had learned that he’d been
watching her train.

“There’s no need to hide it, de Brice. I know it was you.
Just admit it and be done.”

Aidan stopped what he was doing and looked up at her,
almost certain he’d caught a whisper of pleasure in her
voice as she’d berated him. Her complaints rang more

94
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with feigned outrage than anything else, he’d bet his boots
on it.

Deciding to play out his hunch to its end, he leaned
back and asked, “Even if someone were spying on you,
Gwynne, what makes you think it was me?”

“No one else would have reason to watch me,” she an-
swered, tipping up her chin to look down at him, though
the disdainful gesture lacked conviction.

He kept his gaze intent upon her, and his attention was
quickly rewarded with a delicate flush of pink on her
cheeks. Ah, yes, his intuition had been right; there was
more going on here than met the eye.

A smile pulled at his lips. A skillful warrior she might
be, but it appeared that when it came to the subtle tensions
that could play between men and women, she was as
much of an innocent as ever. Slowly he stood to face her,
so near that he felt her startle and heard her breathing go
shallow at his movement. He leaned in closer . . . then a
bit closer . . .

“And what do you think was my reason for watching
you, Gwynne?” he countered softly.

“I...Ithink it was because . . .” She closed her eyes as
if feeling a momentary pain, then turned her face away,
her voice trailing off to a whisper.

He stood very still and close, breathing in the fragrance
of her hair. It was incongruously gentle, like fresh air and
rain, and it made something catch deep inside him. He
wanted to brush back the errant curl at her temple and
press his lips to the soft, warm skin beneath, just as the
boy he’d once been had done so many times before; the
urge returned now as naturally as if twelve long, painful
years of separation hadn’t passed between them.

Steeling himself against the yearning, Aidan pressed
his fists to his sides and reminded himself to keep a clear
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head. He was not the same youth of years past—and she
was most certainly not the same woman. They were here
together now only because of his need to repay the life-
debt he owed her, that was all. True desire had no place in
the mix. He was going to marry Helene—he had to marry
Helene—and he was only doing what was necessary with
Gwynne to make her remember him and the love they’d
shared, so that he could resolve his obligation to her and
go on with his life.

Aye, this was necessity, nothing more . . .

She shifted suddenly, trying to back away, but he
gripped her upper arms with a firm intensity that made her
gasp and look up to his face. He started to say something
but found that he couldn’t for the emotions sweeping
through him. She stood still in his embrace, seeming to
understand as he did that there were forces at work be-
tween them more powerful than either could explain.

He held her gaze as long as he could before the tempta-
tion of her mouth beckoned. Even knowing that he would
regret it, he glanced down to the full curve of her lips. Her
tongue darted out nervously, its pink tip moistening the
tender flesh in its wake, and his belly twisted with a jolt of
hot, hard need. He dragged his gaze upward again, hoping
for salvation, but the look in her eyes only devastated him
more—silver softened to misty gray, inviting warmth that
battled with a shadow of wariness. And above all, pure,
unadulterated wanting . . .

God in heaven, help him . . .

“Gwynne,” he murmured, tilting his head down, a
whisper away from brushing her lips with his own. He felt
her exhale on a sigh, and her exquisite eyes fluttered shut
as she leaned toward him . . .

“Aidan, I—”

“We’re here! We’re ready to play for you!” called out
Clara as she danced into the clearing, followed by a more
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sedate Ella, who clutched a handful of reed pipes. The two
girls jerked to a halt when they saw Aidan and Gwynne
standing so close together, and Clara frowned, stamping
her tiny foot. “You didn’t wait for us,” she pouted. “You're
dancing already, with no music. But you promised to
wait!”

Gwynne jerked away from him, and Aidan closed his
eyes, blowing out his breath. He swiveled to face the girls,
trying to smile. “We’ve waited, Clara, never fear. I was
just helping Lady Gwynne to . . . relax a bit before we be-
gan.” He heard her cough behind him. “Ready yourselves
to play, and we’ll be right with you.”

Clara seemed to accept his explanation, for after a mo-
ment she busied herself with sorting through their pipes,
while Ella found a comfortable mossy spot for them to sit.
Aidan turned back to Gwynne. Trying to recapture at least
a bit of the intimacy they’d shared, he murmured, “You
were saying . .. ?”

“Hmmmm?” Gwynne had succeeded in backing away
from him this time, and now she fiddled with the draped
edges of her sleeves.

“You whispered my name, as if you were about to say
something more . . . but you never finished.” Unwilling to
give up, he bridged the distance between them, just brush-
ing her chin with the caress of his fingers before she
jerked her head up to meet his gaze. She might as well
have slammed her forearm into his chest. The warmth that
had been in her eyes had fled, leaving naught but a bril-
liant gleam that cut him like glass.

“I was merely readying to voice my demand that you
provide my men’s chamber with tapestries.”

“What?” Now it was his turn to step back. “What in
blazes do tapestries have to do with what was happening
between us just a moment ago?”

“Nothing was happening, de Brice, except in your own
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vivid imagination,” she answered coolly, though she
looked away as if she knew that what she spoke was a
falsehood. “I want tapestries to hang on the walls in my
men’s chamber to prevent whoever was spying on us,” she
glanced back to give him a pointed look, “from doing it
again. Will that pose a difficulty?”

He didn’t answer at first. An aching pain lanced
through him, though he would have denied it to anyone
who claimed it true. After a long pause, he forced a smile
that felt more like a grimace and inclined his head to her in
courtly fashion. “Nay, milady, ’tis no problem—your de-
sire is my command. Tapestries it is, then.”

He had the satisfaction of seeing her give a tiny flinch
at his response, but other than that, she remained without
expression. They readied themselves for the dance lesson,
the girls’ enthusiasm for their undertaking masking, for
the most part, the uncomfortable silence between him and
Gwynne. She moved through the positions he instructed
her to take with as much life as a wooden doll, her face as
hard as if it were carved from stone. It reminded him of
the look she’d worn while driving herself through her se-
ries of training exercises, and he couldn’t help but wonder
if she didn’t consider their dancing together as much of an
arduous duty as those daily exhausting drills.

That sent another swell of pain through him, and so he
forced himself to stop thinking about it. He pushed him-
self through the remainder of the lesson much as she did,
managing to thank Clara and Ella when they were done,
and arranging for them to return to the clearing again the
next day. After they’d left, it was silent again. Agoniz-
ingly so.

Aidan stood there in the empty quiet for as long as he
could bear it. Then he bowed to Gwynne without a word
and stalked into the comforting embrace of the woodland
beyond the clearing. But he was unable to prevent himself
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from stopping a few feet into the concealment of the trees
to turn and take one last look at her.

She stood as motionless as a statue, her arms crossed
over her chest just as she’d been when he’d taken his
leave. He thought for a moment that she might show some
response, now that she believed herself to be alone. A
muscle in her jaw twitched, and if the distance between
them hadn’t been so great, he’d have sworn that he saw a
suspicious sheen in her eyes. But he was too far away to
tell, and in the next instant she’d turned away, her move-
ments rigid and controlled as she, too, left the clearing . . .

In a direction exactly opposite the one he’d taken.

Gwynne broke into a run once she entered the cover of
the trees, crashing through the woods until everything in
her vision blurred. But she wouldn’t cry. Damn it to ever-
lasting hell, she couldn’t. She didn’t cry. Ever. Through
the burning in her eyes she saw a huge, moss-covered log
lying on the ground ahead of her. Stumbling the rest of the
way to it, she collapsed against its damp surface, feeling
her breath rasp in her throat.

It hurt. Oh, God, it hurt more than she’d ever thought it
could . . .

How could he have taunted her like that? Tempted
her—made her feel emotions and desires she’d thought
long dead, buried beneath the steel she’d long ago forged
round her heart? Anger fought to find release, and she
struggled against it, sucking back the agony that filled her.

Aidan had almost kissed her, damn him—and to her
shame, she’d almost let him. She’d wanted him to. Pulling
away and acting like nothing had happened had been pure
torture. It had been nigh impossible, like refusing a cup of
ambrosia after years of agonizing thirst. She remembered
the strangely erotic sensation of his breath brushing over
her cheek, the warm, masculine scent of his skin as he’d



100 MARY REED McCCALL

stood so near to her . .. she could almost taste his lips,
tantalizing hers in the moment before they were to kiss. A
rush of excitement and longing had swept through her
then, pounding in time with the fevered beating of her
heart.

They’d come so close, so close . . .

Jamming her fists into her eyes, Gwynne doubled over
and held herself so stiffly that her muscles ached, not
wanting to recognize the faint keening sound that came
from deep inside her. Damn, damn, damn . . .

She couldn’t let him get to her like this. Marrok was
counting on her, as were Dafydd, Owin, and the rest of her
clan. She had to remain strong in the face of de Brice’s
tender assaults on her. She was the Dark Legend, a crea-
ture of myth, bloodshed, and war. An instrument of duty
for the Welsh patriots who followed her. She couldn’t risk
it all by indulging herself in carnal temptations she had no
right to experience or enjoy.

Sucking in her breath, she squeezed her eyes shut at the
images that hammered through her brain to remind her of
that fact. Clear memories of those first dark days in the
Welsh encampment when she was simply a frightened
girl, her mind an empty canvas, her past somehow horri-
bly erased. Memories of the man who’d called himself
her father railing against her, enraged by her feminine
weakness.

She’d felt as if the black intensity of Prince Owain’s
eyes would swallow her whole every time he looked at
her. His face would twist into a mask of anger and disap-
pointment, and he’d push her to the ground. When she
wouldn’t get up, he’d stand over her, shouting his curses
and taunts . . . until one day, she’d shot to her feet again
and flailed wildly at him, crying and screaming with all
the hate that was inside her.

He’d smiled when she did that—the only time she
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could remember seeing that expression on his handsome
face—and then he’d handed her over to his trainer of war-
riors, his own brother, Marrok. Her transformation into
the Dark Legend had begun that day, and she’d never
looked back. Not when the other young women her age
began to attract suitors—not when they married and had
babies and settled into the homes they’d made for their
families. Not even after Prince Owain died, killed during a
battle against the English in her twenty-first year.

Nay, looking back was pointless and painful. Yet now
she was being confronted with a threat to her identity that
was far greater than any other she’d faced thus far. A dan-
ger that attacked from within, triggered by feelings and
sensations barely recalled, and hot, full-blown desires
only just now being realized . . .

Desires that came in the virile form of her arch enemy,
Aidan de Brice.

Swallowing hard, Gwynne forced her eyes open and
lurched to her feet. Slowly, she lowered her fisted hands to
her sides and tried to relax each of her muscles in turn,
willing her mind to calm and focus as Marrok had taught
her to do years ago.

There, that was better. The sounds of the forest, the mu-
sic of the leaves brushing against each other in the cooling
breeze, the fertile scents and vivid colors filled her senses
again, and she breathed more easily.

She would resist her desires, that was all. Aidan could
ply her with tender looks, sweet caresses, even claims of
an amorous past with her, and none of it would matter. She
would stay strong in the face of his most tempting attacks.
Aye, she would stay strong, she thought, as she headed
back to Dunston Castle. It might take every ounce of inner
strength she possessed, but she would do her best to resist
Aidan de Brice.

Pray God that it would be enough.
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Much later that night, after avoiding both her men and
the usual evening feast in the great hall, Gwynne crept to
her chamber and climbed into bed. Sleep eluded her for
the first hours that she waited for its sweet release. But
when she finally drifted off, it wasn’t into peaceful slum-
ber. The old dream came again, winding seductive tendrils
around her as always, keeping her immersed in its vivid
and disturbing world of images and feelings . . .

The misty woodland beckoned her, a damp blanket of
fog veiling her sight as she strode forward. The woman’s
voice called to her again, wispy as the swirling breeze,
her haunting melody an irresistible force.

Gwynne’s heart beat thickly, her breathing harsh as
she pressed forward, searching the wood. The wind
picked up force, howling through the branches and tan-
gling in the dark canopy of leaves before lifting them to
the black sky.

Her eyes stung, and the awful choking feeling filled her
throat. As always, she tried to answer the woman’s call,
but the words strangled before they reached her mouth.
She thrust forward one gauntleted arm, moving aside a
branch thick with rain-drenched leaves . . .

And saw her.

She floated in the cool shaft of moonlight, her form
pale, her delicate hands reaching out to Gwynne. She was
so beautiful. Long, golden hair cascaded past her hips
from the jeweled circlet she wore on her brow, her white
gown glowed in the moonlight, lustrous and pristine.

Pristine.

Gwynne frowned in confusion. There was no blood; the
crimson stains that usually besprinkled the material of
her gown had somehow vanished. The woman held one
hand up to her throat, the gaping slash that typically dis-
figured her there covered now with clean strips of linen.
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Her face looked calm as she reached out to Gwynne, still
unable to speak, but nodding and expressing volumes
nonetheless with her beautiful eyes . . .

Gwynne jerked awake, her mind still spinning with the
remnants of the dream. It had been different—so different
from ever before—but why? In all the years that she’d
been plagued by it, beginning with that very first time, the
night after she’d begun her training as the Dark Legend, it
had always been the same. The woman floated before her,
bloodied and ravaged, her throat slit, her life flow spilling
onto her gown as she reached out to Gwynne, begging for
help.

But not this time . . .

Shaking her head, Gwynne leaned back on her pillow
and tried to make sense of it. Why was the woman
changed now—her wounds wrapped and the viciousness
of her attack hidden from the eye? Why had she looked so
calm and nodded her head that way?

The questions prickled through Gwynne’s brain, a
mystery with no easy solution; they left her fitful and rest-
less, allowing her to fall into uneasy slumber again only
after hours of mulling—not until dawn began painting
hues of shimmering rose and gold across the delicate can-
vas of the sky.

Aidan grabbed the long-handled curry brush and
stalked ahead of Kevyn into the stable, waving away the
boys who jumped to their feet at his entrance.

“Do you wish your steed saddled, milord?” young
Davey Gilbert asked, trying to sound manly, as befitted his
position as head stable boy; he stood as straight as he
could, as he hurriedly brushed straw from his breeches.

“Nay, lad. I’ve no need of your services this afternoon.
All of you have my leave to go to the pond for an hour’s
fishing or other sport, if you like.”
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Several of the boys whooped their enthusiasm, while
Davey gave a jerky bow and smiled wide enough to make
the freckles on his cheeks nearly disappear. “Aye—thank
you, milord! I’ll have the lads back in plenty of time.”
With another quick salute, he turned and ran, still grin-
ning, through the open stable door.

Aidan felt Kevyn’s heavy gaze and heard the tread of
his steps behind him as he walked the remaining distance
to Revolution’s stall. He resisted saying anything, know-
ing that it would be futile. Kevyn wasn’t about to give up;
if Aidan had learned anything about him in the years
they’d fought together in their battles against the Welsh,
it was that his friend’s present silence was bound to be
temporary.

As the son of a minor nobleman who lived a league east
of Dunston, Kevyn was used to speaking up for himself
and his ideas; he’d had to, having little other clout in terms
of power and gold. His persistence—and his dogged loy-
alty to those who befriended him—were what had
brought him to the more prosperous station in life that he
enjoyed now.

Revolution began to make low noises in his throat and
to toss his head as he sensed the approach of the two men.
With a soothing murmur, Aidan held out his hand and the
massive steed instantly quieted, calmed by his master’s
voice and scent. In the next instant, Aidan had stepped in
next to him to brush him, keeping his gaze studiously on
the task at hand rather than on Kevyn, who leaned on the
wooden rail of the stall.

“I've never pretended to understand your motives,
Aidan,” Kevyn finally said, his thick blond brows knitting
together as he frowned at him. “But what I’m saying has
nothing to do with censuring you for them.”

“Nay? Last I knew, you were telling me that I’'m a fool
to be taking an hour each noontime to teach Gwynne court
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dancing.” Aidan picked up the pace of his brushing, deter-
mined not to get into this again with his friend, whose
opinion he normally valued above anyone’s but his own.

Kevyn shook his head, looking like he was losing the
battle for patience. “I was simply trying to give you some
advice on making Gwynne remember her past with you—
if that’s still what you want.”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s what I want,” Aidan said
tightly, surprised that he hadn’t been able to deny outright
his own feeling in the matter. “It’s the only honorable
thing for me to do. I have no other option.”

“Then you’re going about it all wrong.”

“What?” Aidan stopped what he was doing to glare at
Kevyn. “Since when have you become an expert on han-
dling women?”

Shrugging, Kevyn answered, “I’m not making claim to
that, but I do know something of the ways to soften a
woman’s heart.” He gave a small smile. “At least, that’s
what Ailyse says.”

“Ailyse?” Aidan stood straight up, making Revolution
snort and stamp at his sudden movement. Aidan quieted
him with a few pats and an apple he pulled from the fold
of his tunic. “Ailyse the laundress?” he asked, astonished
at Kevyn’s matter-of-fact revelation. He couldn’t help but
envision the woman, a good-natured widow from the next
village, whose buxom curves and sunny, welcoming per-
sonality attracted a great deal of attention from men of all
ranks. She was comely in an untamed sort of way, with a
shock of russet hair that she favored wearing tied in a vel-
vet ribbon she’d received from a noble lover years ago.

“Ailyse is a remarkable woman,” Kevyn said, moving
away from the rail to step into the stall’s opening, “with a
warm and generous heart.”

“I wasn’t aware that her heart was considered one of
her more notable assets,” Aidan said. He joined Kevyn
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outside the paddock after patting Revolution’s shoulder
one last time.

“Be that as it may,” Kevyn said archly, “she’s seen fit to
share with me some of the secrets to winning women
over.”

“Is that so? And what, pray tell, might they be?” Aidan
was thoroughly amused now; he leaned his elbow against
the wall and awaited the fall of Kevyn’s pearls of wisdom.

Appearing to ignore his friend’s gibing tone, Kevyn
said, “ "Tis wise to try to talk with a woman you wish to
entice romantically—or in your case, a woman you hope
will remember her romantic past with you.”

“Talk? That’s one of the big secrets?”” Aidan shook his
head and laughed again, moving toward the tack room to
get Revolution’s bridle. “I’m afraid you’ve been duped,
my friend. I talk to Gwynne every day and it hasn’t gotten
me anywhere.”

“Discussion of arms, warfare, and rebellion don’t quite
qualify.”

Aidan sent him a sardonic look. ““ °Tis she who initiates
talk of that sort between us.” When Kevyn said no more,
Aidan crossed his arms over his chest and sighed. “All
right, then. What topics should I be broaching with the re-
calcitrant Lady Gwynne?”

“Something deeper. Something she would consider
meaningful,” Kevyn answered, looking pleased to be
asked for his opinion on the matter.

“Such as?”

“Her heart’s desires. What she fears, what she enjoys
doing . . . the things that make her happy. Try to get her to
open up to you.”

Aidan’s jaw might have dropped if he was the kind of
man prone to such displays. “You’re jesting,” he said at
last, almost choking on the words. “You must be jesting.
I’m fairly certain that the only opening up Gwynne is in-
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terested in doing right now involves her blade and my
skull.”

Kevyn scowled again, as he had when they’d first come
into the stable. “It worked with me, I tell you. Ailyse
found me very attractive after I asked such questions of
her. She said it showed that I appreciated women and their
finer feelings.”

Aidan made a scoffing sound in his throat. “That I
might believe. But Gwynne is an entirely different case
from Ailyse—or any other woman, for that matter. What
works with them won’t work with her.”

“What will, then?”

“I haven’t figured that out yet,” Aidan finally con-
fessed, turning to inspect the remainder of Revolution’s
tack.

“Well, I can tell you one thing: you won’t have much
success with this dancing ploy you’ve come up with.”

“Ah, so you’re a soothsayer, now, in addition to being
the world’s greatest lover?”

Kevyn just shook his head and leaned against the wall
with his arms folded. “Anyone with eyes can see what the
outcome will be.” He gave Aidan a pointed look. “Did you
ever dance with Gwynne back then, when the two of you
courted and betrothed yourselves to each other?”

Aidan frowned and glanced away, busying himself with
polishing the iron bit-piece of Revolution’s bridle. “Nay.
We were forced to see each other in secret; my father never
would have approved of our union, and we knew it.”

“Then the dancing doesn’t have much chance at
achieving your goal of making her remember you. 'Tis
possible, perhaps, to entice her physically with it, but once
she realizes what you’re doing and how you’re making her
feel—if you’re lucky enough to inspire such a renewed
attraction—"" he raised his brows, making Aidan want to
pummel him, “she’s liable to withdraw from you.”
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Aidan knew that his expression revealed far more than
he would have wished when Kevyn pushed away from the
wall, shaking his head and making a clicking sound with
his tongue. “I see. She’s already done that, has she?”

“Nay,” Aidan retorted, feeling more than a little defen-
sive. “Not exactly, anyway.”

“What happened, then?”” Kevyn asked, bending over to
pick up a girth strap Aidan had dropped, to hang it back on
the wall.

“Nothing,” Aidan admitted. “We spent a painful, silent
hour dancing.”

“Aye, that’s what I predicted.”

“Not entirely. It was in the moments before the lesson
began, when we were alone . . . God help me, Kev, but it
was like the last twelve years had never happened. She ac-
cused me of spying on her, but she was secretly flattered
by the idea—enough to make her blush as she said it. And
then we almost kissed . . .”

“Almost?”

Aidan grimaced, remembering. “Aye, almost. The girls
came into the clearing then, and by the time I’d gotten
them settled, Gwynne had retreated to what you were just
talking about. Cold and distant—and angry, like she was
the day I tracked her into the mountains and made her
come back here with me.”

Kevyn shook his head, making that annoying clicking
sound again. “Take my advice, friend. Keep the dancing
if you must, but try something more besides. Something
that you used to do together, that might spark her memory
of you.”

Aidan frowned again, stilling as he considered Kevyn’s
suggestion. Something she used to do with him . . .

The memories came gradually at first, then harder and
faster, causing the bittersweet pain he was learning to ex-
pect whenever he remembered what he’d shared with
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Gwynne. *Twas the same rush of hurt that always held
him back from looking into the old wooden chest that sat
in the corner of his solar; he’d thought Gwynne dead the
last time, when more than a year ago, he’d opened the lid
to peer at the precious objects inside. He’d been biding his
time since then, and even more so in the past weeks, un-
certain of how he would react to the trunk’s contents, now
that he knew she was alive.

But Kevyn’s suggestion initiated a sense of excitement
and hope, dispelling some of the pain. There was some-
thing more he could do, perhaps, to make Gwynne re-
member him. Aye, it just might work.

He turned to his friend, clapping him on the back hard
enough to make him growl and return a good-natured
shove.

“Kev,” he said, grinning, “it’ll take some preparation,
but I'm going to try what you suggested—because even
though it doesn’t happen too often, this time I think you
might actually be right.”



Chapter 10
~OC -~

wynne stamped through the underbrush on her way

to the glen, kicking stones out of her way and grum-
bling to herself. How dared Aidan summon her like this, at
this time of the day? Their cursed dancing lesson—their
fourth so far—wasn’t until this afternoon, yet he’d had old
Alana send her out here instead of completing her normal
morning training in feminine skills.

If she’d been allowed to escape the old woman’s pene-
trating gaze and gentle instruction for any other reason,
she’d have been glad for it, but as it stood, this reprieve
was worse by far. It always took so much energy to appear
impassive when she was with Aidan. Lugh, every minute
in his presence was more difficult than she’d ever thought
it could be. Especially after what had happened during
that first lesson . . .

Unbidden, the memory of their almost-kiss came
again, sweeping over Gwynne with surprising intensity.
Tingles raced up her spine at the remembered feeling of

110



THE MAIDEN WARRIOR 111

his mouth so close to hers—of his warmth and his seduc-
tive gaze on her. Shaking her head, she gave a little growl
of frustration and jerked to a halt. She had to pull herself
together before she reached the glen. *Twas bad enough
that she’d need to face Aidan at all, without revealing how
disturbed she was that he filled her every waking moment.

Closing her eyes, Gwynne clenched her fists and
breathed slowly in. She could do this. Aidan de Brice,
handsome and persuasive as he might be, was but a man.
She’d faced countless others like him without so much as
blinking an eye, even when she knew it would be neces-
sary to kill them. At least she didn’t need to muster that
kind of steel will toward de Brice.

Not yet, anyway.

Ignoring the jolt of pain that shot through her at the
mere thought of facing him again in a life and death battle
someday, Gwynne stilled her thoughts as she strode the
remaining twenty paces to the glen. What he had in mind
for her this morning was anyone’s guess. Perhaps a little
sparring match out of the sight of prying eyes to remind
them both of what they really were—and weren’t—to
each other. A sardonic smile twisted her mouth, but she
found that she felt no real pleasure in the thought.

Finally, she approached the spot, but right at the edge
of the clearing she paused, wanting to catch at least a
glimpse of Aidan before he saw her, in hopes of getting
better bearings on his intent. With a stealth born of years
of practice, she lifted her arm and silently pushed a branch
sideways to peer unseen into the lush glade. What greeted
her gaze nearly made her stop breathing.

Aidan reclined on his back just to the right of where
they’d done their dancing the day before, his hands
cupped behind his head and his eyes closed to the sun
beaming down on him. A bleached linen cloth was spread
beneath him, and a basket rested at his side. Just behind
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him lay a finely polished lute with inlaid flowers traveling
along the edge in a beautiful outline.

He looked, for all intents and purposes, like a noble
gallant awaiting the arrival of his ladylove for an intimate
rendezvous. Gwynne swallowed hard, a sudden lump un-
expectedly filling her throat.

Lugh’s bones, what was she supposed to do now?

She was so startled at the peaceful scene he’d created
that she did the unthinkable, shifting her weight without
paying attention to her surroundings; her movement
caused a twig beneath her foot to snap with a resounding
crack. Such a stupid error would have had fatal results in
the midst of an ambush—and she wasn’t so sure that the
consequences were going to be any less damaging now.
But there was no turning back. Wincing, she stepped into
the clearing, just as Aidan sat up and looked in her direc-
tion, a smile edging his lips.

“Ah, you’ve arrived at last.” He shaded his eyes in order
to see her as she approached. When he lowered his hand, it
was to gesture to the edge of the woodland from which
she’d come. “Hiding there, were you?” he cajoled. “I
should have expected as much. You always liked to keep
me guessing when we were younger, especially if we’d
arranged one of our secret meetings.”

She frowned at the twinge his words sent through her;
something in her head swirled, unbalancing her as a
shadow voice rang out in her memory—Aidan’s voice,
only from another time and place: “Gwynne, are you
here? Gwynne, answer me!” An image of bright sunlight
and falling flower petals followed, catching her off guard
and befuddling her senses, making that strange sensation
sizzle through her brain again, as if she stood poised at the
brink of something important. Something she couldn’t
quite grasp . . .
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Biting down on the inside of her cheek to keep from
displaying her confused emotions, Gwynne raised her
brow and managed to ask dryly, “If we were so close all
those years ago, why did we meet in secret? Why not let
the whole world know of our feelings for each other?”

“Because you were a humble Welsh lass and I was heir
to an English Earldom,” Aidan answered, his smile a little
less bright. “My father would have been furious.”

“Aye, well, mine would have been as well, if it were
true, instead of a fantasy you’ve created in your own
mind.” She pursed her lips. “Speaking of your imagina-
tion, how is the dissolution of our supposed union coming
along?”

“You had no father then,” Aidan answered, quite obvi-
ously avoiding her question. “None that you knew of, any-
way,” he added, when she glared at him. Then he shrugged
and gave her a charmingly lopsided smile, spreading his
hands in front of himself. “But enough of all that. What
say you? Will you sit and join me?”

“Not until you answer my question.”

“What question?”

Gwynne folded her arms across her chest. “I want to
know how the dissolution of this betrothal you claim be-
tween us is coming along—and whether or not I'll have
the good fortune to leave England sooner than I'd antici-
pated.”

Aidan’s expression didn’t change. “ *Tis all going ex-
actly as planned—so nay, you’ll not be leaving before the
agreed upon three months have elapsed.” He slid over and
patted the blanket next to him. “Now, will you come and
sit here with me?”

“Why?” she demanded, cocking her hands on her hips
in what she hoped was a decidedly unfeminine pose.

“I did go through a good deal of trouble to arrange this
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repast for us,” he said, seeming nonplussed as he gestured
to the basket, overflowing with what appeared to be bread,
some berries, a round of cheese, and a skin of wine.

She jutted out her chin, determined to stand firm. “For
what possible purpose, de Brice? We’re enemies—the
leaders of two opposing armies. These—these kinds of
niceties,” she grated, her voice rising with her own sense
of weakness as she gestured to the things surrounding
him, “aren’t part of what I agreed to when I came to Eng-
land with you!”

“Heaven forbid me. I was simply trying to give you a
respite from what I know must be tedious lessons of com-
portment with Alana,” he said, shaking his head and lean-
ing his forearm on his knee to gaze up at her. “I thought
you might take pleasure in a summer day out in the fresh
air doing nothing but sitting and perhaps eating—a
chance to enjoy yourself for once. *Twas nothing more
than that, I assure you.”

Whatever part of her she’d managed to keep firm until
now turned completely to jelly at the warmth in his velvet
gaze. She sighed, letting her hands fall to her sides.

“Fine,” she growled in defeat, slumping to a cross-
legged position next to him. It appeared that he’d won this
round, at least, of their battle of wills.

After a length of silence spent trying to ignore the fact
that Aidan continued to look intently at her, Gwynne fi-
nally muttered, “If we’re going to be eating together, then
you might as well get on with it and pass me the bread.
I’'m famished.”

He laughed aloud, and she twisted to look at him be-
fore she remembered that meeting his gaze again would
probably be a mistake. A fluttering sensation erupted in
her belly at his expression; his eyes crinkled at the corners
in that way that always made her want to smile; but it was
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the look in them—the deep appreciation, the welcoming
and accepting of her—that nearly did her in.

“What do you find so entertaining?” she managed to
ask.

“Ah, Gwynne, I never thought I’d say this, but I think
I’'m beginning to understand you. And I rather like that
feeling.”

Mortified to feel the heat rise in her cheeks, she
scowled and looked down to her hands, which, to her hor-
ror, were folded in her lap like any proper lady’s. Lugh’s
head. Deliberately changing her position, she reached for
the basket and began to drag it toward her.

“Allow me,” Aidan said, gripping its handle and stop-
ping it in its tracks. Then, flipping the lid open the rest of
the way, he gestured to the contents with chivalrous flair.
“Would you care for some wine with your bread? Perhaps
a wedge of cheese?”

Mumbling some sort of response, Gwynne scowled
and looked down at her hands again; they seemed clumsy
and useless, suddenly—a feeling she couldn’t ever re-
member having about them when they were wrapped
around the hilt of her sword. Giving up, she folded them
again on her lap, casting a sidelong warning look at Aidan
when he dared to continue smiling.

“You seem awfully pleased with yourself today,” she
ground out, taking the slice of bread with cheese that he
offered her.

“I’m enjoying the day, with all its infinite possibilities,”
he answered, seeming to pierce her again with that mean-
ingful gaze of his. “Is that so wrong?”

“Nay, I suppose not,” she admitted finally, taking a bite
of her food. ““ *Tis wise to take pleasure in what comes our
way, never knowing which day will be our last.”

“Ah. Spoken as a true warrior.”
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She looked over at him quickly, to see if he mocked
her. His expression showed no trace of derision—just
the opposite, in fact. She finished chewing and swal-
lowed, before setting the bread down. “A warrior’s life is
all I know, de Brice. Anything that happened, anything I
was before that time is a blank for me. I remember none
of it.”

“But I do,” he said quietly. “And I’d be happy to share it
with you—to help you remember it if only you’ll let me,
Gwynne.”

She remained silent, uncertain how to answer through
the familiar pain that filled her at the thought of once
again owning such knowledge about herself. “I don’t want
to remember,” she said at last. < "Tis too difficult.”

“Why?”

“Because—" She broke off, trying to harness her feel-
ings. Aidan was the last man on earth who should be privy
to her innermost secrets. “Nay,” she said, scowling. *“ *Tis
not something I wish to discuss.”

“Why, Gwynne?” he demanded. “Why won’t you let
me help you remember?”

She bit her lip, holding herself stiff and still against the
feelings coursing through her. But then he touched her
hand, and the floodgate seemed to burst, the words
spilling from her almost of their own accord.

“Damn it, Aidan! I don’t want to know because it’s not
who I am anymore—can’t you understand that? From as
far back as I can remember, it was hammered into me that
I was born to be the one and only salvation for all of
Wales. I cannot be the Dark Legend and a woman too!”

She sucked in her breath when he grasped both her
hands now, pulling her around and making her look at
him. What she saw in his eyes pushed her emotions
higher, making her heart race and her throat feel tight.
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“But it is part of you, Gwynne. You are a woman as
much as I am a man. To continue to fight that fact is futile
and destructive.”

She tried to look away again, overwhelmed by the tor-
rent of emotions sweeping through her, but he wouldn’t
allow it. He released one of her hands to grip her chin,
keeping her gaze locked with his. “You feel something for
me, Gwynne. You remember something. Deep in your
heart you know I’m not imagining all that happened be-
tween us—you know it!”

Taking her by surprise, he stroked his fingers softly
down the side of her face, and she closed her eyes, feeling
the pain caused by his gentle touch gradually subside and
shift into a yearning that blossomed like wildfire, consum-
ing every fiber of her being.

He leaned closer, his breath warm and moist against
her lips as he murmured, “Somewhere inside your soul
you do remember me—and by God, I know that you re-
member this.”

His lips brushed hers, gently at first, then harder and
more demanding. He slanted his mouth down, his tongue
flicking inside, and a soft, guttural sound rose up from a
place deep within her. Heat bloomed in her belly as they
kissed, the hum of pleasure swelling until it converged
into a tingling river of sensation that shot down the length
of her spine to the tips of her fingers and toes.

Her hands seemed to lift to his arms with a will of their
own, clenching into his shirt, feeling the hard contours of
his muscles flex beneath her touch, all while he kept kiss-
ing her, over and over.

Oh God, she was falling away, losing herself in the glo-
rious taste of him, the magnificent feel and warmth of
him. He slipped his arms low around her back, his palms
cradling her, stroking her rhythmically. And still he kept
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kissing her, his mouth hot and insistent, yet at the same
time achingly tender against hers. All her senses felt
aflame, swirling up to overwhelm her and making some-
thing inside coil tighter as he eased her down onto the
linen cloth next to him.

“Gwynne,” he whispered into her ear as he trailed
kisses from that sensitive spot there to the place just be-
neath her jaw. ““ °Tis so sweet, Gwynne. So good . . .”

She gasped with the pleasure of it and the feel of him
pressed against her; her body arched, her eyes fluttering
shut and her head tipping back as he dragged his mouth
with sweet seduction down the length of her throat. As if
spurred on by the languid remnants of some nearly forgot-
ten dream, her hands drifted to his face, her fingertips
threading through the hair at his brow before trailing
down the strong lines of his cheek and jaw.

When she did that, he lifted his head, and she saw a
flicker of surprise in the depths of his eyes, blended with
fierce, stark need—an intensity of feeling that took her
breath away. He took her mouth once more, and Gwynne
cried out softly, kissing him back, giving herself over to
sensation and the pure, unfettered passion that his touch,
his nearness, sent coursing through her.

Instinctively, she nestled into his embrace, wanting to
feel all of him, and as she did, her breasts rubbed with
tingling heat against the solid expanse of his chest. In
the next instant his hands were touching her there, warm
and firm as they slid around one gentle curve,
stroking . . . gliding to cup her in his palm and brush his
thumb across the sensitive peak of flesh straining
against the fabric of her clothing. His touch made her
shudder with pleasure, consuming her with an aching
need for something more.

She moaned as they kept kissing, reaching to pull him
closer, wanting something she couldn’t name, and not
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thinking, not allowing herself to consider anything but
how good, how right this felt . . .

“Ah, Gwynne . . . love, you haven’t forgotten. I knew
you hadn’t forgotten,” Aidan breathed against her mouth,
closing his eyes and pressing his brow to hers, even as he
continued to caress her.

She stiffened suddenly, something jarring her from the
marvelous fog of sensation that had enfolded her. It was
the endearment he’d murmured; it yanked her back and
slammed her down into cold, hard reality, making the
dream of Aidan’s touch splinter around her into a thou-
sand shards of glass.

She wasn’t anyone’s love.

Nay, she was the Dark Legend, mighty warrior and
leader of her people in their bloody conflict against En-
gland. Welsh rebel. Outlaw to the English Crown. And
here she was, stretched out on a blanket and kissing Aidan
de Brice, the Scourge of Wales. Their most bitter enemy.

Her enemy.

What in heaven’s name had she been thinking . . . ?

“Nay,” she gasped, sitting up and jerking to her feet,
before stumbling back from him. “I can’t do this.  won’t.”

She shook her head, the only sound coming from the
strained breaths she took as she tried to hold herself rigid
against the pain. Pressing her fingers to her mouth, she
turned and ran toward the sheltering trees, not caring that
he saw her weakness, not caring about anything but get-
ting away. All she knew was that she had to go—had to get
as far away as she could from Aidan de Brice and the des-
perate wanting that filled her whenever she was near him.

For she knew suddenly and without a doubt that if she
didn’t, she might very well lose herself in his arms forever.

Aidan watched her go, aching to run after her but
knowing he couldn’t. His heart thundered and his mind
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burned with the enormity of what had just happened—of
how he’d felt when they’d kissed and he’d held her again
at long last.

After twelve desolate years . . .

Ah, it couldn’t be. He wouldn’t let it. Not now. Not
ever. He had his duty to think about—his honor and his re-
sponsibility to his family.

But he had felt it. It had been there as always before.
The rightness, the connection between them, like the per-
fect melding of two separate souls.

He sucked in his breath and closed his eyes, feeling the
pleasure and pain of it sweep through him in waves. There
was no denying it. After all this time, it was still there, as
potent and intoxicating as if they’d never been apart.

God in heaven, help him . . .

Because he didn’t know what the hell he was going to
do now.

Diana crouched in the brush beyond the clearing, her
fists clenched and her eyes narrowed in rage as she watched
Gwynne disappear into the forest that led to Dunston.
Damn her, she’d been kissing her brother—practically
fornicating, the harlot!

She began to calculate the damage, desperate to wrest a
solution from this unbearable situation. It was disastrous,
that’s what it was. Swinging her gaze back to Aidan, Di-
ana saw that he hadn’t moved from the position he’d been
in when Gwynne jumped up and ran. But then she looked
at his face, and his expression sent her reeling anew . . .

The fool. The poor, wretched fool. He was in love with
her. He’d actually allowed himself to fall in love with that
hateful Welsh creature.

Nausea rolled in Diana’s belly, and she sat back, feel-
ing as if her limbs had turned to lead. What was he think-
ing? She jammed her fists into the tops of her thighs,
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biting her lips to keep from screaming out her rage and
frustration.

This was it; he was going to ruin her—he was going to
ruin them all. Father’s shame had been bad enough, but at
least they’d managed to salvage some self-respect, thanks
to their own innocence and the hard work they’d done to
rebuild their status in the years since. But if Aidan refused
to go through with his marriage to Helene because of this
insanity, it would mean another scandal to sully the fam-
ily’s reputation.

It would mean that she might as well give up any hope
of becoming Hugh Valmont’s socially prominent wife.

Gritting her teeth, Diana pushed herself to her feet and
set into motion. She wasn’t going to accept this without a
fight. Not by half. She might be naught but Aidan’s
younger sister—a female with no say and no real rights in
what would happen, even in her own life—but she still
had resources. Aye, she’d need to be clever about it, as
women always did, but she was going to take action.

Her legs carried her swiftly back to the castle, her
movements jerky with the fury driving her. She needed to
set several plans into motion in the next few days, the first
of which she could initiate right now. The others would
have to wait a bit, until she found the means to make them
happen most effectively, but the first would be easy to
bring to fruition.

Because she was going to march into her chamber right
this minute and prepare a parchment filled to the brim
with concern—a message full of anguish and sorrow and
love for her poor brother Aidan, who was obviously suf-
fering from the effects of too much war and not enough
tender care, begging the recipient to come quickly to help
bring him to himself again . . .

And she was going to send it to Helene.



Chapter 11
~OC_~—

€€ Ineed to talk to you.”

Dafydd turned away from the line he’d been
setting in the water, obviously surprised at Gwynne seek-
ing him out so early in the morning. “Aye, Chwedl,” he
said in that even, quiet way of his. “What is it?”

Covering the remaining distance to her bodyguard,
Gwynne crossed her arms and looked out toward the
pond, watching the rising sun reflected on its rippling
surface though its brightness made her tired eyes ache
anew.

“I have a request to make of you, Dafydd. *Twill seem
odd at first, I warrant, knowing me as you do, but ’tis vital
for the continued safety of our mission here.”

“It sounds important.” He draped his line over a forked
stick that he’d dug into the bank. “Tell me what you wish,
and it will be done.”

Gwynne would have smiled in gratitude if she didn’t
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feel like her face might crack from the strain. Instead, she
leaned over to pick up a pebble that had been rubbed
smooth by the constant lapping of the waters. Rolling it
between her fingers, she paused, knowing that once she
crossed this threshold, there would be no going back. She
glanced up to meet Dafydd’s gaze.

“I want you to accompany me whenever I am with de
Brice. Any time I must meet with him, I want you there as
well.”

The older man paused before answering, “Of course,
Chwedl. I am yours to command, as always.” He gestured
to a boulder jutting from the bank, inviting her to sit as he
added, “But why the change? Has the Englishman been
threatening you again?”

“Not exactly,” Gwynne said, stiffening with the mem-
ory of yesterday morn. “ *Tis only that I—I don’t wish to
be alone with him if I can help it.”

Dafydd didn’t respond, and after a moment, she
glanced sideways at him, trying to gauge his reaction. His
face remained impassive but for a tiny frown that had
etched itself between his brows.

“You are concerned, I can see,” she said, sitting on the
rock and leaning her forearms on her knees. “Aye, well I
don’t blame you. *Twill be a most tedious duty, I am sure.
Perhaps I should ask Owin to alternate with you.”

“Nay, ’tis not that,” he admitted as he sat next to her,
though he still looked uneasy. * "Tis just that—well, I can-
not help but wonder . . .” He paused, then shook his head.
“Nay, never mind.”

“Cannot help but wonder what?”’

He studied her for a moment. “You are my commander,
Chwedl, and I will follow you anywhere, you know that.
But I cannot help wondering if there isn’t something more
to your request. Something that comes not just from de
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Brice’s actions, but from your own feelings as well.” He
swallowed. “Feelings that perhaps you are finding . . . dif-
ficult to resolve.”

Now it was her turn to remain silent, though her mouth
twisted in a sardonic smile as she looked away. It was
painful enough to admit her weakness to herself; she
could never burden Dafydd with it.

But ’twas true, the confusing feelings had eaten away
at her bit by bit at Dunston, her guilt rising to unbearable
proportions in the hours since she’d been fool enough to
kiss Aidan. She’d spent the entire night unable to sleep for
the agonizing thoughts and worries that swirled through
her brain—realizing, finally, that the pull between what
she was, and what she couldn’t seem to stop herself from
wanting, wouldn’t ever be made whole. Understanding
that had hurt, as much as if someone were digging the
point of a blade right into her heart.

And that was why she was doing something about it,
she told herself. Right now.

“You’ve nothing to fear, Dafydd,” Gwynne answered at
last, her voice husky around the lump in her throat. “De
Brice is our enemy—he is my enemy—and I know my
mission here. I will not fail it. I just need your help in or-
der to do that.”

Dafydd kept looking at her for a moment before nod-
ding once and turning his face again to the pond before
them. She did the same, calling on whatever peace she
could find to seep into her body and soul. They sat to-
gether in the early morning calm, listening to the water
ripple over stones at the entrance of the spring and watch-
ing the swishing dance of leaves overhead.

Dafydd broke the silence first, his voice quiet as he
glanced to her. “Chwedl, I want you to know that you are
not alone in this. Owin and [—we both want to help you in
any way we can.”
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She frowned, uncomfortable as always with overt ges-
tures of kindness or understanding.

“I was there all those years ago when you first began
your warrior’s training at Prince Owain’s command,’
Dafydd continued, apparently undaunted by either her ex-
pression or her silence, “and I have watched you and
served proudly with you in the years since.” He glanced
down at his hands, clasped loosely between his knees. “It
cannot be easy for you, this path you walk in life. But
know that I will back you in anything that comes your
way, ChwedI. This I swear as a warrior—and as a friend.”

She looked at him for a while without speaking, the
burning ache blooming again behind her eyes, before she
managed to nod and glance away.

Gazing back at the water, she swallowed hard against
the thickness that would not subside in her throat, wishing
that what Dafydd said were true—that she could have a
friend to share the burden of loneliness that was her life.
He meant well, she knew that, but what he’d offered
couldn’t be. There was no one like her on this earth. She
was an anomaly, a freak of nature.

A Legend reborn.

Yesterday, she’d allowed herself to fantasize for one
brief moment that she was naught but a woman like any
other, free to enjoy Aidan’s kisses—free to feel heated
passions and simple pleasures. But it had been only a fan-
tasy. What had happened between them had brought her
nothing but more pain and conflict, and she’d had enough
of that to last her a lifetime.

A lifetime that was more than half a blank to her . . .

“Did you mean it when you said you would aid me in
any way you could?” she asked Dafydd, careful to keep
both her emotions and her voice in check.

“Aye, without hesitation.”

“Then answer me this: do you know aught about my
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early life? Anything about the person I was before Marrok
brought me home?”

Dafydd frowned, shaking his head. “Nay. Nothing
more than that you were stolen away at birth, and your
mother, the princess, died shortly after.” His frown deep-
ened. “It took Prince Owain fourteen years to find you.
You had been badly injured and had no memory when you
came to us. Only the signs made it clear to everyone that
you were his child—the Dark Legend. Once you finally
embraced that truth, ’twas easier for us all.”

“Aye, easier,” Gwynne murmured. She brushed her
hand over the spot just beneath her collarbone—the spot
bearing the uniquely shaped birthmark that, along with
her silver eyes and ebony hair, had proclaimed her to be
the Legend reborn. She clenched her jaw, her mouth as
dry as dust. Acceptance of her sacred duty had come at a
bitter price. Bitter, indeed.

“Answer me one last question, Dafydd,” she said, fist-
ing her hand as she brought it down from where it had
rested on her chest.

“Anything, Chwedl.”

“Do you think that de Brice is telling the truth? When
he claims that he knew me during those lost years . . .
when he claims that he loved—" she stopped and gritted
her teeth, “—that we were betrothed . . . is he speaking
true?”

Dafydd’s face twisted in sympathy, his eyes reflecting a
pain that she refused to acknowledge in herself. “That I do
not know, Chwedl.”

“Neither do I,” she said, trying to block out the tender
agony. “And I'm going to do my damnedest to make sure
that I never find out.”

“What in bloody blazes is your henchman doing,
standing over there in the trees and looking as if he’d like
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to skewer me through?”” Aidan scowled as he pressed his
palm against Gwynne’s to guide her through the next
dance step.

“I asked him to come.”

“Why?”

Her chin lifted, but she refused to meet his gaze, in-
stead focusing on a spot just beyond his shoulder; it mad-
dened him, though he said nothing, waiting for her
answer. When she still hadn’t responded after three more
steps and a gracefully completed circle around him, his
annoyance pitched higher, and he drawled, “What, does
he crave a bit of dancing himself? It can be arranged, you
know.”

That got her to look at him.

“Don’t you dare,” she muttered. “ *Tis bad enough that
I suffer this humiliation. There’s no need to make Dafydd
endure it as well.”

“I’ll wager you’ll be glad that you learned these dances
in a few days’ time.”

“Why?”

Aidan continued through another step, breathing in the
delicate scent of her hair and reveling in the warmth of her
skin beneath his palm. But he kept silent, looking past her
and humming along with Clara’s piped tune.

“I said why, de Brice?” Gwynne demanded, stopping in
mid-step and planting her hands on her hips.

“Ah, so bad manners are allowed only if you exhibit
them, I gather?”

She glared at him for a moment before making a grum-
bling noise and turning on her heel to stalk to the edge of
the glen, mumbling something about shade and a drink of
water.

He followed her to the spot, calling out to the girls that
they were going to take a break. Groaning, Clara and Ella
put down their pipes and fell backward in mock exaspera-
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tion. But soon they began to frolic in the high grasses
around them, ripping up great handfuls to sprinkle over
each other and giggling at the results before they raced
down the path to their favorite playing spot near the
pond.

When she was finished drinking and had handed him
the water-skin, Aidan took a swallow and then glanced
again toward Dafydd, who still watched them intently.

“So, are you going to tell me why he’s here?”

“That depends on whether or not you’re going to tell
me why I'll be glad that I can muddle through a few dance
steps.”

“Fair enough.” He grinned. “You first.”

She slid her gaze from his. “He’s here because I've or-
dered him to accompany me wherever I go from now on.”

The jolt of displeasure Aidan felt quickly melted into a
shock of realization—and then triumph. “My, my,
my . ..” He grinned as he folded his arms and rocked back
on his heels. “I always knew my kiss could make women
swoon, but this exceeds even my own expectations.”

She fixed him with a glare. “It has nothing to do with
that.”

“Of course it does.” He went still, leaning closer to her
to whisper, “You don’t trust yourself to be alone with me.”
Her cheeks bloomed with color. “That’s ridiculous!”

“Oh, no, it’s not.” He chuckled, thoroughly enjoying
her outraged expression. “Though I never thought I’d see
the day when the mighty warrior would run away from a
challenge.” He shook his head, making a clicking sound
with his tongue. “ "Tis a shame to see you hiding behind
one of your men.”

“You’re insane.”

“Nay—only truthful.”

“Is everything all right here, ChwedI?”

Aidan had been so caught up in teasing her, that he
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hadn’t noticed Dafydd’s approach. Now her bodyguard
stood only a few paces away, his beefy arms akimbo as he
stared evenly at them.

“Everything is fine,” Gwynne answered through gritted
teeth, unsuccessfully trying to hide her flushed face. “De
Brice here was just going to tell me why I would find my-
self glad to have learned these ridiculous dance steps.”
She directed a warning look at him. “Weren’t you, de
Brice?”

“Oh, aye—something like that,” he agreed, nodding.

She cleared her throat and turned away, the rosy hue
of her cheeks intensifying. Obviously trying to avoid
looking at him, she bent to fiddle with the basket he’d
brought to keep the water-skins cool. Dafydd scowled,
moving to her side to help her find what she sought, only
to back away, frowning, when he realized that the basket
was empty.

Deciding that she might appreciate it if he covered for
her, Aidan pulled open a sack that was lying nearby,
reached in, and grabbed an apple. “Is this what you were
looking for?” he asked, tossing it to her when she straight-
ened at his question.

She caught it with a look of surprise, glancing from the
apple to him, before she was able to gather her wits
enough to paste on a placid expression and say serenely,
“Aye, thank you. I was feeling a bit hungry.”

She met his gaze as she lifted the fruit to her mouth,
clearly annoyed at his amusement, but unable to call him
on it without giving herself away. Taking a large bite, she
chewed with deliberation before swallowing and lifting
her brow. “So . . . ? Are you going to enlighten us?”

“Hmmmm?” he murmured, entranced by the tiny drop
of juice that clung to her lower lip.

She must have felt the focus of his stare, because she
swiped the back of her hand across her mouth and flushed
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again, frowning. “Why, exactly, am I going to be glad to
have learned these dances?”

“Oh, aye—of course.” Inclining his head, he smiled
again and announced gallantly, “You, my lady, will be at-
tending a gathering of nobles, to be held six days hence.
For your entertainment there will tumbling fools, music,
an array of delicacies, story-telling ... and, of course,
dancing.”

“Why?”

He was taken aback for a moment. “Well, for the pleas-
ure of it, of course. The neighboring gentry plan such fes-
tivities regularly—only this time they’re calling for it to
be at Dunston, since they have all heard rumor of your ar-
rival and wish to meet you.”

“What?” She looked to Dafydd, her expression a mix-
ture of dismay and shock. “What is he talking about?”

Her bodyguard shrugged. “ ’Tis beyond me—though
I’ve never understood the English.”

Aidan made a sound of disbelief, laughing, “I’d almost
believe that neither of you has ever attended a celebration
of this kind before.”

“We’ve had plenty of experience with feasting, de
Brice, but "twas always for a good reason—Ilike to mark a
victory in battle over our enemies,” Gwynne said, direct-
ing a pointed stare at him. “We don’t waste our energy by
indulging in dances and silly games whenever the mood
strikes.”

“Then I'm afraid you don’t know what you’ve missed,”
he answered, ignoring her gibe. “It promises to be an en-
joyable evening, and you will have the chance to display
your dancing talents before all who attend.”

She made a scoffing sound. ““You’ve lost your senses if
you think I’ll waste my time dancing with your English
friends.”
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“They’re not my friends,” Aidan ground out, subduing
the familiar dull pain he felt in admitting that fact. Since
his father’s execution for treason, most of England’s pow-
erful families had treated him and Diana with begrudging
tolerance at best. His own efforts for the king against
Wales and his betrothal to Helene were all that had pre-
vented them from excluding him altogether from their im-
portant social functions. “They’re simply other nobles
from the area,” he added evenly.

“They’re Englishmen,” Gwynne argued. ““ Tis likely
that I've sacked their lands and killed some of their men.”
She shook her head. “Nay, de Brice. Celebrate with them
to your heart’s content, but I’ll be staying in my chamber
on that night.”

She’d taken a position next to Dafydd as she spoke,
seeming to gain some sort of comfort from his presence,
even though she was almost equal to him in height and
possessed, Aidan knew, far superior combat skills. A
sharp jolt of resentment swept through him at her easy re-
liance on the man. He scowled, facing them as they stood,
shoulder-to-shoulder, arms crossed over their chests in
virtually identical positions of obstinacy.

“I’m sorry,” he said at last, his voice tight with the ef-
fort to keep the unfamiliar emotion contained. “But that
sounded like a refusal.”

“I stand corrected, then,” she said, arching her brow
again. “Your sense of hearing is apparently intact.”

The last of Aidan’s calm dissolved, and he took a step
toward her, noticing that Dafydd stepped forward as well.
Ignoring her bodyguard’s none too subtle attempt to in-
timidate him, he grated, “Refusal is not an option,
Gwynne. We covered this weeks ago. You agreed to go
along with the pretense of my arranging a marriage match
for you, and you must attend this function—or any other
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like it that I deem necessary—in order to do that and allay
suspicion about who you really are.”

“You never said I’d need to be shown about like some
sort of prized livestock.”

“It won’t be that way at all, I promise you.” He took an-
other step toward her, intending to explain and allay her
fears, but he was forced to stop short thanks to Dafydd’s
solid form between them.

Scowling again, he snapped, ““’Tis devilish hard to
have a conversation with you like this.” He swiveled to
glare at her bodyguard, adding, “Do you think you could
allow us a few moments of talk in private? I promise not to
attack or brutalize her in any way during that time—you
can stand over there and keep an eye on us, if it will make
you feel better.”

Now ’twas Dafydd’s turn to go red; the color spread
from his neck all the way to the roots of his hair. He
glanced to Gwynne, who had the good grace to look
abashed as well. She nodded quickly, and Dafydd offered
her a bow before he backed off twenty paces or so, return-
ing to his former spot near the wood.

She settled her gaze on Aidan again. “You didn’t need
to be so harsh with him. He was only doing his duty.”

“Aye, well, ’tis a foolish duty, if you ask me, to have to
watch over you like a mother hen with a chick,” Aidan
growled, still bristling with annoyance at their solidarity
against him. ““ Tis not as if you’re a delicate female in
need of protection; Christ’s blood, you’re the only woman
I know who could possibly succeed at slicing me in two if
you had a mind to do it.”

As soon as the words came out, he could have strangled
himself for uttering them. A look of hurt lanced across
Gwynne’s face, and he felt as if he’d been punched in the
gut, knowing ’twas he who’d put it there.
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But in the next instant, her expression tightened, her
mouth twisting sardonically, though she couldn’t mask
the huskiness in her voice when she spoke. “Don’t look so
stricken, de Brice; you’ve spoken the truth for once. I'm
not like other women, and I never will be. You’d do best to
remember that.”

“I didn’t mean—"

“No need to take it back,” she broke in, cocking her
head in that defiant way he remembered all too well from
the battlefield. ““ *Tis good to be reminded of the truth now
and again. Perhaps you need it even more than I do.”

Her eyes glittered like chips of silvery ice, the last
traces of pain shuttered behind them. ““You should strive to
recall that zhis is but an illusion,” she said, fisting her hand
in her skirt and pulling it away from her like something
distasteful. “A farce. I am a warrior, through and through,
sworn to fight, maim, and kill to set my people free.

“I will attend your celebration next week only because
I promised to uphold this charade of yours—but I tell
you, I will not be offered up in display for your noble
guests. If I must dance to maintain appearances, ’twill be
with you alone, for I vow I’ll not be able to restrain myself
from bloodshed if another cursed Englishman tries to put
his hands on me.”

“Iunderstand,” he said, still wishing he could do some-
thing to take back the hurt he’d inflicted. “I will do all in
my power to ensure that you are treated with respect.”

She gave a jerky nod. “We see eye to eye on it, then.
But just remember, de Brice—a little more than two
months. That is all I have left to endure. After that, all bets
are off between us.”

Her gaze chilled him for a moment longer before she
turned on her heel and stalked away, gesturing to Dafydd
to join her as she departed the glen.
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Aidan watched her go, left behind to deal with the
aching emptiness he felt inside of him in the best way he
knew how . . .

Which turned out to be not at all.



Chapter 12
~OC_~—

wynne watched Diana flitter around the great hall,
already worked into a tizzy over the celebration that
was still two days off; the sight of her excitement only in-
creased Gwynne’s angry thoughts. Would that she was
done with this cursed castle and all its inhabitants—most
especially Aidan and his voluptuous twit of a sister.
She banged her empty cup down on the table, directing
a black look at any of the castle dwellers who dared
glance in her direction because of it. Owin, sitting across
from her, lifted his head from his food for a moment, look-
ing first at her and then over at Diana’s lush, silk-clad
form. Gwynne scowled, her annoyance spiking higher at
Owin’s constant and appreciative notice of the wretched
woman. Dafydd, sitting a little farther down the bench,
didn’t react at all to either Gwynne or Diana. Unusually
subdued, even for him, since the unpleasant incident with
Aidan in the glen a few days ago, he kept his gaze on the
table in front of him.

135
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She’d tried to get him to ease up—to join with her and
Owin last night as they’d sat together, joking and talking
about conquests and victories past—but he’d remained
quiet—brooding, no doubt, about de Brice and his biting
tongue.

“I can’t say that I blame you,” Gwynne muttered, slid-
ing her gaze from her bodyguard to the man who was be-
hind both her and Dafydd’s ill humor. Aidan sat near the
enormous hearth that graced nearly the entire length of the
wall, discussing something with Kevyn, and laughing,
every now and then, as he raised his cup to drink.

“Cursed Englishman,” she said under her breath, feel-
ing the same sharp pain from three days ago course
through her. You're the only woman I know who could
possibly succeed at slicing me in two if you had a mind to
do it. Aidan’s brutal assessment of her rang out in her
mind again, mocking her. And that, in turn, made her an-
gry, since she knew that his thinking of her as a warrior
first—a dangerous and powerful warrior—was exactly as
it should be.

Then why the devil did it bother her so much?

“He can go to hell, for all I care,” she said, pushing her-
self up from the table, followed close behind by both
Owin and Dafydd, who rose to their feet as well. Aidan
looked over when they all stood, his penetrating gaze
locking with hers and seeming to see more of her inner
turmoil than was comfortable. Swallowing hard, she
turned to Owin and mumbled, “I need to go train. Ready
my equipment for me, will you?”

He nodded. “Aye, Chwedl. *Twill be waiting for you.”

Dafydd glanced up as Owin strode by him with a mur-
mured wish for safe travel; then the older bodyguard
shifted his gaze to Gwynne, his concerned expression cut-
ting her to the quick.
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“Have you a message for Marrok, Chwedl?” he asked
quietly. “T’ll be leaving soon, to meet with our envoy in
the wood.”

“Aye, Dafydd.” She reached into her tunic for the
sealed parchment she’d completed last night, feeling a
twinge as she handed it over to him. It contained none of
the troubling thoughts she’d struggled with these past
weeks; as with each missive before, she’d tried to sound
encouraging about their progress, not wanting Marrok to
worry about her unduly during their stay with the enemy.

The enemy.

The jabbing ache inside her increased, but she did her
best to ignore it, instead clapping Dafydd on the shoulder
and wishing him Godspeed on the daylong journey. He
paused for a moment, meeting her gaze in silence, as if he
were about to say something. But then he simply bowed
his head and strode from the hall to undertake his duty.

Damn.

She watched him go, more disconcerted than before.
Dafydd’s obvious unease was not a good sign. Not good at
all ...

Frowning, she stepped back from the table, readying
herself to leave the hall and prepare for her training ses-
sion, when a sharp-fingered hand clamped down on her
arm. She wrenched herself free and whirled to face
whomever had been so foolish as to touch her, just barely
restraining herself from gripping the idiot by the throat
and slamming him up against the wall.

"Twas Diana.

Damn again . . .

“Going to practice your dancing?” Aidan’s sister all but
purred, wearing an expression of smug superiority as she
confronted Gwynne.

“’Tis none of your business what I’'m going to do,”
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Gwynne answered sharply. “Now, if you’ll excuse me—"

“Nay, not quite yet,” Diana said, stepping to block her
path. A wicked smile curved her lips, making her look
more feline than female. “T have something to say to you
first,” she glanced over at Aidan, whose back remained to
them, “while we have a moment of privacy out of my
brother’s hearing.”

“How exciting.” Gwynne shifted her weight back,
crossing her arms over her chest and raising her brow.
“Please begin, so that I can hang onto your every word.”

Anger sparked in Diana’s green eyes. “Go ahead. En-
joy yourself while you can. It won’t last long.” She raised
her chin, flicking a silky auburn lock over her shoulder
with practiced skill. “I’m here to warn you to stay away
from Aidan. He is already spoken for and needs no dis-
traction from that truth by the likes of you.”

“You must be joking,” Gwynne grated. “Your brother
means nothing to me. I have no intention of distracting
him from anything—or anyone.”

“That’s not what it looked like the other morning in the
glen,” Diana snapped.

Heat rose to Gwynne’s cheeks, and she cursed herself
for the reaction. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,
and I’'m in no mood to try to figure it out. Suffice it to say
that you’ve nothing to worry about.” She gave Diana a
cold stare, trying without much success to rein in her
anger. “Now, if you’ll get out of my way . ..”

She started to push past her, only to be waylaid again
by the woman’s surprisingly solid form. Diana leaned in
toward Gwynne and hissed, “This is my last warning—
leave Aidan alone, or I promise you will regret it!”

Gwynne froze still, her foul mood, the nagging guilt,
and a too long suppressed battle rage all coming together
in a riotous torrent. With a growl, she grabbed a fistful of
Diana’s gown just below the neckline and jerked up, tak-
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ing Diana off the floor with it to deposit her none too gen-
tly at the side of the walkway. Still clenching the silky fab-
ric, she yanked the woman toward her, halting when they
were eye to eye.

“’Tis you who will be sorry, lackwit, if you ever dare
to threaten me again,” she said through gritted teeth.
“Now, I told you to get out of my way, and [ meant it!”

Releasing Diana abruptly enough to make her fall back
onto the bench, Gwynne turned to go. But a commotion at
the front of the hall gave her pause; even Diana’s loud
gasps of indignation faded to silence when little Ella
broke through the gathering of people across the hall, near
the door, shrieking, “Oh, help—someone, please help!”

Aidan twisted around from his position at the hearth,
his face concerned. “Ella—child, what’s the matter?”

“’Tis Clara, milord,” Ella sobbed, nearly falling into
his arms. “We were playing near the pond when she fell in
and—"

The little girl began to weep uncontrollably, her slim
form shaking as she cried out, “I tried to save her,
milord—I swear did! But I couldn’t reach her, and . . . Oh
God, milord, but I think Clara is drowned!”

Aidan crashed through the brush that led to the pond, his
heart racing and his throat tight. Please let me be in time.
The simple plea repeated itself over and over in his head,
his mind shutting down to the possibility of anything else.
She was just a child. A sweet and sunny, loving child . . .

He heard the others close behind him, people from both
the castle and the village racing down to the water’s edge
to help if they could, or to offer support and comfort, if
need be. Pray God it would be the first.

He was almost there now. Just a few paces more . . .

Breaking through the last of the brush, Aidan jerked to
a halt, searching both the water and banks for any sign of
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the little girl. A gentle breeze blew, and at first he saw
nothing but the piercing glint of the sun on the pond’s sur-
face; he shaded his face, trying to make out anything un-
usual in the water, his eyes straining and his heart heavy.

And then he saw her.

She was floating at the far end of the pond, face down,
her coarse-spun bliaud fanning out from her waist like
tiny, misplaced angel’s wings.

Roaring with anguish, Aidan threw himself into the
water, moving as fast as he could to reach her. After what
seemed an eternity his fingertips brushed the sodden
edges of her gown; he grabbed ahold of it, pulling her up
to cradle her against his chest. She felt so small, so slight
in his arms. Several of the villagers splashed into the wa-
ter after him, to help him drag her onto the sandy bank;
there he rolled her onto her side, trying to get the water
from her lungs.

She didn’t respond. Her hair clung in wet strands to her
cheeks, her cherub’s mouth turned to a pale, sickening
shade of blue. And she wasn’t breathing . . .

“Give us some room,” Aidan rasped, gesturing for the
people surrounding them to back away. “She needs some
air.”

The onlookers shuffled back, silently forming a half-
circle around him as he rubbed his fist up Clara’s back
again and again, trying to make her cough. Trying to make
her expel the fluid that filled her lungs. But she remained
limp and cold.

God help him, she wasn’t breathing.

“Clara,” he whispered harshly, pressing his fingers to
her neck to check for a pulse that wasn’t there, even as he
half-lifted her from the sand. “Clara, lass, you’ve got to
breathe. Come on, child, breathe!”

“Let me through. Now, damn it.”
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Aidan heard the commanding voice moments before
its owner sank down onto the ground next to him.

Gwynne.

Ah, yes, Gwynne. Thank God . . .

His gaze locked with hers, and he felt the familiar jolt
of connection pass between them.

“Can you do it—can you save her?” he murmured,
watching surprise shadow her face when she realized that
he knew full well the healing power of which she was ca-
pable.

“I don’t know.” She frowned as she bent over Clara’s
tiny body. “I never know until it happens.”

A shriek suddenly ripped through the crowd, and the
people began to shift, jostling each other in an attempt to
make way for the woman running toward the pond’s bank.
Clara’s mother burst through the throng, her headrail
askew, and with bits of wool still clinging to her skirts
from her weaving. Her face was red, her eyes brimming
with tears as she reached out, desperately crying her
child’s name.

“My baby! Oh, Clara, my sweet baby, oh, God . . .”

Aidan lurched to his feet to grab the woman before she
could throw herself on her daughter’s body. “Hush, Anna,
“twill be all right,” he said, cupping his hand to the frantic
woman’s cheek and trying to make her look at him, to
calm her. “You must stay back though now for Clara’s
sake—please.”

Glancing past Anna, he saw Kevyn, who’d been stand-
ing close by since their arrival at the pond. Kevyn nodded
as he met Aidan’s gaze and then walked up to slip his arm
around Anna’s waist. Supporting her against him and
murmuring words of comfort, he led her a few feet away.

Anna buried her face in Kevyn’s chest, continuing to
sob as Aidan turned to the crowd again and said gruffly, “I
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need you all to keep back—just for a few moments, so that
we can do everything that is possible for Clara.”

Water dripped from his clothing and his breath felt
harsh in his chest as he murmured a prayer and sank down
in the sand near Gwynne and Clara. Using his body as a
shield, he kept them both from the onlookers’ view. Sev-
eral of the villagers coughed or shuffled their feet nerv-
ously in the sand, but save for that and the muffled sound
of Anna’s sobbing, all was deathly quiet.

Vaguely, Gwynne sensed Aidan’s movement as he
kneeled near her, but she blocked out any awareness of
him, knowing that she needed to focus on Clara alone. Her
stomach tightened and her head felt compressed in a vise,
as it did every time she attempted a healing.

Bending over the little girl’s body, she cursed softly,
squeezing her eyes shut. Her hands rested, fingers spread,
on Clara’s chest, and now she tilted her chin down, grind-
ing her teeth into her lower lip. She bade the power to
form, the heat to rush into her center—struggled to make
it surge through her body and along her arms, to flow into
the child.

[ can’t fail again. Oh, please, God, don’t let me fail like
I did with Damon . . .

A smoldering sensation erupted behind her eyes, burn-
ing heat that spun and spread down, swirling into her
shoulders and chest, gathering in intensity before finally
stabbing down her arms and into her hands. As if from a
great distance she heard her own sharp intake of breath,
felt her body stiffen with the power coursing through her
and into the little girl. The blessed healing power . . .

Clara arched violently upward, a gasp wrenching from
her throat. Gwynne’s hands fell away and she leaned back
on her heels, her vision blurring for an instant while Aidan
reached for the girl to tip her on her side again. Water



THE MAIDEN WARRIOR 143

came from Clara’s mouth in retching gushes—volumes of
it as she coughed and choked until it was all gone.

And then she began to cry.

The sobbing sounded thin and watery at first, but it
gained in strength as Aidan sat her upright, lifting her into
his arms. In the next instant Anna was on her knees in the
sand, grasping little Clara to her breast and weeping as she
rocked the precious gift of her child rhythmically back
and forth, murmuring words of praise and thanksgiving
that she could hold her again.

Gwynne somehow managing to gain her feet and stum-
ble a few steps back, slipping out of the way as the crowd
closed in around them. Through the potent energy
swirling inside her, she saw Aidan, Clara, and Anna swal-
lowed up by the cheering, joyful throng; she turned from
them, knowing that she needed to get as far from everyone
as she could.

Her vision jumped and wavered as she made her way to
one of the boulders jutting from the pond’s bank, intend-
ing to get to the other side of it; but the rush of power
sweeping through her made her sink down on the stone; it
wasn’t a bad feeling, but it made her body react and
shake—much the same, she’d noticed, as what happened
to some of the women in her clan after they’d birthed their
babes. Her legs trembled and her hands shook as she cra-
dled her head in them.

“Gwynne . ..”

She raised her gaze; Aidan had somehow broken free
of the group and now stood before her, concern shadow-
ing his features.

“Christ, is it always like this for you?”

“Aye,” she said, the warm flow of intensity still filling
her. “ *Tis not painful, just overwhelming.”

“How long does it last?”
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She closed her eyes again, willing the healing forces to
dissipate. “Sometimes only a few minutes, other times a
day or more.”

She opened her eyes and pushed herself to her feet, not
wanting him to think her weak for what had just hap-
pened. “ "Tis of little consequence.”

“Perhaps,” he conceded, seeming as if he would reach
out to steady her when she swayed, but dropping his hand
back to his side at the scowl she sent in his direction. “But
’tis no less a gift to give so freely of yourself to others.”

She remained quiet, unaccustomed to hearing praise
from him, and uncomfortable with the sudden rush of
pleasure it sent through her. She concentrated instead on
steadying her breathing and bringing her vision back into
line, finding that her equilibrium was returning far more
quickly than she’d have expected.

“How is Clara?” she asked finally, leaning to look be-
yond him at the dissipating crowd. “Is she alert—was she
able to sit up and talk?”

“Aye, she’ll recover, thanks to you,” he assured her,
glancing back over his shoulder. “Her mother has good
care of her now, and will watch to see that she stays quiet
for a few days, until she is fully healed.”

She nodded, her jaw tight, allowing herself a latent
flash of joy. It had worked. Thank God it had worked this
time.

“Come,” Aidan said, gesturing toward the path back to
the castle. “Let me walk you to your chamber. You need
rest.”

“Nay, I'm fine.”

She shrugged off his gentle touch, moving a step away
and fixing him with her gaze. His clothing was still soaked
from the pond, his shirt clinging to him, molding to the
rock-hard planes of his shoulders, chest, and abdomen.
She watched the steady rise and fall of his breathing—that



THE MAIDEN WARRIOR 145

mysterious key to the rhythm and essence of life—and re-
membered how he’d looked cradling little Clara against
that powerful chest. The man of war brought to his knees
for the sake of a child.

Frowning, she glanced away. Lugh, why did he have
this effect on her? She shook her head, trying to get her
thoughts back in focus.

“Back there,” she said slowly, working through the
remnants of healing intensity that still held her in sway,
“You seemed to know—" she broke off, frowning again,
before steeling herself to meet his gaze directly. “You
asked if I could save Clara. How did you know ’twould
even be a possibility?”

“Because you did it for me.”

A shock went through her, racing down her spine to the
very ends of her fingers and toes. She’d saved him? Im-
possible. Her fists clenched with denial. “That cannot be.
I remember every healing I’ve ever attempted.”

“Yet you don’t remember anything from the first four-
teen years of your life, do you?”

His answer gave her pause, making her waver for an in-
stant before she shook her head. “Nay, I'd remember
something like that. Each time, every life won or lost—
’tis ingrained upon my soul like fire. If I’d healed you, I'd
know it.”

“Perhaps you do know,” Aidan murmured, “but you
just haven’t accepted it yet.”

Without warning, he reached down to grip one of her
hands, bringing it up to press it against the damp, warm
expanse of his chest, just above his heart. ““ "Twas right
here that the arrow pierced me . . .” he said quietly, look-
ing deep into her eyes as he spoke, “and right here that you
laid your hands on me and took the pain and death away.”

She felt his heart thudding beneath her palm, its ca-
dence as intense and compelling as the force of his gaze.
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“You saved me, Gwynne,” he murmured, placing his
hand on top of hers, “And if you do not want to remember
it now, you will someday. This I vow on the life you gave
back to me twelve years ago.”

“Aidan!”

Gwynne jerked back to look at the man who’d called
out Aidan’s name, even as Aidan himself swung around to
see him as well. It was Kevyn. He came toward them with
purposeful strides, his face settled into grim lines.

“What is it?”” Aidan asked, taking a step toward him.

“Riders approach.” Kevyn stopped in front of them,
looking from Aidan to Gwynne and then back again be-
fore adding, “They bear royal banners.”

Gwynne sensed more than saw Aidan’s entire body
stiffen. Then he cursed under his breath and set into mo-
tion toward the path muttering, “What the devil can the
king want now?”

Kevyn cleared his throat. “ *Tis not the king, Aidan.”

Aidan paused in mid-step, his form even more rigid
than before as he looked back over his shoulder, seeming
both to want and dread the information he was about to
hear.

Kevyn frowned, clearly trying not to look at Gwynne,
and she felt a warning tingle go up her neck just mo-
ments before he said, “ "Tis the king’s cousin, Lady Helene,
and her father, the Duke of Rutherford. They’ve come to
Dunston—and by the look of their baggage, they intend to
stay for a while.”



Chapter 13
~OC -~

wynne fought the urge to straighten her circlet as

she stood waiting with the rest of the household for
the entrance of Lady Helene and her father. Though she
longed to take her dagger and hack off the hair that had
grown enough to curl annoyingly about her face and neck
during her time at Dunston, it still wasn’t of a length to se-
cure the ridiculous golden band properly. It kept slipping.
If not for her hurried promise to Aidan that she’d try to
maintain a genteel appearance while Helene and her fa-
ther were here, she’d have snatched the circlet off her head
and tossed it into the fire.

It would have served him right if she did, she thought
darkly, recalling his barked command that everyone
change into finer garments before assembling to greet his
noble guests in the great hall. He’d been preoccupied
since Kevyn’s startling announcement at the pond, dash-
ing up to the castle with hardly a backward glance at her,
and muttering orders all the way.

147
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Leaning now against the comforting span of the wall
near the hearth, Gwynne watched everyone bustling
around her; she tried to brush aside the burning sense of
hurt that had filled her at Aidan’s sudden abandonment
and disregard, knowing that she had no right to feel any-
thing of the kind where he was concerned. Knowing that it
was dangerous to do so. But it continued to plague her
anyway, refusing to let go and leaving her brimming with
dark, pent-up emotions.

She’d spent the past quarter hour containing the feeling
as best as she could, but she’d found herself unable to be
rid of it entirely, even when she caught Owin, who’d come
up from the stables upon hearing the commotion, studying
her with a concern similar to what she’d seen in Dafydd’s
eyes. To make matters worse, Diana appeared entirely un-
bowed by their earlier confrontation, taking the opportu-
nity now to direct several smug glares at her.

Lugh’s head, it seemed she was losing her power to
command anyone.

A trumpet of arrival sounded. Clenching her teeth,
Gwynne braced herself, watching the entrance to the great
hall. Her position allowed for her to be partially hidden
behind Diana, Alana, Kevyn, and a half dozen others so
that she could observe Aidan’s reunion with his sweet-
heart without being seen so readily herself. *Twas a good
thing, she decided a moment later, when the lady and her
father entered the great chamber, for once she saw He-
lene, it was all she could do not to turn and flee the castle
altogether.

Lady Helene de Jardens was a study in feminine per-
fection. She might as well have stepped from a stained
glass window gracing any one of England’s great cathe-
drals, she was so beautiful. Where Diana was all lush
curves and vivid colors, Helene was petite and fair-haired,
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with a gentle, innocent expression that would compel any
man who looked on her to want to spend his life protect-
ing and loving her.

Gwynne’s eyes burned as she stared at this graceful
creature who had captured Aidan’s heart. She watched
Helene’s sweet face alight with pleasure—with love—as
she spotted Aidan and ran to him, winding her arms
around his neck, though Gwynne remained too distant,
thankfully, to hear the endearments they no doubt mur-
mured to each other. She dragged her gaze away, forcing
herself to look at anyone or anything else, certain that if
she didn’t, she might find herself losing the contents of
her stomach.

In shifting her glance away, she noticed a man standing
just behind Helene. It had to be the duke. But as soon as
she looked at him, her battle instincts rose to the fore; she
pushed herself away from the wall almost without
thought, the strange thrum of warning she usually got just
before combat unfurling, suddenly, in her belly.

The nobleman’s feelings were concealed beneath man-
ners he’d obviously long practiced and perfected, but
she’d been trained years ago to read an enemy’s face and
the intentions hidden there, and there was animosity—
nay, outright hostility—seething deep within this English
lord when he looked at Aidan.

Before she could come to grips with her reaction,
Aidan called her name, catching her off guard. She
snapped her gaze to him as he approached, seeing the un-
mistakable shadow of conflict in his eyes. For some rea-
son, he wasn’t happy about the arrival of his betrothed,
and that knowledge made the already taut spring that
seemed to be winding up inside her crank tighter.

“Gwynne,” he said more softly, this time stepping a bit
to the side to allow Lady Helene to approach as well. The
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woman walked gracefully up next to him, sliding herself
against his side as if she’d been made to fit there. Aidan’s
mouth tensed slightly at her movement, but after a brief
pause he rested his arm around her slender waist.

“Lady Helene,” he murmured, before turning to nod
and direct the duke forward as well, “your grace—I’d like
you to meet Gwynne ap Morrison, my distant cousin from
the north. I believe that you’ve been apprised of her tra-
vails and the reason for her stay here.”

Through the humming that had started in her ears,
Gwynne heard the duke make a grunting noise in his
throat; but Helene swept out of Aidan’s embrace toward
her, reaching down and grasping both of Gwynne’s hands
in her own. Shock kept Gwynne from pulling back, though
her fingers tingled with the desire to yank away from He-
lene’s velvety touch. The compassion in the woman’s gaze
seemed so genuine that Gwynne refrained from what cer-
tainly would have been construed a rude gesture.

“You poor dear,” Helene said, her voice as soft and
smooth as the tresses that shimmered to her waist like
honeyed silk. “What you must have endured during the at-
tack on your home.” With a murmured sound of distress,
she leaned forward and tipped her face up to brush a gen-
tle kiss across Gwynne’s cheek.

Gwynne froze, Helene’s delicate rose scent filling her
senses and making her breath seize in her throat. Helene
seemed not to notice, having already released her to gaze
up at her again, tears welling in her blue eyes. “But we
shall do our best to endeavor that only happy memories be
in store for you from now on, dear Gwynne. Isn’t that
right, darling?” She glanced to Aidan as she spoke, her
lovely face so earnest that a lesser man might have crum-
bled at her feet with assurances for whatever she desired.

Aidan, however, simply nodded his assent, his jaw
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tight as he shifted his gaze briefly to Gwynne before look-
ing away.

Oh, heaven help her, Gwynne thought, for she’d never
faced anything like this before. She’d never met the like
of Helene de Jardens. The woman was sheer, sweet
perfection—not only beautiful, but truly good to the soul
as well. Kind, loving, caring—

And Aidan’s betrothed.

Gwynne stood there, stunned from Helene’s touch and
the raging of her own turbulent emotions. She watched as
the lady bestowed greetings and embraces on the others.
When she and her father finally followed Aidan to the op-
posite end of the hall, Gwynne hastened to leave. She
couldn’t wait much longer or she’d lose whatever compo-
sure she had left. Her skin prickled and her senses were on
edge.

Her sword.

God, she needed to hold her sword again—needed to
go train, as she’d planned to do before Clara’s mishap, and
lose herself in something she could handle, something she
could control. Because whatever was going on inside her
right now was frightening and wild and unthinkable. She
looked round the area, searching for Owin, to direct him
to meet her again in the old stables.

Looking behind her, she felt a little jolt of surprise; old
Alana sat at the opposite end of the immense hearth, qui-
etly watching her. Her gaze was kind, but also perceptive,
as if she’d been studying her for quite some time.

Trying to recover her wits enough to display at least a
pretense of calm, Gwynne nodded to the old woman. For
all of Alana’s fussiness, as well as the demands she made
during her lessons in feminine behavior, Gwynne couldn’t
help but like her. She could see why Aidan favored her as
his most trusted servant. Old Alana possessed an insight
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uncommon to most, likely as much from enduring the
constant pain that her twisted joints inflicted on her as
from her many years of living.

Alana nodded back in greeting, a half smile on her lips.
It was an evocative smile—and though Gwynne knew that
Aidan had confided her true identity as the Dark Legend
to the old woman, she didn’t want to guess what else the
servant’s discerning gaze had led her to think.

Spotting Owin near the other end of the hall, Gwynne
scowled and took a step away from the wall. But as she
moved, she tripped on her skirts, and her circlet slipped
again. With a growl, she straightened herself and yanked
the jeweled band from her head, just managing to keep
herself from flinging it against the stones.

“When we meet in your chamber for your lesson tomor-
row morn, I’ll show you how to fasten that on properly.”

Gwynne whirled around. Old Alana had approached
from behind, her speed remarkable, considering her ever-
present pain.

“Why aren’t we meeting in our usual place?” Gwynne
muttered, trying to seem as if nothing was amiss.

“Our regular room is Dunston’s only other extra bed-
chamber, and Lady Helene will be using it during her stay
here.”

“Oh.” Gwynne said, searching for something else to
say that would show how composed, how unaffected she
was. “What about her father?”

“He will stay in Lord Sutcliffe’s chambers. The duke
ranks above him and is therefore entitled to the best bed in
the castle.”

Gwynne frowned. “Then where will Aidan sleep?”

Alana’s mouth edged up in that half smile again as she
replied, “Why, in the small chamber connected to yours,
of course.”
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“What?” Gwynne choked, only managing to add after
a few moments, “But that is impossible!”

“’Tis the only room left above stairs,” the old woman
replied, “unless he were to mingle with the servants,
which would be unseemly.”

“But that tiny chamber isn’t fit for sleeping! I've
looked in before—’tis but a room for storing linens.”

“Be that as it may, Lord Sutcliffe has decided that he
will sleep there until Lady Helene and her father leave,”
Alana answered calmly.

Gwynne fell silent, the enormity of what the old woman
was saying finally sinking in. She gripped her circlet tight
in her grasp, until she felt the edge of the metal bite into
her palm, barely noticing when Alana patted her arm and
shuffled off for the rush of panic overwhelming her.

Aidan would be sleeping right next to her.

There would be nothing separating them but a little dis-
tance and the thin scrap of linen that served as a door.
Dafydd wouldn’t be able to help her; he’d be asleep in the
stables at night, far from the main keep. Nay, she’d be on
her own, to resist the confusing feelings and desires that
Aidan provoked in her, knowing that he rested but a few
paces away . . .

God save her, she thought, as she forced her legs to
move, woodenly making her way toward Owin—for she
knew that sleep wouldn’t come easily again until Aidan de
Brice was back in his own rooms, with the impenetrable
barrier of a hundred yards of castle and stonework firmly
between them.

Aidan sat in his customary spot in the hall, feeling
more miserable that he could remember. Kevyn leaned
back next to him, his feet stretched out and his head rest-
ing against the wall. They nursed their cups of ale, their
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gazes trained on the cluster of women who sat embroider-
ing at the end of the long table near the fire.

Gwynne was hunched over her bit of fabric, every
magnificent inch of her looking uncomfortable and
cramped as she attempted the task for which Aidan knew
her to be completely ill suited. And though she’d tried to
hide it from him, he was well aware that she continued to
don her masculine attire beneath her smock and gowns;
the resulting layers of clothing made her look strange, her
figure seeming almost square with all the extra padding.

Perched next to her, Helene posed an undeniable con-
trast. She was a vision of delicacy, her face lit with one of
her guileless smiles as she leaned close to Diana, who
whispered something while surreptitiously flashing yet
another self-satisfied look in Gwynne’s direction.

“Feeling the heat of the flames, yet, my friend?” Kevyn
murmured dryly as he glanced over at him.

Aidan favored him with one of his blackest scowls. “I
don’t find this situation humorous in the least.”

“Nor do I,” Kevyn answered. *“ *Tis a shame all the way
around, if you ask me.” He gestured toward the women
with his cup. “Just look at that. There Lady Helene sits
next to Wales’s most fearsome warrior, completely un-
aware of the intrigue and danger swirling around her,
while Gwynne is forced to play a part she obviously de-
spises and probably doesn’t deserve. And your sister—
suffice it to say ’tis clear Diana enjoys nothing more than
to be sharpening her claws in Gwynne’s back.”

“Aye, my sister,” Aidan said, allowing the dark swell of
emotions to sweep through him anew. “If not for her med-
dling, I’d have been able to avoid this entirely.”

“Did she admit to being the one who sent early for He-
lene, then?”

“Only after I threatened to keep her locked in her
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chamber during the festivities tomorrow night if she
didn’t confess it. Valmont cannot attend the gathering, but
his uncle, Lord Langdon, will make an appearance.” He
took another swig of ale, his mouth twisting. “Heaven
knows my lovely sibling finds it difficult to resist any op-
portunity to display her charms—especially in this case,
since she thinks word of her beauty may travel back to the
ears of her marital prey.”

Kevyn shook his head and sighed. *“ "Tis a fine mess, it
is. And you cannot have missed how the duke watches
Gwynne. He studies her with hawk’s eyes, trying to per-
ceive any unseemliness in her living here with you. You
should consider yourself lucky that she dresses as she
does and pays you little heed in front of others.”

Aidan didn’t answer. Gritting his teeth, he gazed into
the swirling golden liquid in his cup. But as always,
Kevyn wasn’t going to give up easily.

“I"d be careful not to let any more scenes occur like the
one I walked into near the pond when Lady Helene ar-
rived. You were standing close enough to Gwynne that at
first I thought you were going to kiss her, by God.” He
took a drink of his ale before adding, “Lord Rutherford
won’t have to learn that she’s the Dark Legend; he’ll just
need to see you with her like that again, and you’ll lose
Lady Helene for good.”

Aidan remained silent, though it took all his self-con-
trol not to answer back. Kevyn glanced sideways at him,
obviously not pleased at his lack of response. “You had
better take this seriously, Aidan. Not only will the al-
liances that are so important to you crumble, but feelings
will be wounded as well—most notably, Lady Helene’s.
And she deserves it least of all—”

“Damn it, man, enough,” Aidan finally growled.
“You’re right—’twas a foolish risk, bringing Gwynne to
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Dunston. I shouldn’t have done it. Are you satisfied now?”
He contented himself with glaring at Kevyn, though he’d
have preferred to knock his head off his neck.

Kevyn just stared back, the look of quiet reproach in
his eyes almost making Aidan ashamed of his outburst.
Almost, but not quite. After a moment his friend shook his
head again and leaned forward to rest his forearms on his
knees, his big hands balancing the cup between them.
“’Tis your life, Aidan, not mine. I just don’t want to see
you or Lady Helene get hurt because of all this.”

Aidan felt his ire cool a little, and after a pause, he
leaned forward as well. “I won’t let that happen, Kev,
never fear. [ can’t afford to.” Yet as he spoke, he knew such
a result would be a forgone conclusion unless he took the
step he’d been mulling over and resisting for the past five
hours.

Gripping his goblet tightly in his fist, he muttered, “For
the remainder of the time Helene and her father are here, I
plan to cease my efforts to make Gwynne remember her
past with me. I'll avoid being alone in her company as
much as I can. ’Tis the best I can do.” He glanced back
over to the women, his mouth tightening as he did. “I just
hope that Lord Rutherford doesn’t get it into his mind to
stay too long.”

“Perhaps you’ll get lucky and he’ll leave right after the
celebration.”

“Not likely. Helene has it in her head that she needs to
spend some restful time with me—something about keep-
ing my mind off war and bloodshed for a while—a belief
she maintains, no doubt, thanks to my dear sister.”

Kevyn sighed. “Ah, to be so fortunate as to have a
woman like Helene wanting to soothe my spirit.”

Aidan glanced over to him in surprise, allowing him-
self a smile. “What—the world’s greatest lover, and you
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cannot find such a boon with any one of your many
women?”

Now ’twas Kevyn’s turn to scowl. “Lady Helene is as
unlike other ladies as a jewel is to a stone. You know that,
Aidan. Any man in the kingdom would spill his blood for
the honor of championing her, even without her fortunes
or her connection to the king.”

“Aye, I know, old friend,” Aidan answered, looking
back over at his betrothed as his smile faded. “And in
truth, I know that I am not worthy of her affections. Would
that you could take my place in worshipping her as she
deserves.”

Before Kevyn could answer, the castle hounds dis-
tracted him; the dogs began to whine and get up as the
main keep’s door swung open. *Twas Dafydd, looking as
solemn and focused as he always did. He brushed by the
dogs and made a path straight to Gwynne, obviously star-
tling Helene and Diana as he approached.

“What the devil is the man doing, stalking through the
hall like he’s come to announce a war?”’ Aidan muttered.

Gwynne looked up from her sewing and set it aside as
Dafydd leaned in and murmured something in her ear. Her
face stiffened with the news. In the next moment she
turned to Helene and Diana, apparently making some kind
of excuse before getting up and walking with her guards-
man from the hall.

Aidan watched her until the door closed behind her;
then he set down his cup and stood. “I’m going after her.”

“What happened to leaving her alone?”” Kevyn chided.

“Dafydd’s been gone all day to meet the Welsh mes-
senger in the wood. I want to know what’s happened.”

Kevyn sat still, arms crossed and brow raised as he
stared up at him; his condemning expression made Aidan
set his jaw. “Tis a matter of security, Kev, for Dunston
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and for England. Now, be a good friend and see to my sis-
ter and Helene for me, will you?”

After a pause, Kevyn nodded, and so, without waiting
for Kevyn to try to argue him out of it again, Aidan set off
in the direction of the door, intent on finding Gwynne and
her bodyguard—propriety be damned.

Gwynne held the parchment up to the rush light in the
corridor, examining the seal she’d broken just moments
ago. "Twas Marrok’s insignia, of that she had no doubt.

“Did my cousin say more about why he is acting as
messenger in Eldred’s place?”

“Nay,” Dafydd answered, “Only that his father wanted
to ensure safe delivery of this important message, and that
he’d be serving as go-between from now on. He said he’d
offered himself for the position, as he craves some activity
during these months of enforced peace.”

Gwynne’s mouth tightened. “Aye, that sounds like Lu-
can.” She frowned, her heart pounding as she glanced
briefly through the message again. “I just cannot believe
that Marrok would command this of me.”

Dafydd glanced at the parchment, having also just read
its contents. “You can choose not to follow the order,
Chwedl. Marrok is not like his brother Prince Owain
was—he will understand if you feel the need to disobey.”

“Perhaps,” she said, “yet he is the clan’s leader now. If
I ignore his order, ’twill encourage others to do the same
once they hear of it.”

Dafydd remained silent for a moment before saying,
“’Tis your decision to make, ChwedI. But I know some-
thing of the struggle within you, and I feel it is my duty to
caution you. If you feel that you must undertake Marrok’s
command, be very careful.” He went quiet again, nodding
in that thoughtful way of his before adding, “The heart is a
powerful thing, ChwedI. Make no mistake.”
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“Aye, Dafydd, I know.” Gwynne’s mouth felt dry as
dust. “Yet my duty must be to my people. I will complete
my mission here in whatever way Marrok thinks I should,
no matter how difficult the task.”

“What task is that?”

Whirling around, Gwynne met Aidan’s gaze, her pulse
leaping at the spark of warmth in his eyes. He’d ap-
proached them almost silently from the shadows of the
corridor, and her surprise made her clench down so hard
on the parchment that it crackled. Sucking in her breath,
she tucked it in the front fold of her bliaud.

“What is it?” he repeated, his expression unreadable.
“’Tis obviously of concern to you. Perhaps I can help.”

Gwynne’s mind raced with what answer she could give
that would sound plausible to him, but her thoughts re-
fused to cooperate, fixed as they were on the last lines of
Marrok’s message:

You are a great warrior, Chwedl, but you are also a
woman. Do not overlook that special gift or the
power it can give you over a man. Use all the skills
at your disposal—all of them—to lull de Brice into
complacency.

Dafydd cleared his throat, breaking the awkward si-
lence. “In his latest message, Marrok has asked Chwedl to
consider perfecting a difficult new series of sword exer-
cises that they’d begun to practice before the advent of our
treaty with you. He wants her to teach it to some of the
younger warriors when we return to the village.”

Gwynne threw her bodyguard a grateful look.

“Ah, 1 see,” Aidan said, rocking back a little on his
heels. His expression suggested otherwise, however, re-
vealing just how much he doubted Dafydd’s glib re-
sponse, but unless he wanted to grab the parchment out of
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her bliaud and read it, there was no way he could refute
the statement.

“’Tis a challenging sequence of moves, and we were
just discussing whether or not we would be able to perfect
them in the time we have left here,” Gwynne added, trying
not to wince at the higher pitch her voice took with the lie.

Aidan cocked his brow. “Would you like some help,
then? I’d be glad to come down to the old stables and work
with you through the exercises.”

“Nay—" Dafydd began firmly.

“Aye.” Gwynne cut Dafydd off, giving him a brief but
pointed stare, before swinging her gaze back to Aidan
again. “I think "twould be a welcome change. But only on
one condition.”

He smiled. “Back to your old penchant for making bar-
gains, are you?”

She tipped her chin up defensively, flushing. Damn
him. She crossed her arms over her chest to show her dis-
dain for his teasing, then widened her stance a little to in-
crease the effect. “The bargain would be this: I'll teach
you my series of sword exercises,” she said at last, “if you
show me one of the training sequences that you use with
your men.”

Aidan crossed his arms as well, then, his brows knitting
together as he nodded in an exaggerated display of con-
sidering her proposal. “I can see the logic behind that.”

Her temper pitched higher at his mockery. Scowling,
she snapped, “ "Tis the only fair way to do it. Now what
say you—does the idea interest you or not?”

“Aye, it interests me.”

All pretense of playfulness had vanished, suddenly,
from his voice; she found herself the object of his full at-
tention. His velvety gaze focused on her—completely on
her—making a swirl of butterflies erupt into flight in her
chest at the same time that a slow ribbon of heat uncurled
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in her belly. Vaguely, she was aware of Dafydd shifting
from one foot to the other and looking down at the floor.

She swallowed, forcing herself to breathe before she
could speak. “So it’s settled, then.”

“Aye,” he answered, and she somehow felt as if he were
caressing her with his voice. “It only remains for you to
tell me when.”

“Just after dark. *Tis my accustomed time.”

“I know,” he admitted, his mouth quirking into another
soft smile as he continued to gaze at her. “I’ve made it a
point to learn your habits.”

Gwynne flushed again, glad for the relatively dim light
in the corridor. “Within the hour, then.”

“Within the hour,” he repeated. “I anticipate the mo-
ment.”

With that he tipped his head in a bow, never breaking
his gaze with her, before finally pulling away to turn and
walk back toward the great hall.

She watched until he disappeared into the shadows,
only then releasing the breath she hadn’t realized she’d
been holding. Dafydd stood silently next to her, shaking
his head with an expression that told her he thought she
was making a mistake. A very big mistake.

“Don’t say it,” she muttered, rubbing her neck with one
hand, while wrapping her other arm around her waist and
twisting to face him. “It will be a good opportunity to be-
gin what Marrok has commanded of me.”

Dafydd just looked at her; she’d never seen him appear
more unconvinced. “What exactly are you planning to do
with him during this training exercise?” he asked gruffly.

“I don’t know yet. But at least it provides me a chance
to be alone with him.”

“But you will not be alone. I will be there, as always,
by your order.”

She met Dafydd’s stare with her own. “My orders are



162 MARY REED McCALL

going to have to change. Marrok’s command makes that
clear. I must be alone with de Brice. *Twill be difficult
enough to find my way in doing what I must without hav-
ing an audience as well. Don’t worry—I will be fine, I
promise you.”

Dafydd didn’t answer; he just continued to look at her
with that same worried expression in his eyes.

“All will be well, Dafydd—never fear,” she added, try-
ing to sound reassuring, though the desperation tingeing
her voice rather ruined the effect.

Dafydd seemed as if he would continue to argue, but
then just shook his head again, sighed, and turned to go
and do her bidding.

“Be careful, Chwedl,” he called softly over his shoul-
der as he went. “’Tis a dangerous path you’re about to
take.”

“I’ll do my best, old friend,” she murmured to herself
as he disappeared down the hall. “God help me, but I
will.”



Chapter 14
~OC_~—

Aidan glanced into the great hall on his way out of
the main keep a half hour later. He wanted to go and
prepare for his meeting with Gwynne, but first he had to
check to make sure that all was under control with Helene
and her father. Through the sliver-shaped opening of the
door, he could clearly see Helene, Diana, and Kevyn sit-
ting where he’d left them; all three were engaged in con-
versation. Just then, Kevyn leaned in and murmured
something to Helene, and she smiled, gentle laughter
spilling from her as she shook her head at him.

“Thank you, old friend,” Aidan murmured. He knew
Kevyn could keep Helene amused with his tales for a
while—Ilong enough for Aidan to spend what time he
could with Gwynne before he’d need to make another ap-
pearance in the hall to wish his betrothed a peaceful
night’s rest.

Carefully, he creaked the door open a bit further, to get
a wider angle of vision into the chamber. The duke sat

163
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against the far wall near the one lit hearth; he leaned back
in his chair with his eyes closed. A castle musician
strummed a lute nearby, and though Aidan wasn’t near
enough to hear anything, he knew by the duke’s gaping
mouth that he was asleep.

Good.

Quietly, Aidan pulled the door shut and headed for the
portal that would lead him outside the main keep, taking a
rush-light torch with him as he went. The coming night
lent a fresh, cool feel to the air compared to the heat of the
day, and he breathed deeply of it as he made his way to his
weapons chamber. He’d need to bring a few different
swords with him, he decided.

Entering the darkened building attached to the main
keep, he chose what he wanted, then went back out and
headed for the abandoned stable room. He kept to the
shadows as he went, for though activity in the yard slowed
dramatically at nightfall and few castle-dwellers and vil-
lagers made their way through the area, he didn’t want to
risk being seen.

Soon enough, he reached the old stable door. Glancing
around, he checked to make sure that no one loitered
nearby and then ducked silently inside, planning to gain
his bearings before he let Gwynne know he’d arrived.

He looked around, not having been in the chamber
since handing it over to Gwynne and her men to do with as
they wished. They’d dismantled all of the old stalls and
stacked them against the walls, so that the place was like a
large and empty arena, lit all around with wall torches
perched in sconces.

In the middle of the dirt-packed floor Gwynne herself
stood with her back to him; she was alone, and his breath
caught to see her once again in her masculine garments,
her long legs encased in the form-fitting laced braies of a
warrior. She wore a leather sword-belt slung at an angle
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from her waist to one hip, bunching her linen tunic in a
provocative display of slender form and shadow.

He swallowed, reminding himself to stay focused on
the work at hand. He’d agreed to this for the chance to
learn a Welsh exercise, he told himself—not for the plea-
sure of being in her company. *Twas his duty to keep cur-
rent on any tactical strategies England’s enemies might
employ against her in battle. Aye, that was it.

But God help him, Gwynne was like a siren’s song to
him. He couldn’t stay away, no matter what he’d told
Kevyn. She tempted him, teased his senses—tugged at
him from memories that were lodged deep down inside,
near his heart. Even something as simple as imagining
what, exactly, lay beneath those warrior’s clothes lent all
sorts of vivid fantasies to his thoughts—fantasies he
hadn’t needed to contend with when he’d faced her on the
battlefield and believed her to be a man.

“Are you coming in, then?” she said, still with her back
to him.

He stiffened in surprise. “How did you know I was
here?”

She shrugged. “I can usually feel it when someone ap-
proaches me. 'Tis a sense I think I've always had—
though of course it helps knowing of the imminent arrival
beforehand.”

Turning to face him she gave him a brilliant smile, and
the heat inside him turned to a molten rush. Jesu, but she
was beautiful when she smiled at him like that. He’d al-
most forgotten, it had been so long. He willed his legs to
move, trying to shake off the stunned feeling as he walked
up to her. This was his castle, his territory, he reminded
himself. She was his hostage, and he needed to stop react-
ing like a tender lad in the throes of first love every time he
was near her.

Forcing himself to pull his gaze from her, he glanced
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around the room before clearing his throat to ask, “Are ei-
ther of your bodyguards joining us tonight?”

“Nay. They needed some rest, so I told them to do what
they wished. In truth, we’ll be quite alone.” She arched her
brow at him, the inviting look in her eyes making his
mouth go dry.

What in the blazes . . . ?

“Besides, as you’ve said,” she continued, “I’'m more
than capable of taking care of myself.” Smoothly, and so
quickly that in his stunned state he didn’t realize what she
was doing, she slid her sword from the belt at her waist
and dragged the tip lightly from his belly to his chest,
murmuring, “The only woman you know who could pos-
sibly slice you in half if I'd a mind to do it, remember?”

His mind finally caught up with his senses, and he
smiled, a surge of pleasure rising along with the competi-
tive spark she always managed to incite in him. Ah, yes—
if she wanted to play, he’d oblige.

“I’d be careful with that if I were you,” he murmured,
slipping his fingers beneath the edge of the sword to push
it away from him. “One never knows what kind of retalia-
tion one’s opponent might take.”

“My opponents are usually unable to retaliate, once
I’'ve done with them,” she answered, letting the blade
swing back toward him, dipping just above his manhood.

He quelled his instinct to flinch, instead murmuring,
“But I am not like any other opponent you’ve ever faced.”

“And I am not like any other warrior, either,” she
clipped, winking as she pulled the sword up and stepped
back to move through a few practice sweeps. “But come,
let us begin, or we’ll be here all night bantering instead of
working on the exercise.”

Aidan chuckled, bowing gallantly to her before turning
to go toward the door and take up his favorite of the two
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swords he’d brought with him. Aye, she was in a rare
mood tonight. He sensed that he was going to find this
training session far more pleasurable than any he’d ever
undertaken with his men.

Half turning, Gwynne watched him retrieve his weapon,
then deliberately put her back to him, so that she could con-
centrate on easing her breathlessness and quieting her
pounding heart. It raced more with this flirtatious repartee
than it ever had before the start of a battle. *Twas far more
challenging—and enjoyable—to spar so with him than
she’d thought it would be.

“Where do we begin?”

Aidan’s voice tickled her ear, and she jerked her head
to see that he stood right next to her again. He looked
rather pleased with himself for sneaking up on her this
time; she allowed the point, giving him a crooked smile as
she directed that he take a position in front of her. Then,
widening her stance, she lifted her weapon with both
hands and paused until he did the same.

“Does the series include one of those unusual jumps I
saw you do on the field that first day, by any chance?”

“Nay,” she answered, slowly working through the first
sword stroke, a classic move that Aidan met easily with
his blade.

“Why not?” he asked, locking his gaze with hers and
following her lead into the next move. “Afraid that I might
decide to use it against you someday?”

“Hardly.” She swung her blade up, meeting his stroke
above their heads, sweeping down with another near the
floor as they both lunged in toward each other. They
stilled for a moment, their faces inches apart. His warm
breath caressed her cheek, and she felt herself flush as if
its feather-light touch had tinted her skin the delicate hue.
“No one knows that move but me,” she continued, trying
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to seem unaffected by his nearness. ““ *Tis far too difficult
for anyone else to master.”

“Then who taught it to you, Legend?”

She paused, taken aback for an instant before she
grinned. “What makes you think I didn’t conceive of it
myself, to have at least a bit of an advantage over brutish
louts like you?” Pulling away, she whirled around, sword
upraised in both hands, before slicing down, stopping her
blade but a hair’s breadth from his throat.

She held the position, noticing that he didn’t look as
dismayed as she’d thought he would by her besting of him
with the move; a moment later she realized why. His
sword dangled, useless, from his right hand, but she
couldn’t see his left; then she felt something bump against
her side, up high, next to her breast. It was the hilt of his
dagger—drawn, apparently, in the instant that she’d made
her spinning move: now he held it poised in perfect posi-
tion at that vulnerable spot beneath her upraised arm.

“Well done,” she whispered, her eyes widening in sur-
prise. In the last seven years of training and battle, no one
had managed to sneak beneath her defenses so.

“And you,” he murmured, shifting his neck a bit away
from the edge of her blade, even as he continued to gaze at
her. She felt herself unable to look away, mesmerized by
the powerful emotions at play in his eyes. “But it appears
that we have reached a draw,” he added, sounding
strangely neutral compared to the heat—the desire, she
realized with a jolt—that she saw in their depths.

In the next instant she gasped as she felt his hand
brushing forward along the curve of her breast. He took
advantage of her shock to disengage from their locked
stance; backing up a few steps to their starting position, he
sheathed his dagger and rested his sword, point down,
against the dirt-packed ground.

“So, is that it, then?”
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The exaggerated nonchalance of his expression would
have made a saint choke with disbelief—and Gwynne had
never been known for her piety. In a smooth movement
she sheathed her own sword, sucked in her breath, and
vaulted into the air, tucking and twirling, to land directly
in front of him. Their upright position brought them phys-
ically nearer than they’d been before; they stood chest to
chest now, her lips a whisper away from his.

“That depends,” she murmured.

“On what?” he asked softly, his gaze flicking down to
her mouth; she licked her lips and heard his breath catch
before she watched him drag his gaze up to her eyes again.

“On whether or not "twas too hard for you.”

A slow, sensual smile curved his mouth and smoldered
in his eyes. “ "Tis never too hard, Gwynne. In fact, I al-
ways say, the harder the better.”

Gwynne felt her cheeks heat again, but she couldn’t
back down now. “I’ll have to take your word on it,” she fi-
nally managed, struggling to keep her breathing even.

“Perhaps . . .” He paused. “Though as my instructor
tonight, ’tis within your rights to assess for yourself . . .”

Her heart bumped a frantic rhythm in her chest as he
tilted his head down fully now, his lips brushing lightly
over hers. Her eyes fluttered shut as she breathed in and
kissed him back, tingles of pleasure spreading like wild-
fire through her. He tasted so good. She tipped her face to
the side to kiss him more fully, the smooth, warm sensa-
tion of his mouth sending a ribbon of longing spooling
through her.

Their kiss went on and on, full of slow, sweet yearning,
and for the first time, she allowed herself to relax and truly
revel in the moment. She didn’t need to berate herself for
what she was feeling. She was only doing her duty by
kissing him, after all—and ’twas pure heaven. His kiss
was a little taste of paradise, made all the more erotic by
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the teasing heat of their bodies so close together, yet not
quite touching.

All too soon Aidan pulled back, and she forced herself to
open her eyes, struggling to regain both her balance and her
senses. Her limbs felt loose and heavy with the desire
coursing through her, and her mouth was still moist, aching
for more. But when she met his gaze, a jolt of dismay fil-
tered through those feelings. He looked torn; conflicting
emotions showed full in his face—his own longing and
need battling with something else. Something painful . . .

“Gwynne,” he said, his voice rough with feeling,
“Gwynne, [—”

“Damn it, Aidan, I’ve been looking all over the castle
for you!” Kevyn stopped short in the doorway, spotting
them both and realizing, suddenly, just what had been
happening.

“Ah, hell,” he muttered. “Christ, man, did you hear
nothing I said earlier?” After another oath he just shook
his head, growling over his shoulder as he spun on his heel
to leave again, “If you can spare the time, it might interest
you to know that your betrothed and her very powerful fa-
ther even now await you in the hall. They’ve been linger-
ing for nigh on a quarter hour, hoping that you might
grace them with your presence.”

Cursing under his breath, Aidan sprang into motion af-
ter Kevyn. He took a few stiff steps, then jerked to a halt,
glancing back at Gwynne, as if he would speak—as if he
might say something to ease the horrible strangeness that
had suddenly blossomed between them. But he didn’t. Af-
ter a strained pause, he simply frowned and muttered an
apology before stalking ahead toward the door.

And then he walked through it and was gone, leaving
her alone again.

Alone with her racing pulse and panicked thoughts,
trying to figure out how she was ever going to fulfill Mar-
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rok’s command where Aidan de Brice was concerned.
What had just happened here had proved to her without a
doubt that she was in great danger—not the kind that
threatened her life; nay, that was as secure as always, with
her fighting skills as ever at their peak. But this . . . this
danger was far greater, for she knew now that if she con-
tinued down the path of sanctioned seduction Marrok had
commanded of her, she might well lose her heart to the
one man she could never have.
The man it was her duty to destroy.

Stars covered the sky as if someone had flung them up
in great, sparkling handfuls when Gwynne finally trudged
up the stairs to her bedchamber. After Aidan’s departure,
she’d spent another hour in hard training, hoping to burn
off some of the frustrations he’d left brewing in her.

It hadn’t worked.

A long swim in the pond had done a little better. The
place was barren of any human life so late at night, and
she’d shed her clothing gratefully, sliding into the cool
embrace of the moonlit water. The frogs and crickets
chirping on the banks had soon forgotten that she’d dis-
turbed them, taking up their resounding night chorus once
more. Floating there, she’d been neither Gwynne the
woman nor Gwynne the warrior any longer. She just was.

But now, as she approached her room, the jittery feel-
ing inside her began to return. The hour was late and all
who lived at the castle were abed—but one very important
difference marked this night.

Tonight Aidan would be sleeping in the tiny chamber
connected to her own.

With any luck he was asleep already. She could just slip
in unnoticed, exchange her wet smock for a dry one, and
climb into her pallet with none the wiser. She usually rose
before dawn; if she planned it well, she and Aidan would
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never cross paths during the nights that Lady Helene’s
visit necessitated his stay in the tiny chamber.

Approaching her door, she slowed, hoping to hear a
snore or other evidence of his slumber. All was silent. She
took a few more steps, the tallow candle she gripped light-
ing the way. It cast eerie shadows on the wall, stretching
as full and long as the peaceful silence that had descended
over the castle.

The door creaked slightly as she entered, and wincing,
she pulled it shut behind her and padded over to her bed.
Before proceeding with preparations for bed, she glanced
over at the curtain that served as a partition between her
chamber and Aidan’s room. The fabric was as always be-
fore, hanging still and undisturbed.

He must be asleep, then.

Relief mingled with a hint of regret. "Twas better this
way, of course. It was what she’d planned, even—and yet
a part of her couldn’t help wanting to see him again. She’d
done everything in her power to put his kisses from her
mind tonight, but the thought of them kept coming back to
tempt her.

Even now, she relived the moments, felt again the soft,
teasing caress of his lips against hers, the warm, lan-
guorous swell of desire swirling through her . . .

Squeezing her eyes shut at the memory, she turned to
set the candle in its holder by her bed. Then, tossing her
cloak on the chair, she reached into the trunk full of cloth-
ing that Aidan had provided and took out a clean shift. Un-
lacing her bliaud, she removed it and its smock, as well
as her own soaked masculine tunic and breeches worn
beneath. All that remained was her shirt. Released from
her breeches, the creamy fabric hung halfway down her
thighs, and, like her other garments, it was damp from her
swim. But something made her pause before removing it.

Hesitantly, she lifted her hands to her body, high up,
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near her breasts, and let her palms slide slowly down her
sides past her hips. She was a tool of combat, her muscles
firm and strong. But she wasn’t all warrior, she decided;
her breasts, small as they were, rounded out, as did the
gentle flare of her hips. Was she so different from other
women, then? When Aidan kissed her, had he felt the
same kind of desire that she had, fierce and true?

His kiss had been like nothing she’d ever known be-
fore, leaving her hot and cold at the same time, tingling
with a strange need for something more—what, she didn’t
know for certain. She only knew that it had felt good. So
good and—

“Gwynne?”

Her breath caught as she tensed and spun to face the
curtain. Aidan had pushed the crimson fabric aside, and
now he stood in the doorway, shirtless, his face shadowed
in the flickering light of the candle behind her. He lifted
one arm, leaning it against the door jamb.

“I was worried about you,” he murmured. She couldn’t
read his expression clearly in the gloom. But his eyes . . .
his eyes showed everything, glowing deep and intense
with emotion.

“I—I’m fine,” she said, her voice sounding throaty. “I
went for a swim.”

“I can see that.” His mouth edged up on one side as his
gaze traveled a leisurely path from her toes, up her bare
legs to the clinging fabric of her shirt. A rush of heat filled
her as she realized, suddenly, that the wet garment out-
lined every contour of her body as if she were naked be-
fore him.

She looked at him uncertainly, anxious about what to
say or do. She should try to entice him to kiss her again,
she knew; Marrok’s command had been to use every
weapon at her disposal, including feminine wiles, to lull
him into complacency. But she couldn’t seem to move
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when he looked at her like that, though her pulse leapt in
her throat and her breathing came shallow. Desperate to
do something—anything—to parlay this moment into the
kind of temptation she’d been ordered to initiate, she
shifted her shoulder, allowing the damp fabric to slip
down and bare her skin.

At first Aidan didn’t react, but then, as he gazed at her,
his expression shifted again, his mouth tightening and his
eyes turning dark. He swallowed, and she watched his
hand clench into a fist where it rested high up on the
doorway.

“Gwynne, [—” He glanced away, and a muscle in his
jaw twitched. When he looked at her again, she recog-
nized the hard and fast purpose in his gaze.

“I just wanted to wish you goodnight,” he finished, not
waiting for her to respond before he nodded once more
and murmured, “Sleep well.” Then he stepped back into
the dark of his chamber and let the curtain swish down
into place between them.

She stood without moving for several long moments
before numbly blowing out the candle and changing into
her dry smock. Then she climbed into bed, trying to ig-
nore the strange pain spreading through her. Pulling the
covers up to her chin, she rolled onto her side, her heart
thudding with slow, achy beats.

What in heaven’s name was she doing?

She was completely out of her element, that much was
clear. The humiliating truth beat relentlessly at her, ham-
mering its message over and over into her brain: she
couldn’t tempt Aidan if her very life depended on it. She’d
stood half-naked in front of him, her clothing wet and
clinging to every meager curve she possessed—and he
hadn’t even been enticed enough to cross the room and try
to kiss her again.
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You're a freak of nature, the harsh voice inside of her
grated, a tool of war. What makes you think you could
tempt any man? Aidan has Lady Helene with all of her
beauty and softness to fill his senses—he has no use for a
woman like you.

Gwynne’s eyelids burned with the knowledge, so she
squeezed them shut, clenching her teeth until the voice be-
gan to fade. But it was no use. She couldn’t hide from it al-
together. The truth remained, biting and scratching at her
from the inside out . . .

Leaving her with no escape.

Aidan sat on his pallet and then forced himself to lie
down, his muscles screaming in protest against the action,
his groin burning with a hot, heavy erection the likes of
which he’d never endured before. He wanted to go to her.
God, he wanted to go to her.

It was all he could do not to jump up and rip aside the
curtain—to take her in his arms and fill her with all the
passion blazing inside him. She’d been so beautiful stand-
ing there in the candlelight, her hard nipples jutting from
under the wet fabric, her smooth legs, so long and power-
ful, rising up to disappear in the shadows beneath her
shirt . . .

Groaning, Aidan clenched his teeth and closed his
eyes, rolling so that his back was to the curtain. It had
taken every bit of will he possessed to let that curtain fall
back into place between them. To shield her from his
gaze. But he’d had no choice. He couldn’t allow himself
to indulge his own desires—not with his betrothed sleep-
ing a mere twenty paces down the corridor.

His and Diana’s future success was contingent on his
marriage to Helene. He couldn’t be the same kind of self-
ish brute his father had been, caring only for his own
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needs at the expense of his family’s well-being. He
wouldn’t. He had to stay away from Gwynne . . .

But God in heaven help him, he thought, staring into
the endless dark. For he feared that it was going to be the
most difficult thing he’d ever had to do.



Chapter 15
~OC -~

wynne paced the confines of her chamber, glad that

Aidan had woken and left his room hours earlier; she
was impatient for her morning session with Old Alana to
begin, and she needed no spectators—particularly Aidan
himself—for what she hoped would happen here today.

"Twas a fine turn of events, she thought, actually to
want to commence her meeting with Alana. If anyone had
told her a month ago that she’d feel this way about her
feminine comportment lessons, he’d have received naught
but a hard cuff on the head for it. Yet now here she stood,
itching for the old woman to arrive.

It had been a long night. She’d finally managed to fall
asleep a few hours after seeing Aidan, but only by deliber-
ately forcing herself to stop thinking about her shortcom-
ings. She hadn’t been able to entice Aidan to kiss her last
night, "twas true; no amount of wishing could change that
fact. But she’d decided in those cold, dark hours just be-
fore dawn that there was something she could do about it
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today—and she was about to take that step as soon as
Alana decided to arrive.

As if on cue, the chamber door creaked open and the
old maidservant shuffled into the room. Alana came to a
halt just inside the portal, pulling the door shut before her
perceptive gaze swept first over Gwynne and then the rest
of the chamber.

“I trust you slept well last night?” she asked in her
gravelly voice, her mouth flirting with a smile.

Gwynne scowled. “Well enough.” Her hand was
clamped down on the back of the chair near where she was
standing, and noticing the nervous grip, she let go and
came around to plunk herself into the seat. “I’ve been
waiting nigh on half an hour for you,” she complained.
“What kept you?”

“I was seeing to the preparations for tonight’s celebra-
tion.” Alana looked askance at Gwynne and moved slowly
toward the bed, which was straightened, already, in the
meticulous way of a soldier. Sitting down on it with a
sigh, she added, “It promises to be a fine event. Perfect for
showing off your newly acquired skills, I'd say—though
Lord Sutcliffe told me that the premise of seeking a hus-
band for you among the English nobles attending is
naught but a ruse.”

Gwynne looked at the floor, the dark feeling inside her
chest coiling tighter. “Aye. I still don’t like it. But I’'ve
agreed to go along with the plan, so I’ve no choice but to
attend.” She glanced over at the old woman. “Which
brings me to what I wish to discuss with you today.”

“What is it?”

Gwynne shifted uncomfortably in her seat and looked
down to the wooden slats of the floor again. “I—I need
you to teach me how to look—"" She swallowed, trying not
to grimace. “How to look like a real lady. Not just the
wearing of a gown, but I want to look . . . pretty.”
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Alana folded her gnarled hands, one over the other, not
responding for what seemed like an eternity, other than to
nod and make some indefinite humming sound in her
throat.

“What—do you think the result will be so difficult to
achieve, then?” Gwynne finally burst out, sounding
harsher than she’d intended, thanks to the strain of those
very thoughts running endlessly through her mind these
past twelve hours.

Alana stilled, fixing Gwynne with her calm gaze. “Not
necessarily. *Twill depend on what you’re willing to do to
make it happen.”

“Just about anything, at this point,” she mumbled, glad
that Alana hadn’t felt the need to ask her why she wished
to be helped so.

“Very well, then,” Alana nodded, pushing herself to her
feet and shuffling closer—close enough to reach out and
rub a wavy lock of Gwynne’s hair between her thumb and
finger. “You will need to release many of your old ways
for this to work, child, at least for the amount of time you
wish to maintain the appearance you desire. *Tis a trans-
formation we undertake. Are you willing to do that—to be
schooled by me?”

Gwynne twisted her head to look up at the old woman,
a strange sense of peace enveloping her at the thought of
giving herself over to Alana’s guidance. *Twas but a ful-
fillment of her duty, she thought, that was all. Her desire to
look more feminine, to be more alluring to Aidan, had no
other basis to it but that.

“Aye, Alana. I will do as you say,” Gwynne murmured,
as if to herself, blinking back that heat that stung the back
of her eyes. “Just teach me how to be beautiful.”

Aidan made his way to the end of the great hall, stop-
ping here and there to talk with guests as he went, before
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finally taking a position near the jutting stonework of the
hearth. He sipped at his spiced wine, looking around the
chamber. As instructed, the minstrels continued to play an
array of pleasant tunes, just as they had while the two
score of noble guests had made their entrances into the
main keep this past hour. Nearly everyone had arrived
already—the first time all of the nobles had deigned to
gather at Dunston since Father’s execution. Now the hall
echoed with the muted sounds of their conversations as
they awaited the start of the feasting.

Everyone, that was, but Gwynne.

Aidan glanced again to the stairway that led to the up-
per bedchambers, only just stopping himself from going
up there to bring her down. What the devil was taking her
so long? After last night he almost dreaded seeing her
again, knowing as he did how difficult it would be to keep
his thoughts from straying to the way she’d looked then,
standing before him in the candlelight, her damp shirt
clinging to sweet curves and giving him tempting
glimpses of shadow. Even now, the memory of it sent a
lance of desire through him, making him shift with rest-
lessness.

But no matter his reaction to her, she needed to come
down, and soon. She was virtually the guest of honor. Dis-
tasteful as it was, he should be showing her off to the no-
bles if he wanted to maintain the illusion of her as a
potential bride for one of them. Many of the bachelor
lords were interested, he knew; overheard snippets of con-
versation as he’d mingled with his guests had made that
clear. It seemed that even though they believed tainted de
Brice blood ran through her veins, Gwynne was deemed
an acceptable match, thanks to his upcoming nuptials to
Lady Helene de Jardens.

"Twas amazing how the power of that name and his im-
minent connection to it had shifted perceptions about him
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among King Henry’s elite; the change was so compelling
that a part of him couldn’t even fault Diana for her
schemes to get Helene here early and save him from any
distractions. He understood why his sister would do
everything she could to ensure that his marriage came to
pass. “Twould be Diana’s only chance at respectability
again, after having had to face the decline of her own
worth as a bride, along with their family’s good name,
when Father had committed his treason. Aye, his marriage
to Helene was a forgone conclusion—he had to go
through with it in a few weeks, whether he liked it or not.

But that didn’t mean he couldn’t try to fulfill his life-
debt to Gwynne in the meantime.

After glancing around the hall to ensure that everyone
seemed content, Aidan swung his gaze to Helene, who
stood, graceful as always, chatting with Lady Anne Her-
rick, the daughter of the Marquess of Wellesley. Helene
outshone the Marquess’s daughter like a torch to a firefly.
His betrothed was one of the loveliest women in England;
of that there was no doubt. And her sweetness surpassed
her beauty, though he’d had a difficult time believing that
possible when he’d first met her, years ago.

His father, still a political force before the discovery of
his treason, had consulted with the duke and arranged the
match between them; it had been only a few months after
the Welsh attack that had left him wounded, and Gwynne,
so far as he knew, dead. Even so, his father had been furi-
ous to learn of his only son’s illicit meetings with a com-
mon Welsh girl. The betrothal had been the earl’s attempt
to seal Aidan’s fate in a way that he saw fit—and Aidan
had been too distraught over the death of the woman he’d
loved to protest overmuch.

Once Father’s treason had come to light, his betrothal
to Helene had been all that had kept the de Brice family
from complete ruination. Oh, the duke had done his best
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to break the marriage contract between them—but He-
lene, believing herself already in love with him, had wept
and begged King Henry for intervention. The king had
complied, unable to refuse his gentle cousin a boon in her
favor. He’d declared the betrothal valid and allowed Aidan
to continue his fostering with Rexford de Vere. Then, once
he’d proved himself in battle, the king had taken him on as
his champion in the wars against the Welsh.

Over the years, Aidan had let Helene maintain her fan-
tasy about loving him, though he knew that it couldn’t be
true. She didn’t really know him. Not the real him. That
had belonged to Gwynne alone, and when she’d been
taken from him, it had been as if he’d died as well. But he
had known that Helene deserved a life of happiness, and
so he hadn’t told her that he would never—could never—
love her back. *Twould have been a cruel repayment for
her generosity.

Yet ’tis nothing compared to what she would think if she
knew you were harboring England’s most dangerous en-
emy within your walls. Aidan’s hand clamped down on the
stem of his goblet. Tilting his head back, he took a healthy
swallow. Kevyn had been right, damn it. He was playing
with fire here, and if he wasn’t very careful, many others
less deserving of it than he stood a good chance of being
burned.

“’Tis quite a triumph, bringing all the nobles to Dun-
ston again. It’s been, what, nigh on ten years since they’ve
gathered here, hasn’t it?”

Aidan glanced over at the man who’d spoken; ’twas his
mentor, Rexford de Vere, the fourth Earl of Warrick, who
had raised him, for all intents and purposes, from the age
of fifteen. A rush of happy warmth filled Aidan as he faced
the man who had been more of a father to him than his
own sire.

“’Tis a change, I’ll grant you that,” he answered, tak-
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ing another drink and gesturing back to the gathering.
“Though I cannot claim sole responsibility for their ac-
ceptance of my invitation. *Tis due to my imminent mar-
riage to Lady Helene, more like.”

“Perhaps—though there is also great curiosity about
the mysterious Welsh cousin you plan to present here
tonight.” Lord Warrick glanced around the chamber be-
fore looking back at Aidan. “Who exactly is she, Aidan,
and why wasn’t I told of her before?”

“She’s a distant relative of my mother’s,” Aidan said
glibly, pretending an interest in what the mummers were
doing at the far end of the hall and hoping that his expres-
sion didn’t reveal his guilt over the lie. “And ’tis as I've
said—Welsh rebels ransacked her home once they learned
of her English blood ties—especially her connection, re-
mote as it is, to me. Her family was killed, so I decided
that it would be best to bring her here for a while, to try to
get her settled on safer ground.”

He took another drink and went silent, feeling the
weight of his mentor’s stare. He hated lying to Rex, but
"twas better that he didn’t know the truth. King Henry
was notorious for handing down swift punishments upon
discovery of treachery—and if Gwynne’s true identity
was discovered, Aidan didn’t want his old friend swal-
lowed up in the shame and death that would undoubtedly
result.

After a long silence, Lord Warrick turned to view the
crowd as well, taking a sip from his wine as he did before
asking, “So, then—why hasn’t this . ..kinswoman of
yours made her appearance yet?”

“Her name is Gwynne,” Aidan answered, wincing at
Rex’s cool tone, “and I cannot say what is keeping her.”
He gestured his friend forward, steering him back into the
crowd, toward where Diana had joined Helene, after Lady
Anne had moved off to speak with another guest. He
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hoped that a new conversation with the women would dis-
tract his mentor from his inquiries about Gwynne.

“My lady,” he said to Helene, as they approached, “I
trust that you remember my foster father, Rexford de Vere,
the Earl of Warrick? He will be staying on at Dunston
tonight after the celebration.”

Helene gave him a welcoming smile, the expression
reaching up to sparkle in her blue eyes. “Of course I re-
member you, Lord Warrick. "Tis a great pleasure to see
you again. Aidan never tires of telling me tales of his years
with you—and of the many adventures you undertook to-
gether, once his training time ended.”

“Call me Rexford, please, my lady,” Lord Warrick mur-
mured, bending over her hand. “And I would be honored
if you would consider me your humble servant, eager to
serve and defend you.”

Helene’s gentle laughter spilled forth like a bubbling
stream. “Oh, sir, you are too kind. Pray God I shall never
need to call upon your services of defense, Rexford,” she
said, still smiling. Then she turned her vibrant gaze on
Aidan. “T know that I will not, once my dear Aidan and I
are married. Then, I trust, he shall champion me against
all who try to bring me harm.”

Aidan cleared his throat, wanting to wither under her
obvious adoration. Forcing a smile, he readied to make
some kind of response, when someone knocked into him
from behind. It caused him to lurch forward, and he mut-
tered a curse. After righting himself, he whirled to face the
miscreant, scowling when he saw that it was young
Stephen de Segrave, the Marquess of Haslowe.

The marquess lifted his cup in greeting to Aidan,
showing a face already ruddy from too much ale. “Ah,
Sutcliffe—I didn’t see you there, man.”

Lord Haslowe was the same age as Aidan, yet he en-
joyed nearly unsurpassed favor in the kingdom, thanks to
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his family’s overflowing coffers and their decades of loyal
service to the Crown. Stephen, however, preferred his
cups to any honorable activity, a fact borne out in his cur-
rent condition. After nodding to Rex, the marquess took in
the ladies as well, and Aidan’s back stiffened at the leering
expression on his face as his stare traveled too slowly over
Diana’s lush form.

“Lady Diana, it has been far too long,” the marquess
murmured, taking her hand in his free one to plant a wet
kiss on her palm.

She yanked away, frowning with distaste, and Aidan
stepped up to block the man’s further view of her.

“Enjoying yourself, are you, Haslowe?’ he asked
coolly.

The marquess recoiled almost imperceptibly. But he
recouped quickly enough to grasp the arm of a serving
boy, grabbing the ale pitcher out of his hands to refill his
cup before shoving the container back at the boy, sloshing
ale all over him.

The lad went on his way, wide-eyed, as Lord Haslowe
drank deep. Then, swiping the back of his hand across his
mouth, he grinned. “I am having a fine time, Sutcliffe. A
fine time. The only thing that would make it more enjoy-
able would be a beautiful woman on my arm, to sit by me
and feed me tidbits at the feasting. But that shall come
later, I hope.”

“Perhaps. There are many in attendance here tonight,”
Aidan said, for no other reason than to try to ease the man
into moving on so that he would leave Diana and Helene
alone.

Lord Haslowe leered once more. “Aye, there are. Many
lovely morsels. Mayhap even your Welsh cousin—what is
her name? I hear that she’s a fine, sturdy piece of—well,
you know ...” He lowered his voice conspiratorially.
“A welcoming sheath for my sword, eh, Sutcliffe?” he
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smirked, winking. “Your timing is impeccable, I must
say,” he added, nodding to another of the nobles across the
chamber and starting toward him with an unsteady gait. “I
am in the market for a wife,” he called back over his
shoulder, “and if your cousin is attractive enough, I sup-
pose it might as well be her.”

“You’ll rot in hell first,” Aidan muttered, doing every-
thing in his power not to reach out, jerk the bastard back-
ward, and throttle him senseless. If not for Helene’s
presence he’d have done just that.

“I am sorry you had to witness that, my lady,” he said,
meeting her wide-eyed gaze.

She cleared her throat nervously, her delicate hand
pressed there as if to soothe a jittery pulse. “He’s rather
more rude than I recalled,” she murmured, glancing to Di-
ana, who was following Lord Haslowe’s movement across
the hall.

“Aye, he seems quite full of himself,” Diana added. But
the expression on his sister’s face made warning bells go
off in Aidan’s mind. His eyes narrowed. Diana was up to
something, he’d wager his boots on it. Something devi-
ous, which usually meant—

“Good God, Aidan, you never alluded to this. If T
weren’t so old, I’d try for a chance with this one myself,”
Rexford suddenly murmured next to him, pulling him
from his thoughts. He twisted around to see what his men-
tor was alluding to, hearing Diana gasp as she, Helene,
and nearly everyone else in the great hall turned to face
the door as well.

What he saw in the stairway door made his throat close
and his lungs seize up. The room fell silent as his gaze
locked with the woman standing in the doorway, his mind
awhirl with memories of the girl she’d once been, his soul
colliding with thoughts and feelings that he’d done his
best to keep at bay for twelve years.
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"Twas Gwynne. His Gwynne, almost as if she’d
stepped back through time to return to him, whole and
achingly beautiful. He stared at her in awe, and she re-
turned his gaze, her stunning silver eyes soft with uncer-
tainty. But in the next moment she blinked, her mouth
edging up in a tremulous smile, and his heart melted, its
liquid heat seeming to seep out and slide down his limbs,
settling in the very tips of his fingers and toes.

Oh Gwynne, Gwynne . . . my sweet Gwynne . . .

His mind raged, and though he schooled his features so
that none could see his reaction, he swallowed hard,
knowing that he was lost for good this time. Aware that the
fires Kevyn had spoken of were even now rising up like an
inferno to engulf him . . .

And realizing that no matter how hard he tried, he was
never going to be able to extinguish them.



Chapter 16
~OC -~

wynne stood in the doorway, her heart racing. Her

palms felt damp and so she pressed them into the
folds of her skirts. Her movement made the fabric swish
around her legs, gathered as it was under the jeweled sil-
ver belt slung low round her hips; its sapphire gemstones
matched the intricate design-work edging her long,
draped sleeves, as well as the fitted smock cuffs that
peeked out at the top ... and for the first time that she
could remember, she wore nothing beneath her female
clothing.

She took a step forward, the close fit of her bodice unfa-
miliar against her skin, the sensation of her skirts brushing
her thighs making her shiver. Everyone was staring at her,
she suddenly realized. Her belly gave a twist, and she
jerked to a halt. Oh, they were all staring at her—
especially Aidan—and he looked . . . well, sort of stricken.
Another twinge of worry gripped her; was her circlet
askew again? Was the color of her gown unbecoming?
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She remembered Old Alana’s thoughtful consideration
of all the gowns and bliauds spread out on the bed this
morning. She’d finally picked this one, a midnight blue
creation, shot through with silver, its yards of flowing silk
like the ocean sky before a storm, she’d said—a fitting
blend of hues to highlight her unusual eyes and ebony
hair.

She’d gathered together Gwynne’s unruly coal-black
curls at her nape, weaving in a blue ribbon. *Twas barely
shoulder-length and difficult to plait, but Alana had tucked
the short ends under, leaving a few tendrils loose around
her face. She’d topped it all off with a delicate silver cir-
clet, claiming, when she was finished, that Gwynne
looked like a princess true born.

And she had felt completely different from her usual
self, as she’d made her way down the stairs and to the hall.
She’d felt almost . . . beautiful. Until now, anyway.

Hesitant and a bit foolish was all she could think of to
describe herself at the moment, thanks to more than two
score people studying her.

She looked at Aidan, waiting for him to do something,
say something—anything—to end the stunned silence
that had reigned since her entrance into the hall. But he re-
mained still, his expression unreadable, having shifted at
last from unabashed shock.

The first fingers of disappointment twisted inside her,
along with hurt. She was a fool. All of this—the effort, the
embarrassment of asking Alana to help her—had been for
naught. She wasn’t any more enticing to Aidan in this fin-
ery than she’d been covered in blood and grime atop her
steed on the battlefield. Lugh save her, but she—

“My lords, my ladies!” Kevyn called out to the assem-
bly, striding up to her and tucking his hand firmly beneath
her elbow. “Allow me to present the Earl of Sutcliffe’s
lovely Welsh cousin—Lady Gwynne ap Morrison!” Then
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he propelled her forward with his grip, even as she tried to
pull back so that she might flee to her chambers and end
this travesty.

“Stop fighting me and come along,” Kevyn tilted his
head to murmur at her. “ Twill be all right, I promise
you.”

“Let me go,” Gwynne muttered back, pasting a false
smile on her face. “I need no further humiliation to know
that I’ve failed completely at—"

“My lady Gwynne! I would be honored if you would
allow me to share your trencher this eve!” called one of
the noblemen from the crowd.

“Nay, consider me, my lady!” another cried, jostling
the man next to him to get a better view.

“Say that you’ll promise me the first chance to dance
with you during the entertainments!” shouted a third,
though he was soon drowned out in a cacophony of mas-
culine voices, all staking claim to her this evening.

She looked around, as stunned now, herself, as the col-
lected gathering had been when they’d first viewed her.

“What does this mean?” she whispered, swiveling her
head to Kevyn in panic.

“It means that you’ve outdone yourself—and every
other woman in the room.” Kevyn paused, looking at her
for a moment with a flicker of admiration in his eyes be-
fore he inclined his head to her and murmured, “. .. my
lady.”

“T’ll take over from here,” a low voice rumbled near
them, and Gwynne snapped her gaze to its enigmatic
owner as he edged Kevyn out of the way and took her arm
himself. *Twas Aidan. He looked none too happy, how-
ever, and she could only assume that either her choice of
clothing or the shouted offers on her behalf had put him in
such a sour mood.

"Twas the first, she decided, knowing as she did how he
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wished to make all of England believe that she was any-
one but the Dark Legend.

Her hurt faded under a dose of righteous anger as he
steered her away from the crowd to get her a goblet of
wine from the table. “I thought that this was what you
wanted—for me to try to dress and behave like a real
lady,” Gwynne muttered as he handed her a cup. “Yet you
act as if I’ve arrived at your celebration wearing my mail
and gauntlets. You are impossible to please!”

Aidan stiffened as she spoke, looking away from her at
first as he nodded to an older man, who was staring as he
approached on the pretext of seeking some refreshment.
Once the man had gone on his way, Aidan slowly turned,
and as his eyes connected with hers, she felt like the air
was being sucked from her lungs.

“You are beautiful, Gwynne,” he murmured. “Even
more so than I remembered. In truth, you take my breath
away.”

But in the next instant, her stomach dropped when he
added, “But I would have been far happier to see you in
your least becoming gown, with your circlet askew, as it
usually is.”

She bit down on her tongue, reminding herself of all
that Old Alana had said regarding her behavior if she
wished to seem enticing. “Perhaps you’d better explain,”
she ground out as sweetly as she could manage, succeed-
ing in something that sounded more like a choked growl.

Aidan held her gaze, unable to keep a half smile from
his lips. He still felt overwhelmed at seeing her like this,
but as befuddled as his emotions were, he realized the ef-
fort she was making to be polite; the Gwynne he’d come
to know these past weeks most likely would have thrown a
forearm into his chest and challenged him to swords in the
yard for the apparent insult he’d just dealt her.

And yet her appearance didn’t truly displease him.
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Nay, just the opposite—but that didn’t mean they weren’t
going to face enormous problems because of it.

He sighed. “Do you remember a few days ago, when I
told you about today’s festivities? You made it clear to me
then that if you attended, "twould be on the condition that
no other Englishman would touch you—that you would
dance, if you had to, with me alone.”

“Aye, what of it?”

“I’m afraid that you’ve made that condition nearly im-
possible to achieve, looking as you do.”

She flushed. “What is wrong with how I look?”

“There’s nothing wrong with it. That’s the problem.”

She frowned at him, but even so, he found he couldn’t
go on right away. Grabbing another cup of wine from the
table, he downed it in one swallow. God help him, but he
was having a hard time concentrating with her standing so
near to him and looking so damn beautiful. He forced
himself to finish what he needed to say, knowing that he
didn’t have much time left. His guests were beginning to
prowl around them like packs of wolves lured by the scent
of fresh blood.

“You need to understand something,” he said, strug-
gling to hide his incredible need to kiss her, to taste the
warm, delicate skin just below her ear. “In addition to the
married guests in attendance here,” he managed, “there
are another dozen unwed English lords. You heard them;
they’re all chomping at the bit for a chance to win you
over.”

“’Twill never happen,” she said, punctuating her
words with a little snort, then flushing again as if she real-
ized that such a noise probably wasn’t very ladylike.

“You may know that, but they don’t,” he continued.
“You’ve made a spectacular entrance, and they’ll be like
stallions after a mare in season, vying for your attentions
all night.”
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Though he hadn’t thought it possible, her cheeks
bloomed brighter—but from anger this time rather than
shame. “I am no mare to stud,” she said lowly, setting her
goblet on the table hard enough to make it clang.

Young Richard de Gambol, heir to the Earl of Fenn-
wick, had been standing nearby, obviously trying to work
up his courage to approach them, but he startled at
Gwynne’s display of temper, moving off with a few of his
friends to mumble amongst themselves and cast wary
glances at her.

Clearing his throat, Aidan raised his brow. Perhaps this
was the solution, he thought. Rile up Gwynne enough so
that she frightened away every potential suitor. *Twould
solve their dilemma most effectively.

But even as the thought crossed his mind, he knew that
it couldn’t be. The whole point of her attendance at this
gathering was to ensure that her true identity remained
hidden, as well as to explain her continued presence at
Dunston. Should any rumors leak out, he wanted all the
noble houses from here to London to feel confident in dis-
missing her as just what he’d claimed her to be: his unfor-
tunate Welsh cousin, taken in for the sake of family ties.

“There is only one way around this, as I see it,” he said,
pulling his gaze from young Richard back to her.

“And what is that?” She was making a valiant attempt
to sound conversational, but he saw that she stood ramrod
stiff, her arms having crept up into their usual position
folded across her chest.

“You’ll have to mingle with the nobles more than we’d
planned.”

She looked ready to burst out with a resounding denial
to his suggestion, so he added, “Conversations and the
like, of course. You’ll need to sit at the feasting amongst
them, perhaps, and talk and stroll about to view the enter-
tainments with some of the others afterward.”
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He waited for her response, trying not to breathe in the
sweet fragrance of her hair—doing all he could not to lean
in and press his lips to the silken tendrils at her temple.

“Will any of those activities require them to touch me?”

He paused, surprised to realize he found the idea as un-
savory as she seemed to. “Only in courtesy,” he admitted.
“’Tis common for a man to place his hand on a lady’s el-
bow as he walks with her. Beyond that, you should be
safe—unless you choose to dance,” he added, glancing at
the guests milling around them with an increasing sense
of interest and impatience.

He looked at her again, reminding himself to sound
nonchalant, in control. “I would suggest that you come
up with some excuse that exempts you from the activity
altogether.”

Gwynne pursed her lips. “Aye, well, I must have for-
gotten to mention that I twisted my leg during our train-
ing. My ankle suddenly feels a bit swollen, I'm afraid.”

Smothering another smile, Aidan turned to see William
Gerard, Lord Fenton, approaching them with a gleam in
his eye. The man was a good enough sort, Aidan knew,
possessed of both humor and integrity; in addition, he
boasted a long and honorable association with the Crown,
having fought for nearly a decade as one of the king’s per-
sonal champions.

“What’s this, Sutcliffe?” William called out, his voice
light with jesting. “’Tis not fair of you to keep such
beauty to yourself, especially when you have a lovely lady
of your own to consider.”

Looking past him, Aidan saw Helene standing in the
group William had left; she didn’t come closer, but re-
mained in place, staring at him with a solemn, sad expres-
sion in her eyes as she shifted her gaze between his face
and Gwynne’s. His gut dropped to realize that he’d forgot-
ten all about her. From the moment Gwynne had entered
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the great hall, Helene had ceased to exist for him. *Twas
clear that his betrothed had felt the slight—not to mention
her father, who stood nearby, glowering at Aidan.

Stiffening, he turned his attention back to William
and Gwynne, offering introductions, and trying not to
notice the desperate look Gwynne cast him when
William announced that she must share his trencher during
the feasting.

He couldn’t respond, he told himself—couldn’t step in
and champion her. Damn it, he couldn’t. Not here, of all
places, before the probing gazes of two score guests, He-
lene, and Lord Rutherford. And so he simply nodded his
compliance, his neck feeling rigid enough to crack, as
William led Gwynne away toward the end of the hall
where the tables were arranged and awaiting the feasting
that was about to begin.

“’Tis quite a change in our cousin’s appearance,” Di-
ana’s sharp voice echoed in his ear. He remained silent,
unwilling to chance revealing any of the turbulent emo-
tions roiling inside him.

“I’d almost thought you planned to ignore the rest of
our guests—and Helene—this night, in favor of cloister-
ing that Welshwoman over here like some sort of sacred
relic,” Diana continued with a sniff. “ *Twas becoming an
embarrassment, the way you fawned over her, Aidan. He-
lene was hurt by it.”

Steeling himself, Aidan faced his sister. He reminded
himself of his obligations to her and to his family’s name,
knowing it was all that had allowed him to carry his love-
less betrothal to this point. “Gwynne was nervous about
her first appearance in English society,” he answered,
“and I tried to ease her way, that is all. I will make sure
that Helene understands as much.”

Then, forcing himself not to glance, even, in the direc-
tion that William had led Gwynne, to see how she fared,
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he gave a cursory bow to his sister and murmured, “Now,
why don’t you try to enjoy the rest of the evening without
your usual dose of criticism, sarcasm, and back-biting?
"Twill net you far greater prospects for a husband, I assure
you.”

Diana sucked in her cheeks and narrowed her eyes as
her brother turned on his heel and made his way toward
Helene and the duke. Anger coiled through her like a
snake. How dared he mock her desire to make a prosper-
ous marriage match? Rather, he should be helping her to
achieve it. "Twas the least she deserved after all that had
happened to them, first with Father’s dishonor and then
with Mother’s horrible death. But instead, her brother
was choosing to hinder her with his foolish and danger-
ous infatuations.

Oh, aye, he’d tried to hide it beneath a facade of cool
disdain, but Aidan’s tender feelings for that wretch of a
Welshwoman were painfully obvious as far as she was
concerned. And it couldn’t be allowed to continue. She’d
thought that bringing Helene and her father to Dunston
would nip the entire, foul problem in the bud, reminding
Aidan of where his loyalties and their good fortune lay.

But it had barely slowed him down.

*Twas clear that she needed to take further measures,
and the idea that had come to her earlier, just before
Gwynne had made her flamboyant entrance, would suit
perfectly. If Aidan couldn’t be made to reconsider what he
was doing, throwing away their future for the sake of lust,
then perhaps Gwynne would.

Aye, if her plan worked, Diana thought, she’d wager
her best gown and jeweled girdle that Gwynne would
soon realize the error of her ways and cease this danger-
ous flirtation with Aidan. She’d be too humiliated to do
else.

Keeping that positive thought in mind, Diana set off
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across the great chamber in search of the one man who
would undoubtedly enjoy participating in what she had
planned—the man most fitted to helping her achieve a sat-
isfactory result: Stephen de Segrave, the Marquess of
Haslowe.



Chapter 17
~OC -~

wynne needed to leave; she didn’t know how much

longer she could bear it. If she had to listen to even
one more slobbering, fawning Englishman praise her
complexion, her eyes, her hair, or her attire, she thought
that she might lose the little bit of dinner that she’d man-
aged to swallow during the feasting.

The only thing that had kept her from tossing a bowl of
steaming soup at her admirers, or simply getting up and
heaving the table over on them, was the enjoyable thought
of how shocked all these lily-faced wretches would be to
learn that they were trying to court England’s foremost
enemy—the same Dark Legend who had robbed their cas-
tles and held their men at sword-point time and again.

Of course, she hadn’t been able to tell them. Nay, she’d
had to endure their maddening attentions in silence. But
even imagining the possibility had been enough to sustain
her for a while. Thank God that the feasting portion of the
evening, at least, was over; even now, servants worked to
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clear the tables and move them back against the walls, tak-
ing away the benches as well so that there would be more
room for the dancing and entertainments. Perhaps now
would be a good time to make a quiet departure.

She’d done her best tonight to make Aidan proud of
her—to behave in a refined, feminine manner, though her
cheeks ached from enforced smiling and her fists yearned
to pound some sense into the simpering women and
drunken nobles surrounding her. Yet she’d borne it all in
the hopes of pleasing Aidan, of attracting his favorable at-
tention. And all it had gotten her was a throbbing skull and
nerves pulled tight as a bowstring.

Since taking his leave of her back when William had
escorted her to the feasting tables, Aidan hadn’t looked
in her direction even once. He’d been studiously atten-
tive to Helene, who’d been seated right next to him at
dinner. Further, he’d been conversational with the duke,
as well as with most of the other nobles seated near him.
But he’d managed to avoid any kind of contact with her
altogether.

"Twas about all she could take. The twisting, grinding
pain it caused inside her was wearing her down in a way
that the grueling rigors of her training had never done. She
yearned only to leave and spend some time in peaceful em-
pathy with her men, who rested and awaited her return from
this celebration in their rooms back near the old stable.

Sighing, Gwynne watched the people moving and talk-
ing all around her, glad to be alone for the moment.
Though she couldn’t deny that William had been pleasant
enough during the feasting, he, like the others, had com-
plimented her far more often than she knew could be sin-
cere. He’d left her side, finally, a few moments ago, but
several other lords kept looking her way, noticing that she
stood alone; if she didn’t go, no doubt she’d be stuck ex-
changing more mindless pleasantries with one of them.
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Now was her chance to leave.

A last glance toward Aidan confirmed her decision. He
smiled at Helene; his betrothed had taken hold of his arm
and seemed to be trying to lead him to where the dances
had already begun. Gwynne watched Aidan shake his
head as if to decline, but then the duke frowned and said
something to him. Even from this distance, she could see
the muscle in Aidan’s jaw twitch as his face tightened.
With a stiff little bow, he put out his arm and led Helene to
the dancers, where, palm-to-palm, they began the graceful
series of movements.

The same movements he practiced with you, time and
again in the glen where he kissed you for the first time . . .

Shutting off the mocking voice inside of her, Gwynne
squeezed her eyes shut, blocking out the sight of Aidan
and Helene at the same moment that she turned, intending
to slip, unnoticed, through the door that led to the kitchens
and then to the yard and outbuildings. But instead she
slammed into a seeming wall of stone. Snapping open her
eyes, she met the gaze of the most arrogant-looking En-
glishman she’d ever had the displeasure of bumping into.

“Stephen de Segrave, Lord Haslowe, at your service,
milady,” he said in a silky drawl, standing far too close to
her. Cocking one eyebrow, he bent forward in a bow, his
gaze fixed on her breasts with a leer that even Gwynne, in
all of her inexperience, couldn’t mistake.

Using every ounce of reserve left to her, she quelled her
initial reaction to double him over with a well-placed fist
to the belly, instead taking a step back to glare at him and
mutter, “I was just leaving. Now, if you’ll excuse me . . .”

“I am afraid that is one request I cannot satisty, fair
lady,” Lord Haslowe murmured, even as he moved so
swiftly that she didn’t realize he’d taken her arm until she
felt her elbow clamped in his immovable grip. “Come.
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You must allow me a dance before you leave me bereft
and alone.”

Shock made Gwynne go still for an instant, but then her
instincts leaped to the fore. Yanking her arm free, she tried
to remember Alana’s instructions for behaving in a femi-
nine manner. Quietly, she said, “I do not wish to dance. |
wish to leave. Now, please step aside so that I may go.”

“Nay, lady. I will have a dance with you—if not at the
end of the hall where the others are enjoying the activity,
then right here.” He wrapped his arms around her waist.
“Right now,” he added, punctuating the comment by
pulling her toward him, so that her breasts pressed hard
against the slab of his chest.

“Let go of me,” she said through gritted teeth, jerking
back in an effort to free herself, yet still trying not to make
a scene. She couldn’t. As much as this bastard deserved it,
she couldn’t strike him down—not if she wished to main-
tain the outward illusion of femininity required of her.

Just behave like a lady and all will be well. Behave like
a lady, behave like a lady . . .

“Ah, you’re a live one,” Stephen growled softly, his
voice thick with excitement as she struggled in his grip.
“Perhaps you’d rather a kiss, then,” he said, his breath hot
in her ear. “Or a bit more—"

Reaching down, he cupped one hand roughly over her
buttocks, squeezing as he dragged her flush against him,
so that she couldn’t help but feel the hard, rutting length of
him pressed into her belly.

And then something snapped inside of her.

A red haze washed before her eyes; she felt it seep into
her veins, unleashing feral, dark rage. She swiveled her
head to Haslowe, hearing his sharp intake of breath even
as she twisted out of his grasp and slipped one of her arms
beneath his, jerking up and throwing him off balance.



202 MARY REED McCCALL

Then, with a growl of fury, she shoved him bodily away
from her. He went flying, crashing to the floor and skid-
ding another ten paces before he eased to a stop near the
feet of a half dozen of Aidan’s startled guests.

For the second time that night the hall fell deathly
silent.

Gwynne stood there, her breath rasping in her ears, her
heartbeats coming painful and fast as she looked all
around her. The music had ground to a screeching halt and
everyone had stopped what they were doing to turn and
stare at her, faces aghast; Lord Haslowe, even, lay frozen
in place on the floor, half-reclined on one elbow, and gap-
ing at her as if she were the devil incarnate.

Numbly, Gwynne shifted her head to look at Aidan,
and their gazes connected with a sharp jolt. She read the
shock, the dismay in his eyes, and her heart felt like it was
cracking in her chest. And everyone just kept staring . . .

Oh, God, what had she done . . . ?

Biting the inside of her cheek to keep the hot prickles
behind her eyes at bay, Gwynne took in a ragged breath
and spun around, heading for the door. After what seemed
an eternity, she lurched through to the cool, blessed obliv-
ion of the dark corridor beyond it; leaning back against the
wall for a moment, she wrapped her arms tightly around
her middle.

Her mind reeled with the pain and embarrassment of
what had just happened. Lugh’s bones, she’d just tossed
one of Aidan’s guests clear across the floor. Whether he’d
deserved it or not didn’t seem to matter. Not if the expres-
sions of horror on everyone’s faces were the judge of it.
She closed her eyes against the memory. She was unnatu-
ral, their expressions said. Unrefined. Violent. Most cer-
tainly not alady . . .

Suddenly, she felt a hand on her arm. Gasping, she
whirled, prepared to finish off Lord Haslowe once and for
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all—if nothing else, for being stupid enough to follow her
here after what had happened inside the great hall.

But she stopped short.

"Twas Aidan. He stood in the shadows of the corridor
outside his ruined gathering—the celebration of nobles
he’d worked so diligently to arrange—and he reached out
to brush his finger under her chin, forcing her to look at
him.

“What happened in there?” he asked gently.

“Do you need to ask?” she managed, choking out a
harsh laugh, even as she pulled away from him, unable to
bear the pain of his touch. “You saw it for yourself—I just
attacked Lord Haslowe in front of the entire assembly.”

“Aye, I know—the question is why?”

She paused, her mouth twisting into a grimace as she
considered telling him the truth. But "twould do no good,
she knew; the damage was already done, and besides, she
needed no commiseration from him after an entire
evening of his neglect.

She grated out, ‘“Perhaps it is just my nature to react vi-
olently, Aidan.” The damnable burning behind her eyes
increased, but she blinked it back. “’Tis bred into my
blood and bones, it seems. The man offended me, I tried to
restrain myself, and I ended up throwing him across the
room.”

She turned, closing her eyes and pinching the bridge of
her nose between her fingers, even though she knew she
needn’t fear the possibility of crying in front of him; she
hadn’t indulged in that release for nearly twelve years,
and after so long, she didn’t think she could, whether she
wished it or nay.

“I have to go.”

She pushed away from the wall, desperate to get away
from Aidan and this other life—this other person—she’d
tried so hard to mold herself into being. Even if "twas only
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for the rest of the night, she had to get away, out of these
clothes and back into her own safe and familiar warrior’s
garments. To somehow rebuild her sense of self, so that
she could face donning this false persona again tomorrow
and every tomorrow after that, until the rest of this cursed
bargain between them was fulfilled.

“You can’t leave,” Aidan murmured, gripping her up-
per arms and keeping her near him. “Damn it, Gwynne, |
won’t let you.”

She stiffened in his grasp, but she wouldn’t look at him.
Not yet. She hadn’t the strength for it. “There is naught
more to be done here, Aidan,” she managed to say. “Un-
less I am to further damage this illusion you’ve created for
me by causing another scene like the one with Lord
Haslowe, I must leave.”

She paused, calling on all of her inner focus, on the icy
sense of calm that had carried her through battle after
bloody battle. When she finally lifted her gaze to his, she
filled it with as much cool indifference as she could
muster. “But there is something more that you can do—
that you must do, right now. Return to the celebration.
Your betrothed will surely be looking for you, distressed
that you’ve strayed from her side for too long.”

“I’'ve done my duty by Helene all evening,” he an-
swered, his voice gone husky. “She can wait a few mo-
ments more. I need to know that you’re all right.”

Gwynne’s heart lurched at his words, but she subdued
its traitorous motions. “I’'m fine,” she said, surprising her-
self with how calm, how unaffected she sounded. “Now,
let me go.”

“Nay, I cannot.” Releasing one of her arms, Aidan
brushed his fingers gently along her temple, where the
delicate silver circlet rested, down the side of her cheek to
just below her jaw. “Ah, Gwynne, [ don’t want you to go,”
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he murmured, following the path of his fingers with soft
kisses, feathered across her skin like little bursts of heat.

He continued to kiss her neck, the tender spot just be-
low her ear, and suddenly, she couldn’t suppress the trem-
ble that went through her, or the shuddery, hitched breath
that escaped on a sigh. Warmth unfurled through her, lan-
guorous desire and sharp need swirling together in a
heady mix; she tipped her head back, arching into him,
barely stopping herself from sliding her hands up his
shoulders to tangle in the dark waves of hair at the nape of
his neck.

"Tis your duty to let him kiss you—to kiss him back and
make him desire you! the voice inside her shrieked, but
she knew she couldn’t obey its command. Heaven help
her, she wanted to, wanted to kiss him with all the emotion
and need inside her. But something held her back. Some
understanding that told her being here with him was far
more dangerous than she’d ever thought possible.

You're falling in love with him.

The shadow voice sang out its seductive claim, jolting
her to sudden and complete awareness. She wanted to
deny it, wanted it to be a lie of the most vicious kind. But
she knew it wasn’t.

During these past weeks together her feelings for
Aidan had somehow mysteriously changed. She’d wit-
nessed so much that flew in the face of her previous no-
tions of him that she no longer recognized them.

He wasn’t the brutal, cold-hearted Englishman she’d
convinced herself he’d be. She’d watched him lavish kind-
ness on Clara and Ella, observed his humor and good-
natured friendship with his man, Kevyn—seen the fair
way he treated everyone around him, including her. Even
when she deliberately provoked him, he’d remained pa-
tient, attentive, and generous with her. And all at once she
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understood that it was more than simple duty that drove
her to want to be with Aidan, to try to please him and en-
tice him. It was much, much more. It was desire, and pas-
sion, and the sense of intimacy they shared . . .

And it was love.

Oh, God, she was falling in love with her enemy.

She was falling in love with Aidan.

Blindly, she pulled back, doing everything in her power
to resume the controlled facade she’d feigned throughout
much of their conversation. But she couldn’t. There was
no way to hide what she was feeling right now. She looked
at him, the torn, confused emotions inside of her burgeon-
ing with every additional moment she spent near him, in
his arms, feeling him breathe and move against her . . .

“Let me go, Aidan, I beg of you,” she whispered.
“Please, you have to let me go.”

“I cannot,” he growled softly, holding her closer. “God
help me, Gwynne, but I want you with me. When I first
saw you tonight, standing there in the doorway, it was as if
the past twelve years hadn’t happened, like you’d never
been taken from me. But it was also something more . . .
something I cannot explain—" he broke off, cupping her
face in his hands, so sweetly, so tenderly, that she thought
her heart would break.

She struggled, trying to maintain any trace of self-
control, to stem the shaking in her hands as she eased out
of his embrace. “If you will not allow me to leave this
gathering freely, then I must call in your debt. Weeks ago,
when you tricked me into learning to dance with you, I
told you that I would let you know later how and when
you could repay me for your deception. It is now.”

She swallowed, praying that she had enough fortitude
to finish the rest. “Honor demands that you release me
from the remainder of tonight’s celebration, since that is
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what I wish for repayment. You owe me that, at least.”

He looked more stricken, if that were possible, than he
had when she’d first made her entrance into the hall. “Ah
Gwynne,” he murmured huskily. “If only you remem-
bered. In truth, I owe you far more . . .”

He shook his head and swallowed, his face shadowed
with resignation and pain before he nodded once and
stepped back, allowing her to pass. “But I cannot deny
you. Go then if you must,” he added, clasping his hands
behind his back as if he too doubted his ability to stop
them from reaching out, from reclaiming her. “I will not
try to prevent you further.”

She stood still before him for a moment, all her need
for him rising up to twisting, throbbing life. But then the
specter of Duty reared its head above the rest, strangling
her heart once more into submission.

“Good night, Aidan,” she finally whispered, her voice
like a disembodied soul’s as it crossed the gulf of time and
circumstance separating them.

He didn’t respond, but only stood there as before, gaz-
ing at her with the same intensity, his entire body rigid
with repressed emotion, his eyes glittering with anguish,
longing . . . and something more.

Before she could falter in what she knew she needed to
do, Gwynne turned away from him, her heart pounding
and her throat aching, as she forced herself to walk toward
the stairs that led to the upper floor. She mounted the steps,
choking with the need to go back to him. But somehow
she kept going; when she finally reached the landing, ab-
solute silence surrounded her, dark and empty. As barren
as the solitary life it was her destiny to lead until the day
death took her. "Twas the only way it could be, damn it.

The only way.

Her legs felt weak by the time she entered her bed-
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chamber and pulled the door shut behind her. Unable to
support her own weight on them any longer, she slid
slowly to the floor, her borrowed finery pooling around
her in waves of blue and silver. After a long moment, she
reached up and removed the delicate circlet from her
brow, placing it carefully next to her on the floor of the
chamber . . .

And then she bent over and buried her face in her
hands, rocking silently in the yawning shadows of her
room, and aching for the release of tears that she knew
would never come.



Chapter 18
~OC -~

Diana crouched behind the massive wooden table in
the darkened corridor outside the great hall, all
alone, and for the first time in her life, not caring that the
fabric of her best gown would surely be ruined by the dust
and dirt in this unwashed corner. Just moments ago,
Gwynne had fled upstairs. Shortly after, Aidan had turned
and walked stiffly back into the great hall. But Diana
couldn’t seem to move for the thoughts whirling through
her head.

When she’d sneaked out here and hidden after Gwynne
had run from the celebration, it had been with no further
thought in mind than to view the fruits of her labors; the
humiliating scene she’d arranged in the hall had gone per-
fectly, with Gwynne, hot-tempered as always, reacting to
Haslowe’s advances just as Diana had hoped. But her
desire to gloat over Gwynne’s certain anguish—to watch
the arrogant creature at last reduced to tears—had been
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crushed within moments of Aidan rushing from the hall to
comfort her.

But it wasn’t the fact that her brother had come out to
comfort Gwynne that had made Diana feel woozy. It was
what they had said to each other . . . the information she’d
just learned . . . that made this entire situation seem sud-
denly so much more dangerous that she’d ever dreamed.

God help me, Gwynne, but when I first saw you
tonight, standing there in the doorway, it was as if the
past twelve years hadn’t happened, as if you’d never been
taken from me.

Aidan’s impassioned statement rang through Diana’s
mind again, just as shocking as it had been when she’d
heard him say it a few moments ago. Her brother knew
Gwynne—had known her for years, from the sound of it.
Closing her eyes, Diana did the calculations in her mind.
Twelve years . . . that would have been when she was six
and Aidan fifteen.

When Aidan was fifteen. Sweet Mother Mary . . .

Diana’s eyes snapped open, and she gasped aloud in the
quiet of the corridor. That was the summer he’d almost
died at the hands of the Welsh rebels! Though she’d been
only a child, she remembered how frightened everyone
was, and how angry Father had been—angry because
Aidan had been out in the dangerous border woods without
protection, sneaking off to meet a girl. A commoner. Alana
had found Aidan that afternoon on Dunston lands, where
he’d managed to drag himself after the attack, wounded
and babbling incoherently about devils with blue faces
who’d killed the girl he loved and stolen her body away.

A Welsh girl . . .

Diana lurched to her feet. Images from those long ago
days merged with memories of the past few weeks—of
her brother’s eyes, filled with suffering and pain. With
love and longing and anguish . . .
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Oh, nay! Was he planning to break off his betrothal
with Helene because of Gwynne? He couldn’t! But if he
was planning such a foolhardy action, then why did he
and Gwynne continue to lie about her identity and her past
with him?

The questions raced through Diana’s mind, stunning
her with their ferocity. She had to find out what was going
on here. Her head swiveled to the door of the great hall,
and through the sliver of opening, she saw the bustling of
activity and merriment that had resumed within minutes
of Gwynne’s embarrassing scene. Her brother would be
engaged, most likely, in soothing any remaining discord
among the guests; she couldn’t approach him and de-
mand answers in front of everyone—and she wasn’t will-
ing to wait until they all departed for their own estates to
talk to him.

That left Gwynne. She’d disappeared above stairs to
lick her wounds after her humiliation, no doubt. *Twas a
good time to confront her in the privacy of her chamber
and make her tell what she and Aidan were up to.

But before she could make the move toward the stairs,
someone emerged from the darkened opening there and
headed down the corridor that led outside. Diana’s eyes
narrowed. It looked like a young man, though ’twas diffi-
cult to tell, since he wore his hood up. It wasn’t one of the
servants, of that she was fairly certain—and it couldn’t be
one of the guests; this person’s garments, though well
made, weren’t of the quality anyone would wear to a gath-
ering of nobles.

Suddenly, she remembered the glimpse she’d caught of
Gwynne that one time, when she’d been spying into the
Welshmen’s chamber; Gwynne had been wearing boy’s
clothes that night—why, Diana had never discovered—
but it appeared she was doing it again. Squaring her shoul-
ders, Diana followed the retreating figure, determined to
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persist, whatever her destination. It mattered little to her
whether Gwynne wore a dress, breeches, or nothing at all;
she planned to get some answers to the secrecy surround-
ing her connection to Aidan, and she wanted to get them
tonight.

As expected, Gwynne led her toward the outbuildings;
but instead of entering her countrymen’s chamber,
Gwynne kept walking, past the men’s darkened lodgings
to the abandoned stable building. There she slipped
through the door and shut it behind her.

What in blazes was she doing?

Frowning, Diana took a few steps closer. She considered
the idea of simply charging in to see what Gwynne was up
to, but something stopped her. Instead, she approached the
door quietly, carefully, nudging it open a crack.

The place looked deserted, the light of one torch at the
far end of the building flickering over the whole gloomy
expanse. “Twas set up like a training ground, Diana real-
ized, empty to the walls, with a hard-packed floor of dirt.
And in the circle of light thrown off by that solitary torch,
Gwynne stood still as a statue, her back to the door where
Diana was hiding.

Of a sudden, Gwynne moved, shrugging out of the
cloak and tossing it to the side. Diana stifled a gasp; it
wasn’t only boy’s clothes Gwynne wore, but the garments
of a warrior, complete with sword belt and leather
hauberk. But when she reached down and gripped the hilt
of her sword, drawing it out and raising it so that the blade
glinted in the torchlight, Diana felt so shocked that she
couldn’t have moved from her position even if Gwynne
had turned around and charged at her with it. She watched
mesmerized as Gwynne began to work through a series of
motions with the weapon, swinging it with a precision and
strength to rival the best of the warriors Diana had ever
known, including Aidan.
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Sensation returned to Diana’s legs and arms with sharp
jolts, and she finally managed to stumble back, away from
the door; she stood in the cool night air, motionless, trying
to grasp the meaning of what she’d just seen. It had been
upsetting enough to realize that Gwynne was almost cer-
tainly Aidan’s long lost love, but that she favored dressing
as a man and could wield a sword like this as well was just
too much.

What in God’s name did it all mean? Diana squeezed
her fingers together, trying to gather her thoughts as she
leaned in and took another peek inside the old building.
Gwynne continued to work through her movements, only
now she’d added lunges and thrusts to the mix. Diana
shuddered, imagining herself at the point of that wicked
tip. She knew that Gwynne would relish such a thing, too,
if their previous interactions were any indication.

Backing up again, she let the door creak shut and pre-
pared to return to the castle as quickly as she could. One
thing was certain: knowing Gwynne’s temper, she wasn’t
going to confront her right now—not with that deadly
three-foot blade locked in her grip.

“You there—what are you doing?”

The deep masculine voice echoed in Diana’s ear an in-
stant before she felt its owner’s iron-muscled hand clamp
down on her arm. Gasping, she tried to jerk away and run,
but she might as well have been a butterfly pinned to a
board, for all the good it did her.

Gritting her teeth to keep them from chattering, Diana
swung to face the man who restrained her, half-hidden in
night shadows as he was—up his bulging arm and shoul-
der to a chiseled chin, full, sensuous lips, tightened into a
scowl, and onto piercing black eyes. Eyes that were fo-
cused directly on her.

Her heart quivered at the look in those eyes, and in-
stinctively, she did what always came to mind whenever
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she was caught doing something she shouldn’t by some-
one of the masculine gender: she lowered her chin and
tilted one shoulder forward a little, presenting him with an
enticing view of her cleavage even as she gazed up at him
through her lashes.

“My goodness, Owin,” she breathed, shifting the tiniest
bit into his grip, so that her breasts brushed lightly against
his arm. “You startled me.”

She felt a flare of disappointment when the stony set of
his face didn’t change—though the unmistakable flicker
of interest that burst to life in his eyes mollified her a bit.
Another delicious shiver traveled up her spine; challenges
were always more exciting than men who simply fell at
her feet.

“I asked you what you were doing here,” he said, his
tone as firm and as wonderfully gruff as before. “Why
were you spying?”’

“Spying?” Diana echoed, her free hand fluttering up to
rest at the base of her throat. Her mind raced ahead, trying
to decide how she should play this out. The leashed power
emanating from this virile Welshman made it clear that
she had better be convincing, whatever she did. She called
up her most innocent expression. “I wasn’t spying, Owin.
I was just checking on Gwynne to make sure that she was
all right.”

“Why—is something amiss?” He frowned, and Di-
ana’s heart leaped again.

“There was a bit of . . . unpleasantness at the gathering
of nobles a little while ago,” Diana said, shrugging and
looking away as if wounded by his accusing tone. “She
was obviously embarrassed, and I wanted to see if she
needed some comfort.” She glanced at the Welshman
sideways, deciding that she might as well just leap in the
rest of the way with her pretended knowledge and see
what happened. “I'd forgotten that she likes to work
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through her troubles this way, easing her mind with these
exercises.”

“Aye,” Owin nodded, still frowning as he released Di-
ana’s arm and moved to glance in at Gwynne himself. Ap-
parently satisfied that nothing was out of place, he turned
back to take her arm again and as if to lead her toward the
castle. “Come, I'll see you returned safely to the main
keep.”

The swell of triumph Diana had felt at her success
thus far withered under his declaration. She couldn’t
leave yet; she hadn’t learned enough about all this to
abandon the unexpected opportunity to speak to
Gwynne’s kinsman.

Taking a few steps along with Owin, she suddenly ut-
tered a cry, acting as if she’d turned her ankle on the rough
ground of the yard. For a moment she thought he might al-
low her to slump all the way to the dirt, but at the last in-
stant he pulled up on her arm. Gasping, she used the
momentum to propel herself into his chest, clutching little
handfuls of his tunic as she did to keep herself pressed as
close as possible to his entire muscular form.

With a breathy moan that wasn’t entirely feigned this
time, she looked up at him through her lashes again, grat-
ified to see that his frown had shifted to wide-eyed shock
and then blatant hunger before he managed to shutter his
expression again.

“Oh, thank goodness you were here, Owin,” she mur-
mured, shifting as if to regain her balance, though her
movement ensured that her breasts rubbed with tingling
friction against him. She heard him choke back a groan.
Biting her bottom lip to smother a smile, Diana realized
that for the first time in ages she was enjoying this little
flirtation—far more than the cruel and fruitless teasing
that she usually inflicted on others of Owin’s gender.

“Are you hurt?” he muttered, keeping himself rigid, as
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though he was afraid to move and cause more of the deli-
cious sensations to burgeon between them.

“I—I think I’'m all right. If you could just help me over
to the side of the pathway, to sit for a moment, per-
haps ...” Diana answered breathlessly, easing herself
away from him in apparent shyness.

Soon she was settled on an old crate that had been left
near the wall; Owin stood in front of her, looking down.
His expression seemed more gentle now, she thought,
though she couldn’t be sure in the dark, with the shadows
playing over his face.

An awkward silence settled over them, their breathing
and the chirping of a few crickets the only sounds to dis-
turb the quiet. Astonished to feel herself blushing at the
unexpected intimacy of the moment, Diana leaned over
and made a show of rubbing one of her ankles.

Owin cleared his throat, and she glanced up at him
from beneath her lashes, almost certain that she wasn’t
imagining the reddish hue creeping across his cheeks.
“Shall I go to the castle and get your brother or some of
his men to assist you?”

“Nay. I think I am able to walk,” she answered, tilting
her face up to meet his gaze fully now, and giving him a
soft look. “If you will agree to escort me to the keep, I am
sure that [ will be fine. Just give me a moment more.”

He looked as if he might return her smile, but then
cleared his throat again and looked away. Diana took a
deep breath and pushed herself to stand; it seemed that if
she was going to find out more about Gwynne’s reason
for being at Dunston, she needed to do it before her mad-
dening reaction to this handsome Welshman got the best
of her.

“So,” she began, taking his proffered arm as they
started slowly back toward the castle. “Do you find living
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in England to be terribly different from your life in
Wales?”

“Aye.”

At first she thought he would say nothing more, but
then his brow furrowed, and he added, “Though in truth
some of the people in England are more . . . friendly to us
than I had believed they would be.”

Diana couldn’t stop the bubble of laughter that escaped
her then. “What—did you think the land populated by
ogres, to be so wary of your welcome?”

Owin stiffened and ceased walking. “Considering the
years of war between our countries, lady, I did not quite
know what to expect.”

Feeling somehow chastised by the dignity of his re-
sponse, Diana blushed again. What could she say now to
draw him into a more revealing conversation? The main
keep loomed ever closer; twas best, she decided, to try to
get back to the topic that had made this conversation nec-
essary in the first place.

“With all that Aidan has told me about Gwynne and her
reasons for being here,” she lied, “he didn’t mention your
connection to her. Are you related, perhaps?”

Owin looked askance at her. “Nay. She is my leader.”

“Ah, yes—ryour leader,” Diana repeated, trying to
sound as if she knew what he was talking about. “Silly me,
but it seems that I've forgotten—what exactly is it that she
leads you in?”

Frowning, Owin glanced at her again. “Battle, of course.
I am one of Chwedl’s warriors.”

Diana stopped in her tracks at that, barely noticing that
they’d reached the main door of the keep. “Battle . . .” She
forced herself to nod knowingly, though her voice
sounded as if it came from far away, thanks to the blood
that had started pounding in her ears.
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“We fight as often as possible for the freedom of our
people,” Owin added, not seeming to notice her stunned
stare as he guided her, weak-kneed, to a place where she
might sit on the steps; ‘twas a position for which she was
profoundly grateful in the next moment, when she heard
the rest of what he had to say.

“And a better warrior you’ll never find,” Owin added,
looking out over the walls of Dunston to the mountains
beyond, shaking his head in remembered awe. ““ *Tis why
we call her Chwedl—a Welsh word meaning myth, or as
you say in English, ‘legend’.” He swiveled his head to
look at Diana again, his ebony eyes glowing with a pas-
sion and fervor she’d only ever seen sparking Aidan’s
gaze.

“’Tis one of the reasons, lady,” Owin finished in a rev-
erent voice, “that I joined her here as a protector. In truth I
would die a thousand deaths in defense of her. For regard-
less of what your English king or your countrymen claim
against it, the once and future king has returned to this
life. Gwynne was born to lead all of Wales to freedom—
the finest warrior ever to take breath—for she is the one,
true Dark Legend.”



Chapter 19
~OC -~

€€ Damn it, Aidan, just deny it and be done with it.
"Tis too early in the morning for such foolery.”

Aidan stood before the hearth in his solar, leaning his
arm on the mantel and staring into the cold gray ashes in-
side. Though the sun shone weakly through the shutters
on the far wall, he hadn’t been to bed yet, and fatigue
pressed in on his temples, adding to his black mood.

The churning in his gut was worse than before, too; it
had begun the moment he’d been forced to release
Gwynne from the celebration last night, and it hadn’t
lifted since—a sick, hollow feeling that he’d had to grit
his teeth and pretend didn’t exist as he’d returned to the
great hall to face his betrothed, her father, and the rest of
his guests. Clenching his jaw against it now, he swung his
gaze to Diana, who sat on the elaborate carved bench near
the table, her expression both nervous and accusing.

After raising a mocking brow to her, he looked back at
Rex. “And where, exactly, did my dear sister supposedly

219



220 MARY REED McCCALL

happen upon this . .. information that she decided to
share with you?”

“Owin told me,” Diana snapped, every self-righteous
inch of her demanding recognition. “Though he bears no
blame, since he thought that I knew the truth already.”

“A belief 'm sure you encouraged in your own unique
way,” Aidan said, flicking his gaze to indicate the cling-
ing, provocatively cut gown she still wore from last night.

She gave him a black look, but before she could utter a
fitting rejoinder, Rex broke in again.

“I told her ’twas ridiculous, but she was so insistent
that [ agreed to bring her to you, to let her hear you deny it
herself.” Rex frowned. “However your silence is becom-
ing as frustrating as her prating about outlaws and traitors.
Just refute the allegations and let us all get back to bed
where we belong.”

Aidan didn’t answer, his sardonic smile fixed, it
seemed, as if it were frozen onto his face. Part of him
wished that he could carry on the pretense and act as if he
didn’t know what Diana or Rex were talking about; but
another part of him knew that he could never do it. Indi-
rect falsehood was one thing—an outright lie was another.

“I cannot refute it,” he said at last, his voice quiet as he
held Rex’s gaze. “Gwynne is the Dark Legend, and I have
been keeping her here under an assumed identity.”

“What?” his foster father choked.

“I knew it!” Diana burst out, shooting to her feet. Her
hands clenched into fists. “You’re going to ruin us all with
this—we’ll be executed for treason, just as Father was!”
she cried, her words raking Aidan’s heart as surely as their
shrill sound pierced his brain.

Rex hadn’t moved a muscle since Aidan’s confirmation
of the charge, but now he lurched into motion, stepping
forward to take Diana’s arm. “I think you’d better return
to your chamber now, lass,” he said, leading her to the
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door. “I need to talk to your brother in private for a few
moments.”

“Nay.” Her eyes welled as she twisted in Rex’s grip to
look at Aidan. “I want to hear him explain why he has
done this to us. Why he has let lust override reason and
honor. We will all end up paying the price for it! God
help us, we will—” She broke down then, collapsing
against Rex’s shoulder and sobbing so that her tears wet
his shirt.

“Hush, child,” Rex soothed. “I will sort this out with
your brother, you have my word on it. No more talk of
tragedy, now. Go to your chamber and try to get some rest.
I’ll speak with you later about this.”

Diana pulled back from him and sniffled a few more
times, casting another wounded look at Aidan before she
allowed Rex to lead her the rest of the way to the portal.

“Go on now,” Rex murmured, patting her on the back.
“And say nothing to anyone of what the Welshman told
you or what was discussed in this room, do you under-
stand?”

Wordlessly, Diana nodded, wiping the tips of her fin-
gers beneath her eyes to remove the last traces of tears
gathered there. Fixing her watery gaze on Rex, she
pleaded, “You are the only one who might be able to make
him see some sense. Promise that you’ll make him re-
move Gwynne from Dunston before ’tis too late.”

“I will straighten all of this out with your brother, Di-
ana, never fear,” Rex cajoled, nudging her the rest of the
way out of the room.

When the door had shut behind her, he turned to
Aidan again, staring at him for a long moment before he
finally said, “I think you have some explaining to do, son.
Not the least of which is why you seem to think ’tis pos-
sible that this Welshwoman could be the Dark Legend. I
saw Gwynne quite clearly last night. She is a beautiful
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woman; [ cannot believe that she is also England’s fiercest
enemy.”

“Were you there when she threw Haslowe across the
room?” Aidan asked dryly.

“Tis beside the point. He was drunk. He could have
slipped.”

“He didn’t slip. Gwynne tossed him.” The weariness
pressed harder into Aidan’s temples, and he sighed, jab-
bing his fingers through his hair. “T know it sounds daft,
Rex. Hell, if anyone had told me this same tale six months
ago I’d have written him off as a fool,” Aidan answered.
“But I've seen Gwynne in action, the first time on the bat-
tlefield where we’d set up that surprise attack on the rebels
two months ago.”

Aidan looked back to the ashes in the hearth. “Even at
the moment when I realized it was her, I tried to convince
myself that it was some kind of dream, sprung from my
twisted imaginings. And it almost worked—until she
sliced me with her blade.” He closed his eyes, remember-
ing. “My arm felt the sting of her weapon as readily as my
eyes saw the truth. Gwynne is the Dark Legend.”

His foster father scowled. “If that is the truth, then why
haven’t you handed her over to the king to face the justice
she so clearly deserves?”

Aidan looked at him, a bittersweet smile curving his
lips. “Ah, yes. *Tis the question of the hour, isn’t it?”

“Aye, it is,” Rex grated. “How about answering it?”

Aidan continued looking at him. “I cannot hand
Gwynne over to the king for her crimes as the Dark Leg-
end, because that is not all she is to me.”

Rex scowled more deeply. “You have qualms, then,
about handing her over because she is a woman?”

“Nay—because she is a woman I loved. The same
woman who was stolen and killed, or so I thought, by the
Welsh rebels who attacked us in the wood beyond Dun-
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ston when I was a lad.” Aidan swallowed hard, struggling
to keep at bay the memories of that morning and all of the
painful, bitter feelings they evoked. Rex’s sympathetic
gaze bore into him, and Aidan knew his foster father was
remembering the little he’d been told of the events that
had occurred just a few weeks before Aidan had come to
live with him.

“Gwynne feels a similar connection to you as well,
then?” Rex asked. “That is why she agreed to come to
Dunston—to aid in hammering out a peace between her
people and England?”

Aidan paused. “Not exactly. She doesn’t remember
me, or anything about the first fourteen years of her life.
She’s here because I convinced her that I need her in En-
gland for three months in order to dissolve the childhood
betrothal I alleged between us. We’ve struck a peace for
that span of time.”

“By the Rood, Aidan, what were you thinking to claim
such a thing between you?”

“I have reason enough.”

Rex cursed under his breath, but Aidan continued his
explanation, frowning, as he looked away. “My father told
you about the raid in the wood that morning—that I took a
Welsh arrow in the chest and was found later by Alana, in-
coherent, wandering the edges of de Brice land.” The
backs of Aidan’s eyes felt like hot coals as he relived the
moment in his mind.

“What he didn’t tell you, however, was that it was
Gwynne who saved my life that day. We had pledged our-
selves to each other in secret, that morning, full in the
flush of young love. Right after, the Welsh warriors at-
tacked. Gwynne could have run away and hidden when I
was wounded, but she chose to stay and help me. The
rebels were able to grab her because of it. She hit her head
in the struggle, and they disappeared with her, carrying
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her, lifeless, between them into the woods. *Twas the last
sight I had of her.”

Gritting his teeth, he finished, “Suffice it to say that,
though I believed her to be dead, she apparently sur-
vived—only without her memory intact. She lost all
knowledge of herself and of me. What the rebels did to her
after that is anyone’s guess, but the result is that she be-
lieves herself to be the Dark Legend—and she has the bat-
tle skills to prove it.”

Aidan’s foster father shook his head. “By all the Saints,
this just gets worse and worse,” he muttered.

“Aye, it does. *Tis a pain that I’ve lived with for twelve
years—now turned into a dilemma I’ve spent the past two
months trying to resolve. You can see why I had no choice
except to bring Gwynne to Dunston once I found her
again. [ owe her a life-debt, Rex, and I couldn’t very well
repay it by handing her over to be executed.”

Rex let out his breath in a whistle. “Christ, I shouldn’t
even be hearing any of this, Aidan. I am one of King
Henry’s justiciars. Tis my duty to uphold the law—and
there is a price on her head.” His eyes were shadowed with
conflict. “Kinsman or nay, by rights I should be taking the
both of you in for what I've learned here today.”

“I know, Rex, and I am sorry for it. I never wanted to
involve you. ’Tis why I’d kept the truth from Diana as
well, to protect her as much as I could.” Aidan gave a
mocking smile. “I should have known that she’d suspect
something eventually—and that she’d use her consider-
able wiles to get to the truth.”

“Aye, well, Diana can be handled for now; she’s too
frightened about what may happen to gossip of it. But
how many others at Dunston know the truth of Gwynne’s
identity?”

“Most of my men, though they are sworn to silence.”

“And what makes you think one of them won’t decide
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that the king’s favor outweighs the honor of his own
word?” Rex argued.

“My men are loyal to me,” Aidan ground out, frowning
as he met Rex’s challenging stare. “Besides,” he added
more quietly, knowing the unfavorable reaction he was
about to provoke, “several of their comrades’ lives weigh
in the balance. They will not endanger them by talking.”

“Several of their comrades’ lives . . . 7” Rex sputtered.
“What in blazes did you do, Aidan?”

“The men volunteered,” Aidan answered, striding over
to the table near the window to pour a goblet of spiced
wine. He needed something stronger to drink right now
than ale, regardless of the early hour. “We traded with the
Welsh. Four of my men for Gwynne, though she ended up
bringing two of her bodyguards as well, at the insistence
of an older warrior who was with her when I tracked her
into the mountains.”

Aidan took a long drink, relishing the liquid’s bite as it
slid down his throat. “I cannot hand her over to the king,
because the bargain between us stipulates her safe return
to her people for the safe return of my men. I must see her
well back to Wales, or my men will die.”

“Damn it, man, then send her back to Wales now and be
done with it!”

“’Tis impossible. I would only end up facing her in
battle again, and I cannot—I will not—raise a weapon
against her,” Aidan countered, swallowing the bitter taste
that rose at the thought of that possibility. He directed his
burning gaze on Rex again. “ "Twould be poor repayment
for the sacrifice she made for me all of those years ago.”

“What alternative do you have? Unless you plan to re-
sign your position as the king’s leader against the rebels,
’tis your only option.”

“Nay, there is another possibility—one I’ve already
commenced. I mean to make Gwynne remember her past
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with me so that she will refute the Welsh on her own and
cease to lead them in their rebellion against England.”

Rex stared at him, incredulous. “You cannot be
serious . .. 77

“Aye—"tis the perfect solution. The king will get what
he wants, and 1 will be able to fulfill my life-debt to
Gwynne at the same time.” Aidan jabbed his hand through
his hair again, blowing out his breath in frustration.
“God’s blood—first Kevyn, and now you ... why does
everyone seem to have such difficulty in seeing the benefit
of this plan?”

“Because ’tis idiotic, that’s why.”

Aidan glared at him.

“What do you really think your chances are of succeed-
ing in this?” Rex asked, returning his glare. “Each day that
passes 'tis more dangerous to keep her here; you're invit-
ing trouble, just waiting for someone to discover who she
really is. Diana is merely the first, for ’tis the nature of
things that sooner or later the truth will out.” Rex cursed
again. “How long has she been with you already—nearly
two months? She hasn’t remembered anything yet. What
makes you think she ever will?”

“I’ve seen glimpses of recognition—flashes of mem-
ory. I just need a little more time to bring it back the rest of
the way, that’s all.”

“How much more time?” Rex demanded. “I want to
know exactly how long you plan to let this go on, Aidan.
"Tis my neck stretched toward the chopping block now as
well, you know.”

A rush of shame flooded Aidan, followed close by
surging resolve. “You won’t be complicit in this, Rex, I
swear it. You, Diana, or anyone else. *Tis my choice. I will
take full responsibility and face the consequences if it
comes to that. It is just something that I need to do. I can-
not explain it otherwise.”
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After along pause, Rex let out his breath and shook his
head. “Much happens in this world that we do not expect,
Aidan—outcomes which cannot be controlled by force of
pure will. I fear ’tis another of your father’s legacies that
you try to do so nonetheless, and have since you were a
boy.” He shook his head again, muttering something about
the sins of Gavin de Brice being visited on them all. But
then he looked back at Aidan, grim acceptance etched in
the lines of his face as he repeated, “So—how much more
time do you need?”

“A month,” Aidan answered, conflicting feelings of
gratitude and regret causing him to speak quietly. “I am
close, Rex. I know I am. I will make her remember.”

Rex gave him a tired smile. “And what if it comes to
naught, Aidan? What if she remembers and still chooses
to continue leading the Welsh rebellion?”

Aidan looked away, not wanting to reveal just how of-
ten that same question had tormented him in the past
weeks. “I will deal with that possibility when I am faced
with it,” he answered. “But I cannot rest until I have done
everything in my power to prevent her from returning to
the dangers of the battlefield—or losing her life under the
executioner’s blade.”

“Even if it means losing your own?” Rex countered
gently. When Aidan didn’t respond, Rex lifted both hands
as if in surrender. “Never mind answering. Your mind is
made up; I can see that.” He walked to the door, his steps
heavy, stopping and turning to face Aidan again once he
reached the portal. “Just know ’tis a dangerous road
you’ve chosen, lad. I will do my best to help you in any
way that I can, but I have my own duty and honor to con-
tend with as well. I will not be able to conceal this forever.”

“I know. I wouldn’t ask you to.”

“One month . . .” his foster-father repeated, and for the
first time Aidan noticed how deeply the lines around
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Rex’s mouth were etched, how dark the circles under his
eyes had become . . . signs of age and weariness that had
escaped him until now.

“Aye, Rex. I promise,” he answered. “One month.”

Giving him one long, last look, filled with all the cau-
tions and warnings that Aidan knew he wanted to give but
wouldn’t, Rex nodded and left the solar.

Aidan stared at the closed door for a moment, the ache
in his gut blooming anew. Then, turning to the shutter
opening, he gazed out at the pink flush of dawn spreading
across the summer sky beyond the castle walls. Before the
heat of day set in, everything looked green and fresh, cov-
ered as it was in a layer of dew. Another promising morn-
ing to mock him, reminding him of the swift passage of
time.

One month.

’Twas all he had left. After that, it would all come to an
end—one way or another, Gwynne would leave him
again—with any luck for a future life with a home, a hus-
band, and children. He couldn’t keep her here. God help
him, as much as he wanted to, as much as the secret, guilty
pleasure of being near her haunted him, he knew that he
would have to let her go. His duty to his family and to the
de Brice name demanded it. And yet the very thought of
Gwynne as another man’s wife, as the mother to another
man’s children, set his teeth on edge and shot a pang of
agony deep inside him.

But unless he wanted to see her dead in battle or await-
ing an ax-blow on the block, it was his only choice.

Breathing deep, he sank into his chair. He’d have to
speed things up, intensify his efforts to make her remem-
ber. Time was running out, and ’twas getting more compli-
cated by the day. He trusted that neither Diana nor Rex
would speak of what they’d learned, but even so, ’twas
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only a matter of time before someone else figured out the
truth in all this. And then there would be bloody hell to pay.

Leaning his head back to rest against the cool, hard
wood of his chair, Aidan closed his eyes. There was no
help for it; it had to be this way. He’d balance himself on
tenterhooks for the next month, doing what his conscience
demanded he must for Gwynne, regardless of the pain her
eventual leaving would cause him.

And then he’d do his duty to his family and marry
Helene.

He gritted his teeth, his hands fisted atop the arms of
his chair. *Twas the only way that he could resolve these
two divergent paths in his life, even if it resulted in a bitter
ending for him. In his mind he knew the soundness of this
truth, even if his heart tried to deny it. Releasing himself
to the crippling power of that realization, he thought about
all that had gone by in the past, and all that could never
be...

Knowing that when the moment came for Gwynne to
leave him—when he lost her once more, for the last
time—his life would become naught but an empty shell
again, and he a hollow man.

And it would remain that way forever.



Chapter 20
~OC -~

wynne paused before the solid span of the door to
Aidan’s solar, overcome with a strange feeling of
reticence. She’d experienced that mood more often in
these past months than she could ever remember before in
her life, and it unsettled her. Clenching her jaw, she resis-
ted the urge to lift her arms into their protective pose across
her chest, instead clasping her hands behind her back.
She’d show no weakness, damn it. She’d be strong,
even in the face of this new and unexpected assault from
within. No matter what, Aidan couldn’t know of the ten-
der emotions he’d unleashed inside her. They’d tormented
her, growing into sweeping waves of longing that had
only intensified last night, and no amount of physical
training had been able to ease their power. But she could
never let Aidan know that. She’d face him this morn for
the sake of her men, and then she’d spend the rest of her
enforced time at Dunston keeping as much distance from
him as she could.

230
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Ignoring the prick of pain that came at the thought of
leaving Dunston and Aidan for good, she blew out her
breath. The weight of Dafydd’s stare fell on her from his
position by her side, and she knew that he sensed her dis-
quiet. But she kept looking straight ahead at the door,
fearing that if she met her trusted guard’s gaze, he might
be able to read the confusion in her eyes.

Last night had made one thing very clear: she couldn’t
go through with Marrok’s request of her; she couldn’t
keep trying to tempt Aidan. *Twas far too dangerous. Her
emotions for him were becoming so strong and real that
she couldn’t deny them, but at the same time they filled
her with shame. She’d forgotten her duty—her commit-
ment to her people—by allowing herself to soften toward
Aidan; he was the Scourge of Wales, embodying all that
she’d sworn to fight until death. She was undermining
everything she stood for if she allowed herself to fall in
love with him.

And yet a part of her couldn’t deny the renegade thrill
that tingled through her whenever she allowed herself to
think of being alone with him at Dunston during these
next few days. All alone with him, her men off on the
quest she’d directed them to undertake.

Are you sending them away for that reason, then, and
not to forewarn Marrok that you intend to disobey his or-
ders, as you so vehemently claimed?

“Shall T scratch to gain admittance, Chwedl?” Owin
murmured from her other side.

“Nay.” She tried to put the disturbing thoughts from her
mind for the moment, taking another step toward the door.
“I'lldo it.”

Swallowing, she reached up to make the sound to gain
entry. A few tense seconds passed, and then the heavy
wooden panel creaked open.

Aidan stood just within the portal. Gwynne tried not to
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meet his gaze, but even so, the faint whisper of his clean
scent—the almost tangible heat of his nearness—sent a
twinge through her. She sensed rather than saw him go
rigid as he realized who his visitors were. After a pause,
he spoke.

“To what do I owe this boon? I'd have thought you all
still abed.”

“We have some business we need to discuss with
you,” she answered, lifting her gaze to him at last, and
struggling not to react to the ache that filled her as she
did. “ *Twill only take a moment, if you’ll allow us en-
trance.”

He kept staring at her, and she cursed silently, feeling
her face heat under his scrutiny, but then he inclined his
head and stepped back, freeing the way for them to come
in. Moving a few paces further away, he took up a flagon
and lifted a cup toward her.

“Can I interest you in a drink?”

“Tis early for spirits,” Dafydd said gruffly, as he took
his stance next to Gwynne, his arms folded over his chest
and his frown centered on Aidan. Owin moved into posi-
tion as well, his pose identical, so that they flanked her
with a seemingly solid wall of protection.

“Perhaps ’tis early for those who’ve been to bed this
night,” Aidan answered, nonplussed. “But for the rest of
us,” he glanced to Gwynne, taking in her training attire
and giving her the hint of a smile, *“ ’tis more like very
late.” He poured himself a glass and then filled one for her,
bypassing Dafydd and Owin when they shook their heads.

Gwynne downed her drink in one swallow, glad for the
burning heat of it sliding down her throat; then, leaning
forward, she set the empty cup on the table in front of
them before resuming her position between her men.

“Owin and Dafydd need to leave Dunston for a few
days, to deliver a message directly to Marrok. We came to
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tell you of our plans,” Gwynne said, pausing before
adding begrudgingly, “and to make sure that you harbored
no concern about it.”

Aidan looked startled for a moment, but he recovered
quickly enough to ask, “Both your men are going? You
will remain here alone?”

Heat swelled in Gwynne’s cheeks again, and Dafydd
stiffened beside her. Neither he nor Owin had been keen
on the idea of leaving her here without them, but she’d in-
sisted, claiming that she was well capable of caring for
herself for a few days, while the journey into the moun-
tains would be safer with the two of them traveling to-
gether.

Now she tipped her chin up as she faced Aidan, her
arms drifting up to fold across her chest. “Aye. I will stay
on alone for the time being to continue fulfillment of our
bargain. Dafydd and Owin will rejoin me here once
they’ve completed their journey.”

Aidan studied her, trying to determine her motivation
in sending her men off without her. She’d been upset last
night; there was no denying it. Hell, what had happened
had nearly torn him to pieces as well. It had been all he
could do to let her walk away from him after she’d de-
manded that he let her leave the hall. Later, after most of
the guests had departed and he’d gone to check on her,
Alana had told him she’d left the main keep dressed in her
masculine garments and short cloak. She hadn’t returned
to her chamber until a few minutes before Rex and Diana
had come looking for him.

Aye, the feelings that had raged between them last
night had shaken her as much as they had him, he knew;
he’d seen it in her eyes, the softness and longing, mixed
with confusion. *Twas what had made her flee to the old
security of her training. And yet now she was standing
here and telling him she was sending her men away,
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knowing full well that it would ensure she’d be alone with
him for what could be near a week’s time.

“Didn’t the Welsh messenger just make his appearance
the other day for the usual exchange of missives?” he
asked, flicking his gaze from Gwynne to her men, in
hopes of reading something there that would give him a
clue as to what this was really all about. “What is so im-
portant that it cannot wait for his next visit?”

“’Tis something I forgot to include in the message I
sent then. It must needs be delivered without delay.”

Owin and Dafydd continued to look directly at him,
their expressions unreadable, though he picked up an al-
most imperceptible twitch of the muscle near Dafydd’s
eye.

“What does it concern?” he asked evenly, maintaining
his gaze on her men for another moment before shifting it
back to her. He felt a rush of heat fill him at the look in her
eyes. “Twas the same look as last night. But before he
could be sure that it wasn’t just his own misplaced long-
ings making him see what wasn’t there, she glanced away,
her mouth tight.

“Sharing the content of my written messages was never
part of our agreement.”

“Aye. And yet I would have your word that ’tis nothing
plotting harm to me or anyone on English soil.”

Her cheeks deepened to a bewitching pink. “You have
my word. Tis nothing of that ilk.”

Aidan’s heart skipped a beat. Perhaps "twas just that
she wished to be alone with him, then, and she was send-
ing her bodyguards away on a pretext to clear her way to
that end. He studied her, trying to cool his unexpected re-
action to the thought, before finally nodding. “I have noth-
ing against your decision, then.”

“Good. It’s settled,” she answered, turning with Owin
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and Dafydd as if to go. As if she couldn’t wait to put dis-
tance between herself and him.

“Wait,” he called out.

She swiveled to face him. “What is it? My men need
to begin their journey soon if they are to make good
time.”

He paused, surprised at how much he wanted to keep
her near him. “I thought you should know that your true
identity was discovered by two others last night.”

“Who?” she demanded, scowling. “And how?”

“My sister, and through her, my foster father, Rexford
de Vere.” Aidan glanced to Owin, who, like Dafydd, had
twisted around to stare at him from the portal. “Diana
bluffed her way into confirming her suspicions with
someone close to you.”

Owin cursed and took a step forward. “Nay, it cannot
be. She acted as if she knew everything when I caught her
watching Chwedl train last night.”

“She was spying on me while I trained?” Gwynne
growled, shifting to glare at her younger bodyguard.
“Why does no one tell me these things?” She looked back
to Aidan, her eyes glittering. “Your sister sorely needs a
lesson in respect for others’ privacy.”

“Aye, I imagine you’re right, but for now the damage is
done.” Aidan sank into a chair, leaning back and rubbing
his top lip with his finger. “However, Diana already knows
of the dangers involved in telling anyone what she’s
learned. She will remain quiet about your identity.”

“Why should she? She’s made no bones about her feel-
ings for me; "twould be no difficulty for her to see me
carted off by King Henry’s soldiers,” Gwynne scoffed.

“Perhaps, but there is more at risk for her than that,”
Aidan answered. “If you are arrested, I will be taken also,
for harboring you here. And as difficult as it may be for



236 MARY REED McCALL

you to believe, my sister does have feelings for others be-
side herself.”

“I can believe it,” Owin mumbled, frowning and gazing
into the coals in the grate.

Aidan shook his head. “Diana can be quite charming—
a caring person when she wants to be. She’ll do whatever
is necessary to protect me from harm, as angry as she may
be with me for bringing you to Dunston. And she’s no
fool, either, to endanger her own potential marriage match
for the sake of indulging pettiness. She will not gossip of
your true identity, I assure you.”

“And your foster father?” Dafydd asked, again step-
ping up next to Gwynne, who continued to stand still, her
expression black over what he’d told her about Diana.

“He has promised to keep what he has learned to him-
self as well, for the remainder of your time with me.”

“’Tis too dangerous, Chwed!,” Dafydd said, frowning
as he swung his gaze to her. “We cannot leave you alone
here now. De Vere is one of the king’s men—he cannot be
trusted to remain quiet.”

“He can,” Aidan grated, standing to face them again.
“He has given his word. His oath is equal to mine at the
least.”

“I do not like it,” Dafydd grumbled.

“That cannot be helped.” Aidan’s temper bit sharper
than usual from too little sleep as he faced down the man.

Gwynne sighed, sounding exasperated as she stepped
between them. “Enough. All will be well. We go ahead as
planned, Dafydd.” She gestured toward the door, motion-
ing Owin to go with him. “You’d better get started or
"twill be nightfall before you reach camp.”

Dafydd looked as if he might offer more in the way of
argument, but Gwynne shook her head, walking with him
toward the door. “’Tis as de Brice said—if I am discov-
ered, he pays the price as well. We’ve nothing to fear from
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Lord de Vere. He would not want his foster son implicated
in treason.”

Dafydd stopped at the portal. “I still do not like it,
Chwedl. But as always, I will obey.” With a nod to her, he
ducked out of the chamber, followed by Owin, who kept
his head down as he left.

“Gwynne,” Aidan called softly, as she made a move to
follow her men.

“Aye,” she answered, stilling in the portal.

“I’d have a word with you in private, if you would.”

He sensed her tensing—could almost see the long,
graceful muscles along her neck tighten, exposed by the
hair pulled back at her nape. But after a moment, she
leaned out the doorway and murmured something to her
men. Then, slowly, as if "twas difficult for her, she turned
to face him again.

“What is it?”

She held herself rigid and in control—but those eyes
gave her away. They always had, even when she was a girl,
and Aidan fought against the aching well of sadness and
longing that opened up at the bittersweet memory of it.

“We have to decide when to complete the second half
of our latest agreement,” he managed to say.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“The arrangement we made when I offered to help you
perfect the training exercise Marrok commanded of
you—you agreed to teach it to me, as long as I promised
to show you one of those my men use. I’d like to do that
today sometime, if ’tis meet with you.”

“Nay—it isn’t necessary.”

“Why not? "Tis what we agreed to,” he said, stepping
closer, so that they were near enough to touch if either of
them possessed the courage to do it.

She looked ready to turn and flee; her hands trembled,
though she tucked them behind her back before he could
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take them in his own as he longed to do. But in the next in-
stant, she’d drawn herself up to her full height, as if
shoring up her inner defenses.

“’Tis not necessary, because it wouldn’t be fair,” she
said. “You learned only a small portion of the Welsh exer-
cise before you were called away so suddenly.” Her gaze
sharpened, cutting into him. “To attend to your betrothed,
remember?”’

“Aye, I remember,” he answered, determined not to let
her rattle him. “But I learned enough that "twould only be
right to repay the favor.”

“Then I forgive you the repayment.”

“Ah, but my honor demands otherwise.”

Gwynne made a sound of exasperation, cursing under
her breath as she looked away. “I don’t wish to spar with
you again, Aidan—can’t you just accept that?”

“You don’t wish to spar with me, or you fear being that
close to me again?” he asked softly, touching one finger
beneath her chin to ease her gaze back to his.

She went dead still at his touch, though she didn’t try to
pull away. “We cannot have one without the other.”

To anyone else observing, she appeared to be in com-
plete control of herself, but Aidan knew better. She
blinked twice, a faint pink staining her cheeks, and her
lower lip quavered. But when her tongue darted out to
moisten that rosy flesh, a jolt of raw desire shot through
him, devastating in its power.

Oh, God, he wanted to kiss her right now. And she
wanted it, too, try as she would to deny it. Every inch of
her seemed to strain toward him, her mouth full, and
moist, and inviting . . .

But he wasn’t supposed to be seducing her, damn it. He
was only supposed to be trying to help her remember.

Forcing himself to lower his hand from the silky curve
of her jaw, Aidan inclined his head in a little bow before
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taking a step back. “You are right, of course. There is re-
ally no need for us to engage in training to satisfy the
agreement.”

“I am glad you see the wisdom of that,” Gwynne mur-
mured, turning away stiffly, looking drained, somehow,
by their encounter. She cleared her throat. “And now I'm
afraid I've tarried too long. I should see to my men. If
you’ll excuse me . . .”

“Wait—I didn’t say that our agreement needn’t be sat-
isfied at all.” He feigned surprise at her attempt to leave.
“I’m sure that there are several other interesting ways that
we might conclude this bargain between us.”

After a stunned silence, Gwynne muttered, “By the
Rood, I don’t think I can endure it.” She cast a baleful look
athim. “What’s it to be, then—more berry picking? A new
kind of dancing perhaps?” Jamming her arms into place
across her chest, she added, “Do me a courtesy, will you,
Aidan? The next time I’'m foolish enough to think about
entering into one of your so-called wagers with you, re-
mind me to run in the other direction.”

He smothered a smile. “You make it sound so unpleas-
ant. And here I thought I was providing you with some
peaceful diversion from the life of a warrior.”

“I’ll take battle and mayhem any day.”

“Mayhem, hmmmm . . . 7 he echoed, rubbing a finger
across his upper lip as if considering the possibility. “Un-
fortunately, I was thinking of something less violent—
like an offering of music, perhaps.” He raised his brows
and wiggled them at her. “T’ve been known to play the lute
on occasion. If you agreed to let me play some tunes for
you . ..” He nodded, acting pleased with himself. “Aye, it
might just be enough to satisfy my end of our bargain.
What say you to the idea?”

“I’d say you’re as unbalanced as ever,” Gwynne mum-
bled, shaking her head at him, though he noticed that she



240 MARY REED MCCALL

couldn’t completely suppress the glint of humor in her
eyes at his outlandish suggestion.

“Come—"twill be painless, I assure you.” Flashing her
a grin, he cocked his head, giving an exaggerated glance
to the ceiling. “At least, I think it will. I admit, it has been
years since I played, but I’'m sure I couldn’t have com-
pletely lost my skill in that space of time . . .”

She shook her head, a smile flirting over her lips. Then
she sighed, giving him a look that, though he knew she
didn’t intend it, still set his blood afire. “God help me for
saying this, but I suppose it sounds harmless enough. All
right. If it makes you happy and will satisfy that damned
honor of yours, then I have no objection to going along
with your plan.”

“I’m afraid "twould take far more from you than that to
make me truly happy,” he answered, giving her a teasing
look. “But it will do for a start.”

She flushed again, this time walking away from him,
toward the door. “Just tell me where and when I should
expect to receive this boon, Aidan—because I believe I'll
need to fortify myself for it.”

“Tonight, I think,” he called after her retreating form.

She flashed him a sideways look the instant before she
disappeared out the door, a glance filled with an array of
emotions—caution, yearning, and humor all mixed to-
gether—that made his heart flop in his chest. And then she
was gone.

He ached to hold her again, to caress away her fears.
"Twas a feeling he’d experienced countless times with her,
both in their early years together and since he’d found her
again—an urge to comfort her and share the burdens of
life in a way that he’d never known with any other woman.
Whether or not she was a legendary warrior now, she still
inspired that same instinct in him.

Shaking his head at his own foolish musings, he slowly
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walked over to the large chest tucked into the corner of the
chamber. He’d been contemplating whether or not he
should use its contents all morning; kneeling down now,
he rested his hand on the clasp, hesitant. It had been a long
time since he’d last steeled himself against the surge of
emotions that came from daring to peer inside it. But per-
haps ’twould be different this time, he thought. Before,
he’d believed that Gwynne was dead. Now that he’d found
her again, it might finally be different.

Leaning back on his heels, he unfastened the lid; it
creaked open, the hinges groaning from disuse, revealing
a tumble of creamy fabric that he’d long ago placed over
the objects inside to protect them from dust and damp. He
lifted the cloth aside, and the movement sent up a whisper
of fragrance. *Twas the perfumed scent of springtime
leaves, a hint of mountain breeze . . .

Herscent . . .

Closing his eyes, Aidan paused, swept back to that
other place, that other time. His heart thundered; he felt
every beat course through his body, each throb bringing
back another moment, another sweet memory of Gwynne.
He opened his eyes again, clenching his fist to still the
trembling before pushing aside the fabric to reach the
items beneath. His touch first brushed over his old tunic,
still bearing the bloodied, ragged-edged hole ripped by
the Welsh arrow. He’d kept the ruined garment as evi-
dence of Gwynne’s sacrifice—a tangible reminder of why
"twas his duty to be relentless in battle against the rebels.
Of why he must continue to be the Scourge of Wales.

A half dozen other objects rested at the bottom of the
chest as well, all gleaned from the scene of the attack;
he’d dragged himself back there the day after, sneaking
from his chambers, hunched over and wracked with pain
in order to do it. Old Alana had tried to begin nursing him
back to health, but he’d resisted, needing to go back, to see
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the destruction left in the wake of the ambush—to touch
the gouts of dirt that had been dug from the ground during
their struggle, and hear the wind whistle through the
empty shell of the cottage Gwynne had shared with her
mother.

Aye, he’d combed the area, desperate to find any scrap,
anything to tell him that she had been there—that his
Gwynne had been alive and real, and that their time to-
gether hadn’t been just a dream, crushed under the on-
slaught of those blue-faced devils.

That day he’d gathered all he could find and then stum-
bled back to Dunston, swathing them lovingly in cloth and
placing them into this chest, to be opened and thought
about as often as his brutalized heart could bear. It had
been more than a year before he’d been able to look into
the trunk for the first time. Each time after, the emotions
and memories had ripped through him anew, making him
feel raw inside. But he’d kept scraping the wound, reliving
every moment. He’d felt he owed Gwynne that, at least.

This time was different; he could sense it. He could
look at these things with fresh eyes—feel new emotions
that might banish the others for good.

Next to his bloodstained tunic lay a wreath of wildflow-
ers that Gwynne had worn in her hair that day—a circlet of
woodland blooms he’d fashioned for her—crumpled in the
attack and dried now from age. He set it carefully aside,
seeking the other items . .. a shawl of Gwynne’s, taken
from the cottage . . . a feather from one of the crows she’d
healed . . . the old, scratched up lute, broken now, that he
used to play for her during their secret trysts . . . a few of
the acorns she’d playfully thrown at him that last morn-
ing ...
And then finally he saw it: their rumpled, silken be-
trothal cloth, cradling the braided lock of her hair.

These two things he touched last, as always. Gingerly,
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he took them out of the shadowy protection of the chest,
holding them up to the light. Remembering.

His heart swelled as he held them, but not with an un-
bearable ache, as before. This time there was a fullness of
feeling he was at a loss to explain. Lifting them up, he
pressed them to his face, breathing in their scent, so deli-
cate after all these years; he felt the smooth quality of the
cloth, and the even more silken texture of her braided
tresses, soft against his cheek. Aidan closed his eyes
again, his throat tightening. He sat that way for a long
time, his pulse beating shallow and uneven, a burning sen-
sation gathering behind his eyelids.

Finally, he exhaled and swallowed, opening his eyes to
lay everything except the lute back into the trunk; then he
arranged the cloth atop them once more, and closed the
chest.

Rising to his feet, he picked up the old instrument and
carried it to the window, still caught up in his thoughts.
His fingers absently stroked its roughened wooden surface
as he peered out the open shutter to the courtyard below.

The bustle of the day was already well under way, with
villagers and castle folk going about their business. In the
far distance, near the castle gate, he caught a glimpse of
Gwynne; she’d changed once again into her feminine
garb, and it seemed that she was readying to see her men
off on their journey. When Owin and Dafydd rode their
mounts through the open portcullis, she turned to disap-
pear back into the maze of buildings near the old stables.

Aidan held the lute tightly in his grip, rocking back on
his heels as his gaze trained on the spot where she’d last
been.

“Ah, Gwynne,” he murmured, “it seems that you and I
have our work cut out for us in the weeks ahead.”

In a few short hours, Helene and her father would leave
for home; then he would be free to begin his part of the
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work in earnest. He’d never planned to use the precious
items in the trunk in his efforts to jar Gwynne’s memory;
they were too personal, too dear to him. If she didn’t re-
member their meaning, or, worse yet, did and scoffed at
them anyway, he wasn’t sure that he could bear the pain
of it.

But the alternative was worse, he knew, and he had
only one short month left to make this work. He needed to
use every method at his disposal to bring back her mem-
ory in that time, even if it meant wrenching his own heart
from his chest and laying it bloodied at her feet to do it.

Clenching his jaw in resolution of his plan, he stepped
back from the open shutter and tucked the lute under one
arm, jabbing his other hand through his hair as he braced
himself to begin the painful process ahead of him.

“Aye, Gwynne, you will remember me,” he repeated
softly. “You will remember us, and the love we once
shared . . .” Pausing, he reached out to brush his palm over
the cool, grainy lid of the closed chest once more, think-
ing, planning how to use the objects nestled within, no
matter the pain it caused him. Then, raising his hand, he
touched his fingers to his lips in a kiss to seal his vow.

“I do so swear it.”



Chapter 21
~OC_~—

wynne slumped in her chair in the corner of the

great hall, uncertain whether she wanted to scream,
laugh, cry, or shout. *Twas a feeling she’d been struggling
with for more than two days already, ever since Owin and
Dafydd had departed for Wales—the same day Helene
and her father had left for their own estate; if she couldn’t
get rid of the unsettling urge soon, she knew she would
snap. Perhaps she’d rip the tapestries from the walls or
throw a few chairs from atop Dunston’s crenellated tow-
ers; whatever she did, she knew that she needed to take
some kind of action to dispel her edginess, or there would
be disastrous results. *Twas but a matter of time.

People bustled around her, everyone busy doing some-
thing to prepare for the morning meal. Only Diana was
conspicuously absent, having kept mostly to her cham-
bers since the day after the celebration. It was just as well
they hadn’t faced each other, Gwynne thought. *Twould
be uncomfortable at best, now that the woman knew the
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truth about her. Besides, she’d have gone into conniptions
over her brother’s actions lately, if she’d witnessed them.

Curling her fingers so that her nails dug into her palms,
Gwynne breathed in deeply; she tried closing her eyes to
ease the burning there, but "twas no use. What happened
whenever she did that was exactly why she hadn’t slept
for the past two nights; images of Aidan blended with
those awful, nagging sensations she’d experienced when
she’d first come to Dunston, leaving her no rest.

And then there was the nightmare. It had returned with
a vengeance, though, as with the last time, the dream
woman looked healed and pristine compared to her earlier
condition in the visions.

“Did you enjoy Lord Sutcliffe’s performance last night?”

Gwynne swung her gaze to Alana, who was sitting
nearby, sorting through a bowl of fruits that sat perched
on her lap. The old woman flicked a sideways gaze at
her and smiled as she spoke; Gwynne scowled in re-
sponse, the question having sent another burning image
of Aidan through her, unbalancing her emotions the way
it had every time he’d insisted on playing that old,
scarred lute for her—the way it had last night, when,
just before his performance in the hall, he’d gifted her
with a circlet of fresh wildflowers from the fields be-
yond Dunston.

“Nay. I don’t recall much of it,” she lied, hoping to end
the conversation before it began. “I was too tired to pay
attention.”

“Ah,” Alana murmured, nodding. “How unfortunate.
Those old songs—it seemed his heart was bleeding into
the words he sang . . .’ She shook her head, still smiling as
she clucked her tongue. “Why, it made me long for my
younger years, it did. He used to play so when he was a
lad, in love for the first time. *Twas a good deal of time
ago, but I remember it well.”
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Gwynne shifted uncomfortably, the nagging sensation
swelling anew at the back of her brain. Damn the old
woman and her chatter. She’d thought it safe to spend her
time this morn in the great hall, away from any possibility
of finding herself alone with Aidan.

She’d been unable to stop the yearning that over-
whelmed her every time he was near, most especially
when no one else was around. Even though he hadn’t
made an effort to kiss or hold her again since the night of
the celebration, his very presence continued to send waves
of longing spooling through her, a yearning for the kind of
closeness she would never—could never—have with him.
"Twas becoming too painful to bear. She’d thought that by
coming here, where activity reigned and the people of
Dunston could serve as a buffer between them, she might
find some peace.

But she hadn’t taken Old Alana into account when
she’d made her decision.

Humming a few bars of one of the tunes Aidan had
played last night, Alana continued sorting through the
berries, only glancing up to murmur, “So . . . having trou-
ble sleeping again, are you?”

Gwynne squirmed even more under her knowing stare;
she answered in a mumble, “A bit. [—I must be coming
down with something, is all.”

Inwardly cringing at how foolish she sounded,
Gwynne suddenly curled to sit forward, balancing her
forearms on her knees. She picked at her skirts before lac-
ing her fingers loosely, tapping them together and fidget-
ing in her seat. Curse it, but she felt unsettled. And it was
all thanks to Alana’s pestering, she told herself. "Twas the
only thing it could be.

It had nothing to do with Aidan’s imminent arrival to
the hall, for example. Nothing at all.

“Do you feel ill otherwise?”
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“What?” Gwynne asked, pulled from her brooding.

“You said you were coming down with something,”
the old woman persisted, her expression inscrutable.
“Aside from your sleeplessness, do you have any other
complaints—aching muscles, sore eyes—anything?”

“Nay—" Gwynne frowned, before remembering that
she needed to sound convincing in her complaints. “—I
mean, aye. I’ve some aching in my back and neck.”

“That’s as like from all the training you’ve been doing
as anything else,” Alana cackled, fixing her with that side-
long gaze again. “Are you planning to burn off your trou-
bles with more of the same again today?”

“I suppose I am,” Gwynne growled, her black mood
rising as she glared at the old woman. Alana’s amused ex-
pression did nothing to ease her chagrin. *“ *Tis my duty to
maintain my skills while I’'m held captive here,” she
added, even knowing that it sounded defensive.

“I see,” Alana murmured, looking suspiciously like she
was about to smile. “Of course, Lord Sutcliffe allowing
you unlimited time for your pursuits must help a great
deal; ’tis very kind of him, considering your . . . captive
status.”

“’Twas part of our bargain, is all,” Gwynne retorted. “I
hardly think he deserves congratulations for it.”

Alana nodded wordlessly, making a noncommittal
sound while that same smile toyed with her lips. “So, are
you beginning your exercises for the day soon?”

Gwynne gaped at her. If she didn’t know better, she’d
think Alana was trying to get rid of her. With a snort, she
pushed herself to her feet, reaching down to swipe up her
discarded veil in one hand. “To be honest, I wasn’t plan-
ning to go until after the noon meal, but somehow the idea
suddenly seems more appealing right now.” She headed
toward the door that led to the upper chambers, where her
training gear was stored while her men were away, but be-
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fore she’d reached halfway to the portal, it swung open,
and Aidan walked in.

Pausing for but an instant, Gwynne braced herself for
the torrent of feeling that she knew would follow next. His
gaze locked with hers and yearning, swirled together with
regret for what could never be, swept through her in
waves. Gritting her teeth against it, she dragged her stare
from his, ignoring his cheerful “Good morn!” as she
veered around him to go out the door.

Curse it, but she couldn’t go on like this much longer.
She covered the length of the corridor outside the great
hall in a few strides. Bunching her skirts around her knees,
she took the steps to the upper chambers two at a time,
lurching into her room to yank her training garments and
cloak from her clothing trunk. Then she stalked to the cor-
ner of the chamber and pushed aside the tapestry, reveal-
ing the little niche where she’d been concealing her
sword, its sheath, and her practice shield while her men
were away and unable to hold them for her. But what she
saw struck her like a blow to the chest.

Her sword was gone.

In the next instant, prickles of stunned disbelief shot to
the ends of her fingers and up her spine to encase her skull
in a tingling web.

Someone had stolen her sword.

The culprit must have sneaked into her chamber with-
out notice sometime this morn, between the time she’d
gone to break her fast and now, because she’d checked on
her weapons before she’d descended to the great hall.

It had to be someone who knew about who she really
was and what she was doing here—and other than her
own men and Aidan’s friend Kevyn, who never came
above stairs, that left only three possibilities. And she’d
bet her boots she knew just exactly who it was.

Dampn the shrew to everlasting hell . . .
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“Diana!” Gwynne roared, tossing her masculine cloth-
ing and cape onto her bed as she slammed out of her room
and into the hall. “Get out here and show your face if you
dare! For once and all, you and I are going to—"

“She’s not in the castle at the moment, I’m afraid. She’s
been out all morn.”

Gwynne slid to a halt; whirling around, she saw Old
Alana standing near the top of the stairway, hunched over
as always, her sparkling gaze both kind and penetrating.

“Tell me where she went,” Gwynne managed to say,
still breathing heavily through her rage. “Because I'm go-
ing to hunt her down. She’s taken my sword, and—" Her
voice drifted off at the sight of Alana shaking her head.
Soft clicking sounds came from the old woman’s lips, and
she was smiling.

“’Tis unwise, child, to leap to conclusions as you do.”

Gwynne scowled. “What—are you saying that she
didn’t take it?”

Alana just kept shaking her head and smiling, until
Gwynne thought that she’d go mad with the repetition of
motion. With another growl of rage, she spun away from
the old woman and stalked down the hall. Flinging open
the door to Aidan’s chamber, Gwynne swung around,
seeking a likely hiding place. Why he’d take her weapon
and hide it on her now, she had no idea, but he’d been do-
ing so many strange things lately that nothing would sur-
prise her.

Her gaze lit on the massive bed that dominated the
room, her rage ebbing just a bit as the realization that she
was intruding on his personal domain took hold. The
place where he was most vulnerable each night as he
slept. But in the next instant she pushed aside her guilt,
and all her softer thoughts of Aidan with it; she needed to
concentrate. *Twas his fault she’d been forced to barge in
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here. His alone. He had no right to take anything of hers,
especially her weapon, and if she invaded his privacy by
being here to search for it, then so be it.

Swallowing hard, she yanked her gaze from the bed to
peruse the rest of the chamber. Other than a standing
closet, there was nothing in the room large enough to con-
ceal her sword. Walking over to the closet, she pulled the
door open, ignoring the heat that filled her cheeks anew at
rifling through Aidan’s most personal belongings. She
found some garments and a cape or two, but aside from
that the closet was bare. She spun to face the center of the
room again.

There was nothing. Not even a tapestry on the wall
with which to hide her blade.

Of course. Aidan wouldn’t keep her sword or any
weapon in his bedchamber. He’d store the bulk of his
equipment in his armor room—though she doubted he’d
bring her sword there, even in an effort to tease her, as all
the weaponry he possessed would be carefully inventoried
and kept in good order by his chief armorer. He’d not want
the man to question the sudden appearance of a strange
blade among the supply; ‘twould raise the possibility of
further discovery, which would only endanger them all.

Nay, he’d have taken her sword somewhere else.
Somewhere where he alone would have it, without inter-
ference of maidservants, squires, or other castle-dwellers.

His solar . . .

Aye . ..

Crossing Aidan’s bedchamber in three strides, Gwynne
threw open the door and stomped into the hallway, her
gaze focused on the stairs that led to the lower floor and
Aidan’s solar. As she passed by, she could just see Old
Alana from the side of her vision, still standing where
she’d left her moments ago; the old woman absently
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rubbed her gnarled, wrinkled hands together atop her
walking cane.

“The trunk in the corner,” Alana called out softly, as
Gwynne began to descend the stairwell. “Check the old
trunk in the corner . . .”

Her words hardly sank in until Gwynne gained en-
trance to Aidan’s solar chamber. Her fury had swelled
with each action taken to regain her weapon, until now her
vision seemed blinded by the hot, surging emotion engulf-
ing her. *Twas as much a build-up of the other confusing
feelings that had been tormenting her of late, her con-
scious mind knew, but her body reacted only to the mo-
ment. By the time she closed the door of Aidan’s quiet
haven, her muscles felt strung tight enough to snap.

Heat burned the backs of her eyelids, and she clenched
her fists, chest heaving as she took in the burnished
wooden surfaces of this tasteful room, the chiseled stone
hearth and polished metalwork, paralyzed from moving,
for a moment, thanks to the force of her rage.

How dare he mock her so with this latest prank? "Twas
bad enough when he’d teased her with the dancing les-
sons, the picnic, the sweetly sung tunes, the circlet of
flowers—treating her as if she were some Court lovely
and he an enamored swain. But this, she thought, dump-
ing out the basket of metal rods and pokers that perched
near the hearth, in quest of her sword—this crossed over
into her realm, her life, scoffed at what had always meant
most to her and had served as her salvation when all else
seemed lost.

She lurched forward, rifling through the stack of parch-
ments on the massive table in order to look beneath them,
and then stomped to the center of the chamber for a better
vantage point.

Curse his eyes, but this time he’d . . .
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Suddenly, she stopped, her gaze fixed to one corner of
the room. There it was. The old, battered trunk that Alana
had spoken of in those last moments above stairs. Perhaps
the old woman knew something more than she’d wanted
to admit, after all. Stalking over to the chest with jerky
steps, Gwynne dropped to one knee and examined the
latch. It didn’t seem to be locked. She rattled the metal
clasp and then lifted the piece that jutted below the rest; it
made a popping sound and the clasp released.

Without hesitation, she raised the lid and pushed away
the soft covering inside, looking for her weapon. The gen-
tle whisper of a familiar scent floated up to her, sending a
tingle through her brain, and she stiffened as her gaze fell
on what had been resting just below the protection of the
fabric.

A dried-up circlet of flowers, aged almost to dust.

Wildflowers, her mind somehow supplied. From the
meadow beyond Dunston. . . .

Of a sudden, her throat tightened, and a heaviness gath-
ered behind her eyes. She frowned, feeling disjointed and
staring down as if from a distance at her own body going
through its motions; reaching out, she brushed her hands
over what lay beneath the circlet. Her fingers stroked a
shiny black crow’s feather, lying amongst a small pile of
cool, shiny acorns . . . then, below that, a woolen shawl,
obviously homespun, yet softened from much wear, rest-
ing atop a young man’s bloodied tunic, the ragged-edged
hole in the chest showing where the wound had been de-
livered.

What the devil is all of this? her mind screamed through
the stretching, aching feeling that began to burgeon inside
of her. And what in God’s name is happening tome . . . ?

All thoughts of her missing sword vanished under the
assault of painful sensation. She felt as if she were teeter-
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ing on the edge of a whirlpool—a huge, grasping tide of
something that would swallow her whole.

At that moment her hand touched a swath of rolled fab-
ric—a length of silk, deep emerald in hue, embroidered
with a faded white cross. As she lifted it up, phantom pain
lanced up from her palm, cutting a path along her arm and
shoulder to bury itself in her chest, high and to the left. A
burning spot that felt as if she’d just been pierced by an
arrow.

With a gasp she dropped the cloth, and it rolled onto the
floor of the solar, the folds of material falling open to re-
veal a braid of ebony hair, thick and glossy.

Hair the same exact shade as her own . . .

As if struck by a blow, Gwynne doubled over, burying
her face in her hands as she fought against the images.
They spun slowly at first, then faster and faster as they rose
from the depths of their black prison in her mind, crack-
ling bits of light and color that started to come together . . .

Oh, God ... Oh,God...Oh,God. ..

Aidan gazed at her, smiling so that it reached up to the
velvety depths of his eyes, then he took a deep breath and
began his vows.

“I, Aidan de Brice, son of Gavin de Brice, second Earl
of Sutcliffe, do take thee, Gwynne ap Moran, to be my wife.
I love thee with all my heart and soul, and will bind myself
to thee forever, with this my eternal vow. I do so swear it.”

Gwynne glanced down at the embroidered betrothal
cloth draped round their joined hands, feeling the late
summer sun beat down on their heads. A pair of sparrows
danced and chirruped through the sky above them, and
she smiled up at Aidan tremulously. “And I, Gwynne ap
Moran, take thee, Aidan de Brice, to be my husband. I love
thee with all that I am, and will keep myself only to thee
until the end of time. This I so swear and will abide, heart
and soul, until I die.”
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Ducking her head, she dared a glance at him from be-
neath her lashes. Her heart throbbed with the love she felt
for him. He was so wonderful, so caring. Her one true
knight and lord of her heart, even if she was but a peasant
lass and he the heir to an Earldom. They were as one now;
they’d sworn their love in this ancient circle, and none
could ever part them now. They would be one, always.

Always . . .

A blinding flash erupted again in Gwynne’s mind,
yanking her out of that memory and into another. She
cried out and pitched forward, her palms slamming
against the open edges of the old trunk as she groped for
the bloodied tunic at the bottom; when she found it, she
pulled it to her chest, clinging to it, as the second memory
hit with staggering force . ..images of the attack and
Aidan’s wounding. Of the warrior snatching her away af-
ter she’d healed Aidan, and the pain and blackness when
she’d hit her head . . .

A sound in the doorway wrenched Gwynne from her
agony, dragging her back to the present. She blinked a few
times, dazed as she sat in front of the open trunk, trying
without success to absorb the shock of what she’d just ex-
perienced. Her head throbbed, and her body felt numb—
yet somehow she managed to turn to see who had opened
the door and found her here.

It took a moment for the sight of Aidan to seep into her
awareness; the Aidan of here and now. Her mind still siz-
zled and ached with the disjointed images of her past—of
the entire first fourteen years of her life, jabbing, now, into
her awareness with razor-sharp intensity. She took in a
shuddering breath, keeping her gaze fixed upon Aidan,
her hands gripping his old tunic as if it were her rope to
salvation.

“Gwynne—7”

The sound of her name uttered in his husky voice, so
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uncertain, so filled with concern, shook her from her
numbness, unleashing a rush of love for him that rocked
her to the core. She choked back a sob; wet heat slid down
her cheeks—tears that, released now by her memories,
seemed to flow without end.

She searched Aidan’s face with her gaze; his eyes were
shadowed, the expression in them as stunned and an-
guished as she felt. A thousand memories of him—the
perfect completion of their life together up to the moment
of her kidnapping——clicked into place, blending seam-
lessly with new memories of the past few months, and
making the ache inside her bloom anew. She sobbed
again, his blood-stained tunic falling from her hand as she
lurched to her feet.

Blinded by her tears, she shook her head and charged
forward, pushing past Aidan and out the door, needing to
get away—to run from him, the memories, and the truth.
The painful, awesome truth.

Aidan had loved her, and she had loved him in return.

It was true; they’d promised themselves to each other
in the ancient stone circle, vowing to be one for eternity.
And then her people—the same people she’d served all
these years, the people for whom she’d sacrificed herself
on the altar of the Dark Legend—had crashed into her
peaceful existence and stolen her away, destroying who-
ever she’d once been, forever.

She ran, choking back sobs, from Aidan’s solar, the
damning knowledge crashing into her, relentless and bru-
tal ...

Hammering into her the realization that, from this mo-
ment on, the world as she knew it would never be the same
again.



Chapter 22
~OC_~—

wynne’s breath rasped in her throat, burning her

lungs as she made her way through the keep, heed-
less of the stares; she fled out the main door of the hall and
through the castle gate with its raised portcullis—just run-
ning, trying to escape the agony rocking inside of her. She
had no plan or intent for where she was going, but by the
time she stopped, she grasped in some cloudy corner of
her mind that she’d escaped to a familiar place.

Her chest heaved as she gasped for air, and her eyelids
felt swollen; sitting back on her heels in the grass, she
looked around, trying to regain some sense of balance.
God help her, but she’d come to the spot where Aidan had
taught her to dance. Right next to where he’d staged their
false berry-picking contest . . . the same spot where he’d
kissed her for the first time.

But something else nagged at the very back of her
mind. Narrowing her gaze the best as she could, Gwynne
looked around once more, with the fresh and aching wis-
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dom of her regained memories—and in that instant her in-
sides wound tighter, her heart feeling as if it had just been
yanked from her chest.

Oh, God, this wasn’t just the spot where Aidan had
spent so much of his time with her these past weeks—
"twas the clearing that had been nestled inside the ancient
circle of stones all those years ago.

The very place where they had pledged themselves to
each other forever on the day the rebels had stolen her
away.

Oh, God . . .

Stumbling to her feet, Gwynne staggered forward
again, toward the edge of the glade, where the grasses
shifted to forest bracken; she searched the area, desperate
to find the stones that should mark the circle. Naught met
her vision but waving ferns and wildflowers, backed by
the darkening fringe of forest beyond.

Where were the stones? *Twas the spot, her ravaged
mind insisted. But the jutting sentinels that had encircled
this clearing were gone—gone, as if they’d never been.

Gone like the life she and Aidan had been meant to share.

Sinking to her knees again, she gave in at last to the
pain; it took hold of her, and she buckled under its weight.
Crying out, she curled forward, unable to stop it from fill-
ing her, unleashing its crippling power.

“Gwynne!”

Aidan knelt down in the grass next to her, and the touch
of his hands somehow pushed her over the tenuous edge of
control; she twisted into his arms, pressing her face to his
chest and gripping fistfuls of his shirt as if she’d never let go.

“I feared I wouldn’t find you,” he murmured, stroking
her hair as he cradled her against him, rocking her in his
arms. “Why did you run? I want to help you—I can help
you get through all of this . . .”
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“Where are the stones?” she croaked, the question sud-
denly seeming more important than anything to her. As if
the answer might somehow unlock the mystery of this en-
tire tragedy for her—make sense out of that which defied
reason.

Aidan didn’t answer at first.

“The stones of our circle,” she repeated hoarsely.
“What happened to them? I remember them . . . I remem-
ber them being right here . . .”

“I knocked them down.”

He still held her close, and she reveled in the warmth
and safety she felt in his arms; his breath riffled her hair as
he continued quietly, “After the attack, I couldn’t bear the
sight of them. A few months later I came out here and
took the rage I felt at losing you out on them.” He loos-
ened his hold on her, enough to let her look in the direc-
tion he indicated.

“Look over there. You can still see a piece of one on the
ground.”

She followed his gaze and saw it, finally—a gray lump
of stone lying flat, almost obscured under a thick blanket
of moss. She stared at it for a moment before looking
around the little clearing again, all the memories of her
time here with Aidan washing over her anew. So much
time spent living her sweet, simple existence—time spent
loving Aidan—and she had lost it all to a life of violence
and war . . .

“My God . . .” she whispered, her voice cracking with
the strain. “I still cannot believe tisreal . . .”

Looking back to him, she studied his face; her eyes felt
hot and achy, and her hand trembled as she stroked it
across his brow, her fingers smoothing down his temple
and cheek, to the firm line of his jaw.

“It has all come back to you, then?” he asked. He took
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a sharp breath as he caught her hand and brought it down
from his face to cradle it in his own warm grip.

“Aye.” She swallowed against the thick feeling in her
throat. “It hurts, but I remember it all.”

She touched her hand to his chest, on the same spot
where the arrow had pierced him during that long-ago
ambush.

“I remember you leaping into the clearing to save me,
to give me time to get away,” she said softly. “And I re-
member the arrow striking you—" She broke off, over-
come with the pain the memory brought, fresh as it was,
now in her mind.

“Then you must remember healing me as well. Like
you did with Clara.”

“Aye.” She looked at him, wanting him to see in her
eyes all she felt for him. “It seems we saved each other
that day.”

Aidan shook his head. “I should have done more. I
should have found a way to stop them.”

The memory of their last moments together surged up
again, tiny, aching bursts of light in her brain. She sucked
in her breath, reaching up to brush her fingers against
Aidan’s temple, the place where the warrior had kicked
him. Futile. It had been futile to try to stop them from tak-
ing her, but Aidan had given all he had . . .

“You couldn’t have done more,” she whispered, the
ache swelling and her heart beating heavy in her chest,
“Not then. They were grown men to your fifteen years;
"twas a miracle you survived at all.”

Aidan looked stricken. “I wished I hadn’t afterward.”
He held her, gazing deep into her eyes. “I kept asking my-
self over and over why it couldn’t have been me—why
they wanted you, even after it seemed that you were dead
tousall ...

“Aye—I remember hitting my head,” she murmured,
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frowning as the rest of the shadowy image sliced through
her, a memory of throwing herself backward in her cap-
tor’s arms, only to feel pain bursting over her skull, fol-
lowed by blackness.

“’Twas one of the cottage joists,” Aidan supplied qui-
etly, brushing her hair back from her brow and holding her
against him again as he spoke. “You hit your head strug-
gling to escape. You went limp and so still, I thought your
neck had been broken,” he said, his voice gone hoarse
with emotion. “I tried to follow you—I swear I did. I
wanted to hunt them down and reclaim your body, but I
was too weak from the arrow wound, and Father refused
to send any of his men to search.”

She closed her eyes, pressing her cheek to him and lis-
tening to the steady beating of his heart; after a moment he
continued, “I thought that you were dead, Gwynne, you
must believe me. ’Tis why I was so shocked to see you on
the field near Craeloch Castle—I couldn’t believe you
were alive—that it was really you standing in front of me,
swinging your blade like a virago.”

“I am sorry about that,” she murmured against his shirt,
her mouth curving into the nearest thing to a smile she’d
been able to muster in days. “I had no idea ’twas you.”

“Aye, well, the fault was mine for standing there like a
fool while you took a swing at me.”

“I believe the word I used when describing you to Mar-
rok was idiot,” she said, hearing Aidan’s chuckle even as
her grief sharpened at the latent thought of her mentor. He
had betrayed her, kept her in the dark about the person
she’d been and all that she’d lost after her injury in the ab-
duction, telling her instead that she’d been stolen as a babe
by the English and rescued by her own people years later.
Her entire life from the moment she’d lost her memory
until now had been a lie.

She closed her eyes again, too exhausted by the rush of
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emotion to think on it further. Tired to the bone of the up-
heaval and shadows that had been stirred up inside her by
itall ...

“Lugh, but my head hurts,” she murmured.

“I’m not surprised,” Aidan answered. ““You’ve endured
a great deal in the past half hour.”

“But I’'m not used to feeling so shaky; if I tried to get
up, I’d likely crumple right back to the ground.”

“There’s no shame in that, after what you’ve experi-
enced,” he answered, still stroking her hair back from her
face, soothing her as he held her against him. “By God,
you’ve been stronger through all this than anyone I’ve
known could have been.”

Aidan looked down at her, saw the way she held herself
so carefully against him, trusting him implicitly. Just as
before, a voice inside him whispered, just as it was all
those years ago, when she loved you.

Jesu, but he wanted to kiss her right now, wanted it
more than he’d ever wanted anything. He could lean down
and take her lips with his own this very moment; he knew
it. She’d not resist. As vulnerable as she was feeling right
now, she’d surely kiss him back, press herself against him,
and wrap her arms round his neck. *"Twould be so easy to
shift his weight and tilt his head just a little . . .

Aidan cleared his throat and rose to his knees, stifling
his baser instincts as he gently tugged her into the same
position. “You need some rest after all that’s happened.
Come—T"1l take you back to your chamber, and when you
awaken, I’ll order a warm bath and some food sent up.”

“Nay.” She clenched her fingers in the fabric of his
shirt, locking her arms. “Let’s not go back yet—please.”
The fervor in her voice surprised him. She sounded sure of
herself, as if she knew exactly what she wanted . . .

He met her gaze, startled at the passion he saw there,
the softness and longing. The silvery depths of her eyes
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were turbulent now with emotions that held her in sway—
and awareness crashed into him with staggering force.
Aye, she knew what she wanted; she wanted him.

Oh, God . . .

She shifted on her knees, and he was acutely aware of
the way her breasts and belly brushed against him. *Twas
just barely, but it was enough to send a thrill of heat
through him—a spiraling, burning sensation that scorched
him to his soul. Instinctively, his body tightened, all his
muscles contracting beneath her touch.

“Gwynne—"

He broke off to a little growl. He glanced away before
exhaling and swinging his gaze back to her, feeling like a
drowning man about to lose his battle with the waves
crashing over his head.

“I don’t think ’twould be a good idea to stay here
longer.” He swallowed hard. “You need your rest, and—"

Uttering a husky moan, Gwynne jerked him closer by
fistfuls of his shirt, taking his mouth with hers and stilling
any remaining arguments he might have offered. She
melted into him, clinging tighter as they kissed. It felt so
right, so natural, that he simply kept kissing her back, his
mind shutting down to all of the reasons why he shouldn’t
be doing this with her, why he had no right, now that she’d
regained her memory, to allow this kind of affection be-
tween them.

“We have to stop,” he managed to mutter hoarsely
against her mouth, barely keeping himself from kissing
her more, so great was his craving, his need for her. “We
have to stop now, Gwynne, or I don’t think I'll be able
to—"

“Then don’t,” she murmured. “Don’t stop, Aidan,
please.”

She pulled back a little, and he saw that her cheeks
were flushed; with a gentle smile, she lifted her hands to
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cup his face, stroking her fingers lightly down until her
thumbs brushed a sensual pattern over his lips.

“I remember it all, Aidan,” she said softly, one of her
hands drifting down along the line of his jaw, across his
shoulder to his chest, and he closed his eyes and sucked in
his breath at the exquisite sensation of her touch.

“I remember what we were to each other all those years
ago,” she continued. “What we’d planned for our fu-
ture . . . what we were about to do when the attack be-
gan...”

She pressed her lips to his neck, a tender caress that
wound the heat inside of him higher. “Heaven help me,
Aidan, but I’ve spent my life since that day fighting and
killing—training to be a warrior. To be a Legend.” She
gazed into his eyes, staring deep, touching his soul as she
had that long ago day. “Teach me to be a woman again.
Teach me to be your woman, as I was meant to be from the
start . ..”

“Oh, God, Gwynne, I want to,” he answered, his voice
ragged with the desire pulsing through him. “I want it
more than you could ever know.”

“Then stay here with me now.”

A war waged in Aidan’s heart, a fierce, violent battle,
whose outcome, he knew, would be more crucial than any
he’d ever fought on the field. He struggled with it, the
force of his desire matched against his sense of duty, un-
certain which would prove the victor. But when Gwynne
touched him again, leaning into him, he knew that it had
gone beyond his control—a realization that was sealed
with the words she uttered next.

“Make love to me now, Aidan,” she murmured, her
eyelashes fluttering against his cheek as she tipped her
head to press another kiss to his jaw. “Love me here, in our
magic circle . . .’
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He shuddered once—a subtle rippling that dissipated
into a sound that was half growl, half groaning need. Mut-
tering a curse, he suddenly gripped the back of her head
and pulled her to him; then he took her mouth with his,
hungrily, greedily, like a man who’s been denied his soul’s
sustenance for too long.

They fell to the deep grasses together, cradled and hid-
den in the soft green cushion of it. Gwynne felt heat rising
in her, felt the tingling contact between them—the hard
warmth of Aidan’s chest pressed to her own. She shifted,
moaning as his knee slipped between her thighs; he bal-
anced himself on his forearms above her, leaning over her,
still kissing, tasting her, touching her face with the soft ca-
ress of his fingers.

Gwynne closed her eyes and breathed in, releasing
Aidan’s name on a whisper; it almost felt as if it was that
long-ago summer day all over again, the way it had been
meant to be before the attack had destroyed everything.
Only ’twas better now . ..so much better, like some
cherished gift that had been lost and unexpectedly re-
gained.

The sun beat down through the trees, soaking them
with light and heat, and making Aidan’s shirt glow bril-
liant white. The sharp, tender scent of the grasses bit into
her senses, and she arched back into their softness as
Aidan kissed a burning path down the column of her
throat to the hollow above her collarbone.

“I love you, Gwynne ap Moran,” he whispered a mo-
ment later, his voice husky as he paused to lean his fore-
head against her. “God help me, but I’ve always loved
you.”

Her heart leapt at his words, her eyes stinging with the
sweetness of his admission. So long . . . she’d waited so
long to hear him say that to her, only she’d never known it.
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But it was him—it was Aidan her heart had been waiting
for, searching for, all along. He was the missing piece of
her soul, and being with him here and now, with all of her
memories regained, she finally felt complete.

“I love you too, Aidan de Brice,” she said, her throat
aching with bittersweet joy as she repeated some of her
original vows to him. “With all that I am, I love you and
only you, until I die.”

He cradled her face in his palms as he gazed down at
her. The sun cast his face in shadow, his dark hair brushing
the fine, aristocratic tilt of his cheeks and the strong line of
his jaw. But it was the look in his eyes that sent another
thrill of longing through her—the softness of love min-
gling with a passionate heat that set her pulse to racing.
And yet his expression was serious; her Aidan, so careful,
and deep of heart as always.

“Are you sure that this is what you want, Gwynne?”” he
asked softly, as if it was difficult for him to speak. “Heaven
help me, but if you need me to stop, this is probably the
last time that the power to do so will be left to me.”

“Aye, I am sure,” she answered, reveling in the feeling
of him pressed close to her, of his arms on either side of
her, enfolding her with his strength. “Are you?” she asked
in return, reaching up to brush her finger over the full, sen-
suous slant of his lips, stifling another moan when he took
the tip of it into his mouth and suckled gently.

He released her from that tender assault to murmur,
“Aye, love, I am sure.” Breathing in deep, he closed his
eyes, kissing her forehead, softly, as if she were sacred to
him. “I want to be one with you, Gwynne, as we were al-
ways meant to be.”

She smiled and tilted her head up to kiss him again,
even as her hands pulled up at his shirt, freeing it from his
breeches and tugging it up and over his head. The sun
spilled down, tawny on his skin, and she couldn’t resist
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running her hands over the warm, muscular expanse of
him—across his chest and the strong contours of his ribs,
then around to his back, making him groan.

But in the next instant it was her turn to gasp as he re-
taliated in kind, shifting to loosen her belt and bliaud, un-
doing the laces and then lifting the dress off her in one
smooth movement. Her smock followed soon after, and,
breathless, she lay there in the sun, naked before him,
feeling strangely shy at being exposed so to him, though
she couldn’t remember ever experiencing that emotion
when her body had been only a weapon of war.

“You are beautiful, Gwynne,” Aidan murmured, after
gazing at her for what seemed an eternity. He reached out,
the muscles of his arm and chest rippling with the move-
ment, to drag his fingertip lightly down her throat, contin-
uing on a gentle path between her breasts, so slowly that
she ached with the anticipation of his caress.

Her breath caught when he finally slipped his hand
sideways to stroke over the creamy swell of her flesh, his
touch warm and smooth and sure; he stroked gently,
feather-light, leaving delicious shivers of pleasure in his
wake. And when he finally cupped her breast in his palm,
she choked out a little moan, arching into him and closing
her eyes.

“God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered again, leaning
down to press soft kisses to her shoulder, her collarbone,
the curved birthmark just below. “So beautiful.” His lips
continued their path to where his palm rested, finally tak-
ing the delicate peak of her breast inside the moist, warm
haven of his mouth.

She cried out, then, the throaty sound rising from
somewhere deep within her. Threading her fingers
through his hair, she held him close, letting him suckle
and trail kisses from one breast to the other, loving each in
turn. She was gasping by the time he lifted his head; once
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she managed to open her eyes and quiet her thundering
pulse enough to see what had made him pause, a chill of
anxiety wound through her. A tiny frown creased his
brow, framing the suddenly dark expression filling his
gaze.

“What is wrong?”” she whispered, half afraid to hear the
answer. Worried that somehow she’d done something
amiss in her innocence of this act between men and
women.

“What is this?” he asked quietly, nudging her up on her
side to reveal a jagged white line that began near her right
breast and then dipped down, curving to her hip.

“’Tis a battle scar.” She paused for a moment, puzzled at
his reaction. Then, frowning, she twisted her head to meet
his gaze. “Surely you’ve seen the like before, Aidan—
dozens of them, I’d think, in your years of fighting.”

“Aye, but never on you.”

His voice sounded as tight as his jaw looked, and she
tried to roll back to face him, wanting to smooth away the
twitch of muscles in his cheek. But he held her still, his
scowl deepening as his finger traced a different scar, one
that was higher up, she knew, and threaded across her
back.

“And this?” he asked, his voice echoing with an even
darker emotion than before, as he touched it and several
others of similar appearance. “These are lash marks,
Gwynne, and I know of no warriors who carry whips as
their weapons.”

She paused, the shadows of her past curling up like
dark serpents to sting her. “The man who called himself
my father did,” she murmured at last, “though only in his
battle to make me into a Legend.”

She heard Aidan curse under his breath, and rolling in
one swift movement atop him, Gwynne took his face in
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her hands. “ *Tis of no matter now,” she said, shifting un-
til he was forced to meet her gaze. “That time is over and
done. Prince Owain died years ago, well after I was
strong enough that he could no longer use such measures
against me.”

“He was a barbarian ever to lay a hand on you like
that.”

“Aye, and yet he believed he was only using every
means available to him to mold the future savior of
Wales.”

She shivered, pleasure replacing the remembered pain
of those days as Aidan stroked his hands along her sides
and down to her hips, holding her tight against him.
Reaching down to touch the puckered arrow-scar that
marred the smooth expanse of his chest, she said quietly,
“It seems that we were both fortunate to have survived his
plans for us.” Then, tilting her head, she kissed the
whitened flesh and continued across his chest, letting the
tip of her tongue dart out to tease the flat of his nipple,
hoping to distract him from his darker thoughts.

It seemed to work; before long, Aidan groaned, press-
ing up into her, and she moved her hips instinctively
against him, feeling the coarse-woven cloth of his
breeches rasp against her inner thighs, the friction teasing
the hot fullness at their juncture. Uttering a low growl,
Aidan gripped her by the waist and rolled her beneath him
again, cradling her head to kiss her.

Gwynne closed her eyes, wrapping her arms around his
neck and letting her hands tangle in the waves of his hair,
lost in sensation. She felt his heart beating steady and fast,
and she arched up as he kissed a path down her neck
again, her nipples tightening into aching points of pure
pleasure as they rubbed against his chest.

“Make love to me, Aidan. Let the past go, and live with
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me here and now, please . . . don’t make me wait longer,”
she whispered, running her hands from his shoulders,
down his sides to his hips, helping him to loosen his
breeches and ease them off so that he would be as naked
as she. He kicked them aside, and she exulted in the warm,
smooth feel of his skin, the rippling of his muscles be-
neath her touch—the hot length of him pressed against her
belly as he shifted and positioned himself over her,
preparing to complete this expression of love that had
been denied them for so long. But then he paused, locking
his gaze with hers.

“I need you to know something, Gwynne,” he said
hoarsely, the muscles in his arms flexing and his entire
body seeming to strain as he spoke. “I am yours. Yours
alone.” He looked into her face, gazing deeply, making
her eyes sting with the force of love that she saw there.

“No matter what else happens, in my heart I will al-
ways be yours, forever.”

His enigmatic words sent an aching stab through her,
but it was soon washed away by another rush of passion as
he shifted, bringing their bodies into more delicious, tin-
gling contact.

“I am yours as well, Aidan,” she answered softly, tak-
ing in a tremulous breath; she smiled and then kissed him
with all the love and passion she felt for him now—with
all the yearning that had been locked up inside her for
twelve long years, released again by this man who was her
second self, the half that completed her. “T will love you
always,” she added in a whisper, her voice gone husky.

With a kiss of sweet surrender, he groaned and rocked
his hips, sliding against her, his rigid heat rubbing along
her slick folds until she moaned aloud at the exquisite sen-
sation. Stroking her hands up around his back, she pulled
him closer, arching up into him as he tipped away and then
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finally glided deep, burying himself in her; she felt a slight
sting at his entry, but it was followed by a flood of plea-
sure so intense that she feared 'twould overwhelm her
senses and leave her unable to breathe.

Tears of joy sprang to her eyes, clouding her vision.
“Oh, God, Aidan,” she gasped against his shoulder as they
began to move together, their bodies joined in a flowing,
sacred rhythm that consecrated everything she felt for
him—freeing all that was inside of her in a storm of
swirling, starry light. “ *Tis so beautiful . . . I never knew
it could be so beautiful . . .”

“Aye, Gwynne...’tis perfection.” He groaned in
blissful agony as he kissed her again and cupped her face
gently in his palms. Through her own haze of passion, she
was astonished to see the glistening in his eyes as well; he
bent down to touch his lips to the dampness of her
clumped lashes, the tiny hollow of her temple, the wet-
ness of her cheeks, all as he continued to stroke deeply
and smoothly inside of her. “I love you, Gwynne,” he
murmured. “God help me, but I've loved you for so
long...”

Their tempo increased, and she cried out, her body
tightening with the overwhelming feelings, the pleasure
that was building, spiraling higher in her. She felt Aidan
tensing, too, and she clenched her fingers into his back,
arching into him again and again as the sensations began
to peak, until suddenly she was tipping over the edge of a
wondrous cliff.

She sobbed his name into the salty heat of his shoulder
at the same time that he stiffened and growled out his own
oath of ecstasy, plunging deeper than before, to release a
flood of warmth inside her that blended with the dancing
sparks of light, a tingling bliss that washed over her body,
filling her soul . . .
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Shattering once and for all the protective shell she’d
long ago erected around her heart—and healing in that
one sweet moment wounds that had been nearly a lifetime
in the making.



Chapter 23
~OC -~

Aidan rested beside Gwynne, his body spent and his
spirit strangely content in a way he couldn’t ever re-
member feeling before. The caress of the sun, the sounds
of the woodland around them—the very scent of the breeze
seemed more intense than it had just a few hours ago.

"Twas because of her, he knew. He and Gwynne had
come full circle at last, pledging themselves with their
bodies as they’d done so long ago with their hearts. The
feeling it left him with was difficult to describe, almost as
if the missing part of him—the part that had been gone for
so long that he’d begun not to notice its absence—had fi-
nally been returned. *Twas a gift. A sacred, precious gift,
that he was loath to give up.

And he needn’t just yet, he reasoned. Not just yet.

The familiar ache lanced through him anyway, despite
his attempts to fool himself. He was here with Gwynne on
borrowed time. He knew that better than anyone. But
God, how could he give her up again?

273
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She stirred where she lay next to him, sighing and
stretching like a cat in the sunshine. Rolling up onto his
side to face her, he pulled her toward him, and she
stretched again, pressing herself flush against his body
and causing delicious twinges of desire to jab through him
anew. Her eyes were closed, though the smile curving the
lush, kiss-softened curve of her lips told him that she was
as satisfied as he was.

“So that is what all the excitement is about, is it?”’ she
murmured, opening her eyes to gaze at him with a playful
intimacy that took his breath away.

He smiled back at her, running his hand lazily along the
powerful, silky length of her side. “What do you mean?”

She arched one brow, teasing him with the look, and he
felt an answering warmth bloom in his belly, twitching
down to his groin, though he’d have sworn just a moment
ago that the explosiveness of their climax had rendered
him incapable of stirring again for a very long time.

Her eyes sparkled. “I mean that I’ve often heard my
men discussing their attraction to various women—
details of their dalliances and the like, when they thought
I couldn’t hear them. But I always wondered what they
found so compelling about the act, that it would occupy
their thoughts so continuously.” Her smile curved deeper,
her gaze more mischievous. “Now I know.”

Aidan laughed in response, stroking his fingers down
her arm and taking her hand in his. “Well, I'm glad it met
with your approval.”

“Not it, Aidan. You.”

“Ah, then I stand corrected,” he murmured, experienc-
ing an unaccountable surge of joy at her compliment. He
lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her fingers. “I feel the
same, you know.”

She flushed, dropping her gaze to the crumpled grass.
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“I wasn’t sure if you would, considering my inexperience
and your . . . well, your obvious—"

“Skill? Knowledge? Unsurpassed mastery, perhaps?”
He grinned as she ripped up a handful of grass and threw
it at him.

“Lechery, more like,” she muttered, laughing as she
rolled to reach for her smock and pull it on over her head.
Then she stretched out again next to him.

He found himself laughing too as he brushed the bits of
grass from his hair; swiftly donning his breeches, he re-
sumed his position beside her, intertwining his hand in
hers as they stared up at the blue canopy of the sky. They’d
lain just like this on their betrothal day, he thought, his
heart throbbing almost painfully as he turned to her, tak-
ing in her breathtaking beauty, that powerful elegance of
her that blended into the natural setting around them,
seemingly as effortlessly as the sparrows that swooped
and chirped high above them.

And he found himself praying with every ounce of
strength in him that this moment would never end.

Gwynne breathed deep where she rested next to Aidan,
smiling up at the antics of the birds before closing her
eyes and just soaking in the warmth of the sun, the gentle
weight of his hand clasped in her own. It felt so right, so
good, being with him here like this. Like it was meant to
be. Her only regret was that it had taken so long to come to
this place again in their lives. So many years of wasted
time . . .

But that was all in the past now. She was Aidan’s and
he was hers. They’d shown each other their deepest feel-
ings, shared the most intimate part of themselves. A few
shadows lurked, still, she knew—she needed to confront
Marrok. And she didn’t know how she was going to rec-
oncile her role as battle leader of her people with all of the
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truths she’d just learned about herself and her past. But
that would come later. Later, once she and Aidan had
worked out the details of rebuilding their life together, as
they’d planned from the start.

“Aidan?” she murmured, her cheeks flushing as she
stroked her thumb along the strong, sensual length of his
palm, remembering how his hands had felt on her—those
hands that were powerful enough to match her, swing for
swing, in battle, yet still tender enough to caress her into a
fever-pitch of mindless ecstasy.

“Aye?”

“What will we do, now, about the dissolution of our be-
trothal?” she asked, feeling a little shy at her boldness, but
needing to know how they would go about making things
right between them. “The process of ending our union
must be almost complete, if ’tis not finished already. Will
we need to betroth ourselves again, or can the entire ac-
tion still be stopped?”

She felt Aidan stiffen next to her. He went so com-
pletely still that even his breathing seemed to cease for
one awful moment, and she swiveled her head to look at
him, filled with concern.

“Aidan?” She sat up, a heavy dread settling in her mid-
dle. “What is it?” she asked, keeping her gaze fixed on
him as he slowly sat up as well, the muscles at the flat of
his belly rippling with the movement. He wouldn’t look at
her at first; his jaw seemed painfully rigid, and he just
stared down at the ground, at the wide area of grass that
was crushed from their lovemaking.

“I need to tell you something, Gwynne,” he said finally.
“I had to remain silent until your memory returned—and
God knows I wish I never needed to say it at all—but ’tis
clear that there can be no more delay now, whether I wish
it or nay.”

Another wave of dread hammered into her. He sounded
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so resigned. Resolute. Like a doomed man uttering his last
words. Her back ached, she was holding herself so tightly.
“What is it?” she repeated, though her mouth felt as dry as
dust.

He closed his eyes, his cheek twitching again. Then he
breathed in deep, holding in the air for a moment before
letting it out in a sigh as he swung his gaze at last to her.

“I haven’t been entirely honest with you, Gwynne.
There is no need to try to stop the dissolution of our be-
trothal, because there never was an agreement between us
to break. Not legally, anyway.”

“What?” The word slipped past her throat on a horri-
fied whisper, and the world suddenly narrowed to a pin-
prick, shutting out the sun, the trees, the humming of the
insects around them, the breeze, soft against her skin—
closing out everything but the sight of Aidan’s face, so
grim and anguished before her.

“I never wanted to mislead you, Gwynne, I swear, but I
could think of no other way to get you back to England
with me.” He reached out and took her hand, but she
barely felt his touch for the numbness that was spreading
through her. “You must believe me. I had no other choice
but to use this falsehood if I wanted to keep you safe.”

“But ’twas real, Aidan.” She scowled with confusion,
looking all around them. “We pledged ourselves right
here, in our circle of stones, just before the attack. *Twas
no falsehood; I remember it all. It happened—you know it
did!”

“Aye, it happened.” He glanced away, his gaze tor-
mented, as if he couldn’t bear what he was saying. “But to
the rest of the world it might as well not have. *Tis not le-
gal, Gwynne; not to anyone else. Hand fasting is not
enough to make a union binding among members of the
nobility. And there were no documents signed, no wit-
nesses to the pledge.”
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Her shock receded, suddenly, under a wave of nausea.
“None but us,” she murmured, and Aidan closed his eyes
again, wincing as if he’d been struck.

With a slow, even motion, she removed her hand from
his clasp, tucking it into her lap. A hot aching had begun
behind her eyes, and she frowned, swallowing hard, trying
to find the words she needed to say to him. “Then all
this—" she murmured, swallowing again and trying to
maintain her composure, “—all these weeks that I’ve
lived at Dunston with you—they’ve been naught but an
amusement for you? If there was never a true betrothal to
dissolve, then there was no reason for me to—"

“Nay, there was a reason,” he said, looking back to her.
“I owe you my life, Gwynne, and you deserved to have
yours back as well. I needed a way to have you near me, to
help you remember, so that you could know for yourself
what the Welsh rebels had done to you. So that you could
decide what to do with your own future, with the full
knowledge that they had denied you after the attack.”

“My own future ...” she echoed dumbly, the pain
seeping in more, spreading to cripple her very bones, it
seemed, with the excruciating burden of it. Her future,
he’d said. Not theirs together. Hers. Alone. Oh, God . . .

“Then your betrothal to Helene . . . 7 She barely man-
aged to breathe out the woman’s name, for the choking,
aching sensation that filled her throat. She searched
Aidan’s gaze, desperate to see some sign to tell her that
their lovemaking had meant something to him. That it had
been more than just a physical consummation after a
twelve-year intrusion . . . that he yearned to share his life
with her as much as she wanted to be with him.

But his expression remained flat, his eyes sad. So sad
and resigned. Oh, sweet God in heaven, no . . .

“My wedding to Helene will take place as planned,
three weeks from now,” he answered quietly, sounding as
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if the declaration was being wrenched from him, word by
bloody word. “I have no choice, Gwynne. There are
things that happened in the years you were away that are
forcing me now to go through with this marriage; ’tis not
what I wish, but it is my duty and the way it must be.”

“Nay . ..” she mumbled, shaking her head and scoot-
ing back away from him when he tried to reach out to her.
Lurching to her feet, she swung her head in frantic search
of her gown and belt. She spotted them and took them up,
even as Aidan sprang to his feet as well.

“Gwynne, please . .. if you’ll only let me explain, I
can—"

“What in Lugh’s name is this?”

Gwynne froze at the familiar voice. Still clutching her
bliaud in a death-grip, she turned toward the sound. Her
head throbbed, and her body felt stiff, still filled with
pleasurable aching from her recent lovemaking with
Aidan as she faced her cousin, Lucan. Owin and Dafydd
flanked him on either side, but while Lucan looked like an
enraged bull, ready to charge, her bodyguards seemed em-
barrassed to have come upon her and Aidan like this.
Owin coughed and looked away, and Dafydd’s ears
glowed scarlet, his large form unmoving as Lucan strode
further into the clearing.

Her cousin’s gaze swept from her, clad only in her
shift, to Aidan, who stood behind her, bare-chested and
with his breeches barely laced. Dragging his glare back to
her again, Lucan growled, “Traitorous whore.”

Aidan took a step forward at that, danger emanating
from every powerful inch of his body. “Words like those
could get a man killed.”

“Stay out of this, Aidan,” Gwynne murmured, keeping
her gaze focused on Lucan. “I’ll handle my cousin my-
self.”

“Aye, cousin,” Lucan repeated. “Though I never be-
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lieved I’d live long enough to see any kin of mine whoring
herself to a damned Englishman.”

“You go too far, Lucan,” Gwynne snapped, her anger
rising enough to eclipse, at least a bit, the agonizing hurt
that had been pounding relentless at her heart.

“I could go much farther, and you know it,” he
growled. *“ "Twas only chance that my father was out on
scouting patrol and didn’t receive the parchment you sent
to him; ’tis more than obvious now that the maidenly reti-
cence contained in your message is naught but a lie.”

A muted pulse of heat beat into Gwynne’s face, making
her cheeks flame, not only with the shame of his accusa-
tion, but with the knowledge that her actions here today
had done nothing to prove him wrong.

“Lugh’s bones,” he continued, “your orders were only
to tempt the Englishman, not to—"

“That’s enough,” she broke in, stepping in front of
Aidan as if it might somehow keep the diatribe from his
hearing.

Lucan’s expression shifted, his face taking on a sharper
cast as his glance slipped to Aidan again. “Ah—what’s the
matter, cousin? Doesn’t the Englishman know?”

“Know what?” Aidan ground out, moving as well to
stand next to her.

“That your willing captive was under orders to seduce
you,” Lucan said, obviously relishing the disclosure.
“That she was told to use her feminine wiles to lull you
into a false sense of security.” He jerked his head to indi-
cate their partially clothed forms. “Apparently she de-
cided to take it a bit farther than that.”

Aidan froze beside her, and Lucan raised his brow,
shifting his gaze back to her, his expression more malevo-
lent than any Gwynne had ever seen him wear openly to-
ward her. “Go ahead, cousin,” he challenged, mocking
her. “Tell your lover all about it.”
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“It wasn’t like that, Aidan,” she murmured, the sick
feeling inside her swelling with every new moment.

“Is it true or not?” Aidan asked quietly. “Were you
commanded to do what you did . . . what we did, today
and before?”

She clenched her jaw at the hurt she heard in his voice.
“Nay,” she said, “I mean aye, | was ordered to try to tempt
you, but that is not why [—"

“I think what my cousin is trying to say is that she was
never commanded to rut with you, Englishman. That part
she did all on her own.”

“Go to hell, Lucan,” Gwynne growled, finally swing-
ing away from Aidan to round on her cousin, itching for
the old comfort of her sword at her waist.

Lucan backed off, but only slightly, giving her a sneer-
ing look as he did. “In good time, dear cousin—in good
time. But before then, I intend to ensure that our people
learn just what kind of traitor their Legend has turned out
to be.”

Disdain shown in every chiseled line and shadow of his
face, and though he tried to hide it, Gwynne couldn’t help
seeing the gleam of satisfaction in his eyes. With one last
glare and a disapproving grunt, he turned on his heel and
slipped back into the woods, on his way, she knew, to do
exactly what he’d promised.

Everyone remained still for a moment after his depar-
ture. Finally Gwynne turned away, unclenching her hand
from her bliaud and pulling it, wrinkled as it was, over her
head. Her heart throbbed with dull, heavy beats, as from
the side of her vision she saw Aidan bend slowly to re-
trieve his shirt and put it on again. Owin glanced at
Dafydd, who nodded, and both men approached from the
position they’d maintained while Lucan had been there, at
the edge of the clearing.

Her cheeks still felt hot, and the silence in the glen was
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thick and awkward, but she forced herself to meet first
Dafydd’s gaze, then Owin’s. “If you wish to follow him
back to camp, I wouldn’t blame you. In fact, "twould
probably be better if you did, so no one could call into
question your loyalty in this.”

“Are you all right, ChwedI?” Dafydd asked gruffly, not
seeming to care about her caution to them as he frowned
his concern for her; she noticed that his gaze kept shifting
from her to Aidan, who still stood, unmoving, where he’d
been during her confrontation with her cousin.

She paused, not daring to look directly at Aidan herself
for fear of the weakness and emotion that she knew would
rise up to paralyze her if she did. But she felt his gaze on
her nonetheless—a warm, penetrating stare, as he waited,
too, for her answer to Dafydd’s question.

She glanced down at her hands; then, for want of any-
thing better to do with them, she clasped them loosely in
front of her. Lifting her gaze, she said quietly, “Aye, I am
fine, Dafydd. But I have learned, recently, that much of
what Aidan—" She broke off, her persistent, shameful
longing for him surging through her, even after all that had
happened between them. Stiffening, she continued, “I
have learned that much of what the English claimed about
my early life, before I became part of our clan, is indeed
true.”

“How did you discover that?” Owin asked, scowling.

“I have regained my memories from that time.” She
willed herself to maintain outward control.

Owin shifted uncomfortably, but Dafydd kept his gaze
steady. “What will you do now, Chwedl?” he asked.

She looked at her bodyguard, trying to concentrate on
breathing evenly, on acting as if her heart hadn’t been
shattered and her entire world hadn’t collapsed around her
in the past few hours. The answer she would give Dafydd
would seal her lonesome, desolate fate, she knew. For no



THE MAIDEN WARRIOR 283

matter how she felt about Aidan—no matter that her re-
turned memories made her love and commitment to him
feel as fresh, as poignant as on the day she’d pledged her-
self to him twelve years ago—she knew she couldn’t force
him into denying his responsibilities on her behalf.

She wouldn’t.

“I am going to gather my things and then return to the
mountains to confront Marrok,” she said at last, taking a
few steps to reach for her discarded belt as she spoke. “He
was part of the raiding party that stole me from my home
twelve years ago; he knew the truth, and yet he lied to me
all these years. I want to know why. Beyond that, I do not
know what I will do.”

“I think you should reconsider, Gwynne,” Aidan said
quietly, breaking his silence at last. “Lucan will reach
your people first, and ’twill be dangerous at best to be
amongst them again once he has had his say about you.”

She braced herself for the impact of emotion as she
swung her head stiffly to look at him; even so, she was
shaken by the waves of aching loss and yearning that
swept through her when their gazes locked. It took her a
moment to recover enough to respond, though when she
did, she was forced to call on all her old strength, all the
battle steel she’d forged in her years of training, in order to
speak.

“You seem to forget that your men will die if I do not
return to my people to show them that I am safe following
my captivity here.”

“"Tis too risky right now. If you will but wait for—”

“I don’t think my safety is your concern any longer,”
she broke in, her voice husky with the effort. “You did
your good deed. You restored the rest of my life to me. We
are even now, and you owe me nothing more. Let us leave
it at that.”

Intending to walk back to the castle, she turned away,
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knowing she needed to separate herself from him physi-
cally and emotionally right now, before what little was left
of her resolve deserted her. When he took a step forward
and laid a hand on her arm, she sucked in her breath and
jerked to a halt, his light touch stilling her as effectively as
if he’d clapped shackles on her wrists.

“Don’t go, Gwynne,” he said—adding a plea for her
hearing alone. “Please.”

His whispered entreaty made the ache inside of her
blossom into pure agony; her body began to tremble, a
faint shivering that she did her best to conceal as she
pulled her gaze slowly from where his hand rested on her
arm, up to his face, feeling the pain rock through her.

“I must,” she said finally, mustering all the dignity she
could into that hoarse reply. “You see, I know a thing or
two about duty as well, Aidan; I've lived most of my life
under its power. You have your duty to fulfill in the path
you have chosen to take from here . . .” She gazed into the
warm depths of his eyes one last time, unable to stop her-
self from doing it, even though it made her feel like she
probed the wounds in her heart with a red-hot knife. *. . .
and I have mine.”

With that, she very carefully raised her shoulder, lifting
her arm up and away from his touch. And then, though it
was the most difficult thing she knew she would ever have
to do, she turned her back on Aidan de Brice—on the gen-
tle youth who’d grown into a tender warrior—the one man
who would ever hold her heart and soul in his hands . . .

And she walked away.



Chapter 24
~OC_~—

idan stood atop Dunston’s battlements less than an

hour later, his gaze fixed on the door that led into the
main keep. He ignored the bustle of activity that, as usual,
occupied the yard; his sister looked up at him from where
she stood near the ribbon-seller’s cart, having emerged
from her self-imposed confinement upon hearing word of
the Welshmen'’s return, but Aidan pretended not to see her.
The summer breeze riffled his hair like a mocking caress,
and still he stood unmoving and alone, his hands resting
atop the jagged stone of the crenellation as he waited for
Gwynne and her men to reemerge from the keep.

Kevyn had taken one look at his face when he’d come
back from the glen and started asking questions. His
friend had tried to get him to talk, but when he’d gotten no
more than a brief explanation of what had happened with
Gwynne, he’d given up and stalked away, muttering, as he
left, about the infernos rising up, finally, to consume them.

His leaving had suited Aidan just fine. *Twas not that

285
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he didn’t appreciate Kevyn’s concern; ’twas just that he
couldn’t stomach any kind of comfort right now. He
wanted the godawful pain of what he’d done to sink deep
into his bones, to eat at his soul and fester in his gullet,
where it would sit, he knew, churning and tormenting him
for the rest of his life. He deserved no less.

"Twas hell, pure and simple. A hell he’d earned when
he’d held Gwynne’s hand and looked into her eyes after
making love to her, and then broken her heart by telling
her that he’d still be marrying Helene in little more than a
fortnight.

The door of the main keep creaked open, and Aidan’s
gaze riveted to it, his heart lurching. Owin came through
first, fully geared for battle, as he’d been the day he’d ar-
rived at Dunston; Dafydd followed him, similarly attired.
Both men walked toward the three steeds that the stable
boy held, saddled and ready to ride.

And then Gwynne strode through the portal.

He felt a shock go through him—heard the audible
gasps rise from the people in the courtyard as everyone
ceased what they were doing and turned to stare.

She was magnificent, looking every inch the legendary
warrior once again—it was a startling transformation that
made his gut clench with regret. In the time since the skir-
mish that had brought them together, her men had appar-
ently cleaned and polished her long-sleeved mail hauberk;
the metal links gleamed now in the sun, sending off sparks
of light as she moved. Her scarlet surcoat had likewise
been washed and stitched; the golden dragon, rampant, on
her chest was an echo, he knew, of the device emblazoned
on her true shield, which had been sent back to her people
weeks ago.

She wore no helm but had pulled her shoulder-length
hair back, revealing those startling silver eyes and the ele-
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gant lines of her face in stark relief. He couldn’t help but
see that the old grim and resolute set of her jaw had re-
turned, and the sight of it made his heart twist anew.

She was really leaving. Oh God, she was going to walk
out of his life forever, and he had to let her go. He couldn’t
be like his father, selfishly acting without thought to the
consequences. He wouldn’t. He’d do what was best for
Diana, and for the honor of his family name. No matter
that he felt like his heart was being sliced to bits inside of
him, or that his soul would never recover from the agony
of losing Gwynne again. He couldn’t stop her . . .

Without looking right or left, she stalked to her ebony-
coated steed, swinging astride and adjusting her sheathed
sword, which she’d recovered from Old Alana, before
tightening the long-bow affixed to her saddle. But in the
next instant she paused—a delicate stiffening of her back
that made Aidan’s breath catch, made his eyes burn as he
stared at her, unblinking.

With a barely perceptible shift, she tilted her head a
fraction up and to the right, her gaze locking with his for
what was just a moment, yet seemed an eternity. Surges of
longing, need, and grief pummeled through Aidan then,
slamming into his middle and seizing his lungs; he strug-
gled with everything in him against the need to shout
down to her, to call out his love for her until his throat was
raw and his voice hoarse.

To make her understand that her leaving would kill him
as surely as if she drove her blade clear through his heart.

But he forced himself to remain silent, his chest
aching—until finally she looked away. The muscle in her
cheek twitched as she gripped her steed’s reins, uttering a
muffled command before wheeling about to lead her men
at a canter from the courtyard.

And as she thundered through the gates, the Welsh ban-
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ner raised and billowing behind her in Dafydd’s grip,
Aidan’s heart felt as if it cracked open and began to bleed
inside of him, splintering, it seemed, into so many pieces
that he knew he’d never be whole again. He swallowed hard
against the tightness in his throat, leaning back against the
wall of the battlements, his spine tense and his legs locked
stiffly, as the gates swung shut behind her for good.

He could hear his blood roaring in his ears in the terri-
ble silence after her leaving. Swallowing hard, he blinked,
trying to rid himself of the dry, scratchy sensation that
lodged behind his eyes. Then, wordlessly, he slid down
the wall until he sat on the floor, not caring if he would
ever rise again.

Kevyn found him there a few minutes later. His friend
stalked toward him with purposeful steps. “We have a
problem, Aidan. Riders are approaching Dunston from
the south.”

“’Tis of little matter,” Aidan muttered, not moving
from his position. “If they be traveling in peace, order
some food and drink sent down to them.”

“They bear Rutherford’s banner.”

That statement cut like a knife through the fog sur-
rounding Aidan. He lifted his gaze to Kevyn’s, finally, the
ache from Gwynne’s loss dulling a bit under the swell of
unease that filled him. “Rutherford?” he frowned. “Why
in hell is the man back here to plague me? Christ, he only
left two days ago.”

“I’'m not so sure ’tis a friendly visit, Aidan.” Kevyn
reached out and gripped Aidan’s forearm, helping him to
his feet. “Look,” he said, indicating their approach far off,
on the road that trailed away from Dunston’s main gate,
“he comes with a troop of men behind him.”

Aidan cursed under his breath, springing into motion
along with Kevyn, calling out orders for readiness, getting
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the castle and its inhabitants prepared for whatever the
duke’s visit might bring. The yard was cleared of people,
vendors either leaving through the back gate or accepting
lodging near the stables, while everyone else retreated to
positions of relative safety within the walls of the keep.

By the time Lord Rutherford’s company reached the
main gate, Aidan had positioned himself near the hearth
inside the great hall, with Kevyn next to him and his men
lining the walls, at readiness; Diana and Old Alana sat,
quietly, a little behind Aidan, where they would be most
protected should there be any sign of trouble.

He was trying his best to appear unconcerned—to pre-
tend that the readiness he’d ordered stemmed from his de-
sire to be available at a word to help his betrothed’s father
and lend the power of his own forces, should the request
be made. But Aidan knew that the duke would never stoop
to ask him for help. Nay, not even if he was on his last bat-
talion of men. There had to be another reason for his com-
ing here today . . .

“Will you try to stall his entrance at the gates to learn,
first, why he has come?” Kevyn asked him quietly, so that
the women wouldn’t hear.

“T cannot, whether I’d like to or not—the man is to be
my father by marriage in a few weeks time.”

Kevyn nodded, at the same time giving a grunt of as-
sent. “Aye, well, at least you can rest easy, now that
Gwynne and her men have gone. As difficult as I know it
was for you to let her go, ’tis best that you need no longer
fear her discovery,” he murmured gruffly, offering what
Aidan knew was his best attempt at comfort.

Aidan didn’t answer at first, keeping his jaw clamped
tight for the sharp pain that still jabbed him whenever he
thought of Gwynne and of the danger she faced, riding up
into the mountains after Lucan with only two men beside
her.
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“We shall see,” he murmured, finally, in response. He
rose to his feet and walked calmly toward the door at the
signal of the sentry, preparing to greet Lord Rutherford’s
imminent entrance to the hall.

He never had the chance to utter a welcome. The duke
stalked through the door with grim purpose, leading
nearly two score of his fully armed men, the lot of them
shoving aside furnishings and people alike as they spread
to fill the chamber. Aidan’s men leapt from their positions
along the wall, prepared to battle the intruders, but Aidan
held up his hand, stilling their action.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of this . .. unusual
visit?” Aidan asked quietly, once the commotion had set-
tled. He directed his question to Lord Rutherford, his
anger at the violence of the intrusion overriding his con-
cern for the moment.

But in the next instant a new rush of emotion nudged
the anger aside; the men around the duke shifted at a
woman’s low-uttered command, and his betrothed pushed
through to stand near her father.

“Helene . . . 7” he murmured, taken aback, startled that
she would be accompanying her father on what was
clearly a warlike expedition.

“I had to come, Aidan,” she said, the worry in her voice
as evident as her troubled expression. “I told father that it
wasn’t true, that it couldn’t be true, but he—"

“Silence, Helene,” Lord Rutherford commanded, giv-
ing her a stern look. “You’ve no call speaking with him
anymore.” He swiveled his gaze to Aidan, his face dark
with animosity. “The man is unworthy of you, as I’ve said
all along. The traitorous son of a traitorous father.”

A pit opened in Aidan’s stomach. “You had better ex-
plain yourself, Rutherford, or, betrothal or not, our houses
will be at war.”

“There is no more betrothal, de Brice,” the duke
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growled. He took a step forward, his face sharp with con-
tempt. “You gave up any right you might have claimed to
my daughter when you plotted against the king and all of
England by harboring a known enemy of the Crown
within your walls!”

Kevyn cursed softly next to Aidan; he heard Diana’s
gasping cry, saw from the side of his vision how she
jumped to her feet, then looked as if she might collapse
while Old Alana rushed to support her. He turned to He-
lene, but though her eyes looked huge in her face, she
maintained her composure, keeping her gaze fixed on him
as her father nodded to one of his soldiers.

“Do you deny the charges?” Lord Rutherford de-
manded of him, as the soldier brought forth a large, linen-
wrapped bundle.

“Deny it, Aidan; there is no proof,” Kevyn urged qui-
etly where he stood next to him. Aidan remained silent.
The only sound in the huge chamber came from the clink-
ing of metal from the uneasy shifting of Rutherford’s men
and his, facing each other down, and Diana’s soft sobbing
behind him.

Kevyn muttered another oath and took a step toward
the duke, calling out, “Where is your proof, that you make
such a charge against the king’s noble servant?”

“This parcel arrived at my estate some time ago,
though it went unnoticed until recently, thanks to my fre-
quent absences to attend King Henry, and my visit here
last week,” the duke said evenly, taking the linen-covered
object from his guard. He pulled the wrapping from it
with a snap, revealing a magnificent golden shield, embla-
zoned with a red dragon—Gwynne’s shield—to the
stunned assembly. “As you can see, it is the shield of the
Dark Legend—the only one of its kind. It came with a
parchment, detailing the arrangement that had been made
with this Welsh criminal, allowing him to remain at Dun-
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ston, safe from capture, for a price unknown.” Lord
Rutherford locked his big steely gaze with Aidan’s. “Un-
known to anyone but you, that is, de Brice. And so I re-
peat, what say you to these charges?”

Aidan met the man’s stare and his query in silence.
Him, he repeated to himself. The duke had said Aim. That
meant that he didn’t know about Gwynne. Not really.
Whichever one of his men had betrayed him, Aidan de-
cided, he’d kept the language of his condemning message
vague—realizing, no doubt, that Lord Rutherford, like
everyone else, would never give credence to a claim that
the Dark Legend was female. How his betrayer had
achieved possession of Gwynne’s shield was a mystery,
however, to which Aidan’s troubled mind could find no
easy answer. Gwynne’s men had delivered her shield to
their envoy themselves, he’d thought. Whoever had done
this, whether by switching the shield or stealing it, had
gone through a great deal of trouble to achieve this end.

Still forbearing to respond to the duke, Aidan looked
around the chamber, lighting on each of his men in turn,
wondering which of them was guilty of the treachery. Rex
had been right. Currying favor with the Crown had won
over honor and loyalty, it seemed, for at least one of his
men. The pit in his gut opened wider, and a hammering
ache began in his brain. Damn the man who had done this.
If the power was left to him after all this was over, he’d
ferret out the culprit and ensure that he paid with his life
for his disloyalty.

“Come, man!” the duke snapped—tired, it seemed, of
Aidan’s prolonged silence. “Will you not have the honor,
at least, to admit the deed—or will I need to order other,
less pleasant means of forcing the confession from you,
once I have you secured in a cell, awaiting your trial?”

Swallowing against the bitter taste in his mouth, Aidan
swung his gaze to Lord Rutherford again. He fought the
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reckless urge to bark out a humorless laugh, as he faced
the man who was trying to loop the same noose round his
neck that had ensnared his father. And in truth, the trap
was getting tighter; he could sense the doom getting
closer with every passing moment, yet all he could seem
to feel was the same persistent ache that had been throb-
bing inside him since the moment of Gwynne’s departure.

He leveled his stare at the duke, dull to the peril facing
him, and tired—so tired—of the pain gnawing inside him.
“You can do anything you like to me, Rutherford,” he said
in a gravelly voice, lifting his brow at him in a mocking
salute, “for I am long past caring.”

Rutherford’s face paled, and he took a step forward,
fury making the vein at his temple stand out. “That is well
and good, de Brice, and I will take great pleasure ensuring
that your wishes are fulfilled. But keep in mind that you
are not the only one whose comfort is at stake here. I have
the king’s authority to interrogate anyone at Dunston, as |
see fit—to do whatever it takes to get to the truth.”

The duke looked to Diana, who was still in the consol-
ing arms of Old Alana, then around at the occupants of the
hall. “’Twill not be a tasteful task, putting your sister or
your servants to the test, de Brice. But I will do it, let me
assure you, if your continued silence in this matter forces
me to the action.”

Silence descended over the hall; even Diana’s sobs
broke off in shock at Lord Rutherford’s threat. Aidan felt
disbelief spill over him, a cold wash of sensation that
shook him to the bone. He closed his eyes, feeling as if all
of the air was being sucked from his lungs. God, he’d
never considered that possibility, that Rutherford would
use his loved ones against him: his vibrant sister or Old
Alana, imprisoned, even for one night, in some dank hell-
hole of a cell—any number of his other faithful servants
tortured by who knew what horrible means into uttering
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confessions . . . his jaw tightened until he thought his
teeth would break from the pressure.

“Damn you, Rutherford,” Aidan said at last, very
softly, opening his eyes to stare at him. “My sister and the
servants have no part in this. Leave them alone.”

“Admit your guilt, de Brice, and I will.”

Aidan breathed in deep, looking from Diana and Alana,
to Kevyn, his men, and all around the great hall. Everyone
was staring at him, some in fear, some in dismay, while
others, like Kevyn, showed in their expression their sup-
port of him, regardless of Rutherford’s intimidation
against them.

But no matter. He could never subject any of them to
harm because of him. And as he looked around the cham-
ber, the thought occurred to him that perhaps he’d mis-
judged his father all those years ago, when the soldiers had
come to this very hall to arrest him and take him away to
face charges of treason—to face the sentence of execution.

That perhaps, when all was said and done, he was
much more like his sire than he’d ever known . . .

He turned back to the duke, a dark smile flirting over
his lips. “Aye, well, it seems you’ve got me. If ’tis what
you need to ensure the safety of my sister and the rest of
my people, then aye, I admit to the deed. I harbored the
Dark Legend here, at Dunston, for a period of nearly three
months—a space of time which ended this morning when
he departed again for the mountains, shortly before your
arrival.”

The chamber erupted into chaos at Aidan’s admission;
the duke’s men scrambled to maintain control, clashing
with Aidan’s soldiers. Diana cried out, Kevyn and many
of the other men, once they were subdued, cursing their
denial of the charges against him. Helene raised her hand
to her mouth to stifle her cries, her eyes welling with tears
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as she rushed forward; she threw herself at Aidan, grab-
bing fistfuls of his shirt and shaking him, then beating her
fists against his chest.

“Nay!” she cried, “Tell him it isn’t true, Aidan! Deny
the charges! Tell him, tell him, tell him . . .”

She broke into sobs as the duke’s men came forward,
pushing her aside in order to clamp irons on Aidan’s
wrists; Kevyn reached out to her, and she collapsed in his
arms, sobbing against his chest as Lord Rutherford
shouted the command to depart. His men began to lead
Aidan from the hall, but he yanked back on his chains,
stalling their progress long enough to call hoarsely to
Kevyn, “Watch over Diana for me . . . please. Do every-
thing you can to find someone to take care of her, and—"

His friend shouted his pledge, still holding Helene in
his comforting embrace, and straining to see over the
heads of the soldiers surrounding Aidan as they pulled
him roughly away. Suddenly Diana shoved through the
crowd of men, flinging herself at him and wrapping her
arms around his neck. Her face was wet with tears, and
some of the guards holding him stopped for a moment, in
pure shock, stunned as men usually were at the sight of
her voluptuous beauty.

“Don’t go—oh, Aidan don’t go and leave me all alone,”
Diana sobbed, clinging to him and pressing her face
against his neck.

Aidan swallowed convulsively, his throat feeling like it
was closing again as he did everything in his power to
keep from showing his weakness. “I’m sorry, Diana,” he
said huskily, holding her gaze for one precious moment.
“I never wanted you to have to endure this again.”

“Nay, Aidan, don’t talk like that—please, it’s going to
be all right! It won’t be like Father again—it won’t, I
won’t let it! I won’t let them hurt you—" she murmured
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over and over, crying and clinging to him, kissing his
cheek, as the guards finally overcame their initial shock
and pulled her off him.

He shouted at them to be careful in their handling of
her, wrenching his neck as they pulled him through the
door to call back to her one last time. “No matter what
happens, know that I love you—Ilook to Kevyn—he will
help you in my stead—"

Diana stifled another cry, covering her mouth with her
hand as she watched her brother being hauled away; the
rest of what he said was cut off by the surging of the
guards, pulling him out into the yard to lead him off
through the gate toward some unknown fate.

Just like Father, a panicked voice inside her screamed.
They’re taking him away to be executed, just like Father!

“Nay!” she cried out, swinging away from the door to
gaze frantically all around. Confusion reigned in the hall,
with servants and soldiers scuffling and moving about;
some of the women and children huddled in groups, cry-
ing, but in the turmoil of it all, she spotted Kevyn. He’d
brought Helene to sit near the hearth, and he leaned over
her, wiping the tears from her cheek as he talked to her.

Diana couldn’t hear what he was saying, but it didn’t
matter. He wasn’t going to be of any help at the moment,
and someone needed to take action to save Aidan, right
now, before it was too late. Diana looked for anyone who
might be able to help her—but there was no one she could
entrust with such an important task. She gritted her teeth
and stiffened her back. So that was it, then; she’d have to
do what needed to be done herself.

Turning on her heel, she headed for the door, going in
the direction of the stables. Old Alana stepped from the
midst of the thronging people, trying to grasp her arm as
she went by, but Diana shrugged off her touch, intent on
pursuing the plan she’d settled upon.
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“Where are you going, child?” the old woman called
after her, her wrinkled face gray with the worry and strain
of the afternoon’s events.

“I'm going to save Aidan,” Diana called over her
shoulder, defiant, not caring that Alana would probably
run off to tell Kevyn, or some other man who believed
himself in charge of her, about the dangerous thing she
planned to do.

She kept going, stalking into the sunshine and stifling
heat of afternoon, straight through the now-deserted yard
to the stables. She smiled grimly with her good fortune
when she found one of the mares already saddled, left so,
unattended, when Aidan had issued his sudden command
for everyone to take refuge inside the keep.

Swinging astride the horse, Diana offered up a silent
prayer of thanks that her brother had taught her to ride
years ago, indulging her whim to practice as often as she
liked. It would serve her well with what she intended to do
now to save him.

Wheeling the mare around, she kicked her heels into its
sides and galloped at breakneck speed from the castle
gates, rehearsing her plan in her mind— practicing what
exactly she would say to make those whom she was riding
off to find, agree to help her save Aidan. Because there
was only one person she knew who might have any
chance at all of rescuing her brother.

And Diana planned to ride, hell-bent, into the Welsh
mountains to find her.



Chapter 25
~OC -~

wynne slowed her pace, deciding that her stallion

needed to rest for a bit, even if she was loath to stop
until they’d reached the clan’s holding. *Twould be an-
other several hours’ ride, at least, before they’d be forced
to make camp for the night, and an hour or two beyond
that once they started off again in the morning; ’twould
serve no purpose to get their mounts too winded, and her
stallion’s sides already heaved from the steady uphill
climb they’d been taking for the past hour.

Calling to her men, she reined in near a trickling
stream, swinging down and leading her stallion to the wa-
ter. Owin and Dafydd did the same, and an awkward si-
lence settled over the two men and Gwynne again, as it
had ever since they had been reunited in the clearing ear-
lier that morn.

“If you wish to eat something, now would be the time,”
she said gruffly, nodding to the packs of provisions that
were lashed to their saddles. “We’ll ride farther once the

298



THE MAIDEN WARRIOR 299

horses are rested, then bed down for the night near Wick-
ston crossing.”

Neither man answered; both looked miserable. Dafydd
moved first, trying hard, Gwynne thought, to act as if
nothing was wrong. He reached for his pack, unlacing the
leather flap and lifting out a chunk of bread and cheese.
Offering her some with a nod, he met her gaze directly for
the first time since the incident in the clearing, and a rush
of shame filled her at the concerned expression—at the
loyalty he still felt toward her—brimming in his eyes.

“Nay—I'm not hungry,” she managed to murmur
through the tightness in her throat, as she turned away.
She walked over to her steed again, pretending to examine
for slackness the perfectly cinched girth strap. *Twas so
difficult to face Dafydd—to face Owin as well, after what
had happened—and she couldn’t stop herself from won-
dering how in hell she was going to handle the accusing
eyes and stares of scores of villagers and her other war-
riors, who were bound to be less forgiving than these two
men, who had become her most trustworthy allies.

They moved off a little from her position now and sat
congenially with each other on some rocks, chewing their
bread and cheese and speaking in low tones. And for the
first time in all the weeks since she’d come to Dunston
Castle, Gwynne was reminded again of how alone she
truly was. Of the anomaly of her nature that would make
the kind of easy communion that Owin and Dafydd shared
a thing of impossibility for her.

Hunkering down next to the stream, she laced her
hands loosely together between her knees and blinked
away the gentle sting in her eyes. Worsening the feeling
was the knowledge that she’d actually felt like she be-
longed for a short time while she was at Dunston. As
much as she’d like to deny it right now, she couldn’t; *twas
the truth. Those moments in Aidan’s arms, loving him and
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feeling as if he loved her in return, had been the sweetest
she’d ever known.

"Twas what made the need for her leaving all the more
painful. It had wrenched something deep inside her—
something that she feared could never be repaired again.
When he’d told her that, regardless of what they’d shared,
he would still marry Helene, she’d known she had to go.
She’d had no other choice.

It was devastating and cruel—a feeling similar, she
imagined, to what a man, crawling through a scorching
desert and dying of thirst, would experience, were he of-
fered a few sips of water, only to have the remaining elixir
spilled before his eyes into the greedy maw of the sand.

Pushing off her knees to stand up again, Gwynne tried
to stem the waves of grief that seemed never to cease
threatening to overtake her. She’d been doing her best to
put Aidan and all that he’d meant to her out of her mind,
but thoughts of him kept creeping up on her unawares,
catching her with a poignant memory, a remembered
laugh or caress, when she least expected it.

She took a deep breath, deciding that perhaps it was
time to remount and continue on—that perhaps action
would accomplish more than sheer will, at this point, to
drive thoughts of Aidan from her mind—when a cracking
in the bushes made her stiffen. Dafydd and Owin heard it,
too, she knew, by the way they went still, pausing in both
their eating and conversation.

“Owin! Oh, Gwynne or Dafydd—any of you!” a
woman’s voice suddenly rang out from the woodland,
plaintive, and near tears. ‘“Please, you must be near—you
must answer me!”

The pleas ended on a hitched intake of breath, followed
by a faint sobbing sound that became louder in proportion
to the nearer crashing in the brush.

“What the devil—?” Owin murmured, pushing himself
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slowly to his feet, his bread dropping from his hand as he
fixed his scowling gaze on the area of forest from which
the noise was coming. In the next moment, he muttered a
curse that was echoed by Dafydd and Gwynne, as they all
charged toward the figure that stumbled from the woods
into the small clearing near them.

“Diana?” Owin growled, holding her stiffly as she fell
into his arms with a grateful cry; she seemed on the edge
of hysterics as she sobbed into his chest, her gown ripped
in several places, and her usually glossy tresses tangled
and knotted with burdocks.

“By the blood of saints, woman—what the devil are
you doing out here?” Gwynne asked her harshly, helping
Owin to lead her to sit on the flat rock where he and
Dafydd had been supping.

“Ai-Ai-Aidan,” she sobbed, giving Gwynne an almost
accusing stare as she swiped the back of her hand across
her nose; dirt smeared her cheek in the process, but for
once, she didn’t seem to care about ruining her impecca-
bly feminine appearance. “They’ve taken Aidan. You’ve
got to help him!” she cried, swinging her teary gaze to the
men. “Please—I know I made things difficult for you all
when you were at Dunston, but I'm begging you now—
you must help him. You’ve got to stop them from killing
him—you’re his only hope!”

“Hush, now, lass,” Owin murmured, patting Diana’s
back, which earned him a biting gaze from Gwynne.

“We’ll get more from her if she’s calmer,” he ex-
plained, shifting to look from her back to Diana again,
continuing to stroke with a gentle caress. “There now
lass,” he said soothingly again, until her sobs had quieted
to uneven breaths and a few stray hiccoughs.

“How did you get up here, lady?” Dafydd asked, when
she seemed calmer, though the usual gruffness of his tone
startled her into trembling again. She ducked her head



302 MARY REED McCCALL

into Owin’s chest, peering up from beneath her lashes to
murmur, “I rode a mare from the stables. A ways back,
something spooked her and she threw me.”

She frowned, the expression looking more endearing,
if that were possible, because of her reddened nose and
tear-spiked lashes. If she hadn’t been so concerned about
her frantic news, Gwynne might have rolled her eyes.

“The mare headed back down the mountain, for home,
I think,” Diana continued, swinging her pleading gaze up
to Owin again as she grasped handfuls of his shirt, cling-
ing pitifully. “But I had to keep going to try to find you.
You must understand—Aidan’s life is at stake! They’re
going to kill him if no one stops them!”

“Who is going to kill Aidan?” Gwynne asked, finally,
her voice quiet. *Twas against her better judgment even to
ask the question. She shouldn’t care, she told herself. She
had no business caring about what happened to him any-
more; he’d made that very clear. But she knew that she
couldn’t control how she felt about him any more than she
could order the stars to stop glowing in the midnight sky.

“Lord Rutherford wants him dead,” Diana answered,
spitting out the duke’s name like something vile. “He’s
wanted to destroy Aidan for a long time, but now he’s had
him arrested and carted off by his brutish soldiers, to face
trial and torture and—"

“Helene’s father?”” Gwynne broke in. “Why would he
do that?”

“Because he found out about you,” Diana said, fixing
Gwynne with that half-accusing stare again. “Someone
sent a message to him, divulging that you were under
Aidan’s protection at Dunston—and sent your shield
along with the message as proof. My brother was forced
to confess the truth in order to save us all from the interro-
gation Lord Rutherford threatened if he didn’t.”

“Poor lass,” Owin said, patting her back again.
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“You’ve got to help my brother, Gwynne. Please,” Di-
ana murmured, beseeching. “He’s protected you all of
these weeks, putting himself and the rest of us at risk in
order to fulfill his damned honor—to repay his life-debt to
you.”

Diana swallowed, releasing her grip on Owin’s shirt to
turn and face Gwynne fully. “I am begging you—I will
get on my knees before you, if I have to—but you must
help. My brother is in terrible danger. They are leading
him off right now to be tried for treason, just as they did to
our father.”” She met Gwynne’s gaze, her emerald one
echoing, for the first time that Gwynne had ever seen it,
with a level of sincerity and grief that couldn’t be feigned.

“God help him, but they will kill him, if they can. And
"twill be for the crime of harboring you at Dunston. Don’t
let Aidan die for your sake. Please.”

Pushing up from the position she’d taken on one knee
near Diana, Gwynne turned away and took a few steps,
cursing under her breath. A myriad of emotions filled her,
an undeniable urge to help Aidan mingling with the anger
she still felt toward him at the way he’d deceived her. At
the way he’d hurt her.

“What will you do?” Dafydd asked in a low voice,
moving away from where Owin still sat, comforting He-
lene, to take a position at Gwynne’s side.

“Lugh’s blood, I don’t know,” Gwynne cursed again
under her breath, lifting her hand to rub her temples.

“Much has happened since this morning, Chwed|.
"Twould be difficult for anyone to make sense of it all so
quickly.”

“Aye,” she said, her voice tight, “but it appears that I
don’t have the luxury of time. I will either help Aidan or
not. "Tis as simple as that.”

“And yet there is nothing simple about the way the two
of you seem to feel for each other.”
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Gwynne snapped her gaze to him, familiar shame curl-
ing inside of her; she wondered if her bodyguard was fi-
nally going to chide her for the weakness she’d shown
with the man who was considered one of the foremost en-
emies to her people. “Dafydd, I—"

“There is no need to explain, Chwedl,” he broke in
gently. “I am a warrior, but I am a man too. For many
years, I have watched as you trained like someone driven
by demons—watched as you were made to deny much of
who you are.” He met her gaze, his brown eyes kind with
understanding. ““You’ve said that you have regained your
memories from the time before you came to the clan, and
that what the Englishman claimed about your past, hap-
pened just as he said.” He nodded once. “If that is true,
then there is much more going on here than I or anyone
else has the right to judge. 'Tis your decision alone,
whether or not you wish to ride back and attempt a rescue
of de Brice. You should do what you feel is right, knowing
that I will back you, no matter what.”

“And Owin?” Gwynne asked hoarsely, nearly over-
come by this gentle giant’s show of support for her.

Dafydd gave a wry smile—one of the few times that
Gwynne could ever remember seeing that expression on
his face—and jerked his head in the younger guard’s gen-
eral direction.

“Look at the lad,” Dafydd growled, still smiling at the
way Owin held Diana cradled against him. “He’s besot-
ted, and has been from the first time he laid eyes on the
woman. Never fear—he’d charge into battle to help her
brother, if he could, without blinking an eye, even if his
loyalty to you didn’t direct him to the same action.”
Dafydd nodded once again. “Worry no longer, Chwedl;
both Owin and I will ride with you back to English soil.
We’ll fight by your side to try to free de Brice, if that is
what you wish.”



THE MAIDEN WARRIOR 305

Gwynne reached out, clasping Dafydd’s forearm
against her own, her jaw clenching. “Thank you, Dafydd,”
she said, adding in a husky murmur and gripping his arm
more tightly, “you are a faithful friend.”

“I will defend you to the end, Chwed!, and follow you
anywhere,” he asserted, his voice rough with emotion as
well, as he loosed her grip and stepped back a pace. “Only
issue your command in this, and it is done.”

“We ride back to England, then,” she answered.

Dafydd returned to Owin and Diana, to tell them of the
plans, and in a few moments, they were all mounted
again; Diana sat astride Owin’s horse in front of him,
though they would be leaving her on the edge of Dunston
property before they continued in search of Aidan and
Lord Rutherford.

As they headed back down the path toward England,
Gwynne couldn’t stop the surge of bittersweet feeling that
throbbed inside her, an awareness that increased with
every hoofbeat of her steed on the rocky terrain.

She was going back to help Aidan.

For whether or not he’d hurt her with all that he had
done—with the deception over their betrothal and his de-
cision to follow his duty rather than his heart—he had
loved her too; he’d shown her how to feel again, how to be
a woman and not just a warrior. He’d given her back her
past, brought to life her present, and assured, with the
awesome gift of his heart, that her future would be of her
own making, undertaken in the full knowledge of who she
was. A future of her own choosing.

And she’d be damned if she was going to stand by and
let him die for it.



Chapter 26
~OC -~

Aidan stumbled for what seemed like the twentieth
time in the past quarter hour; blood oozed, stinging,
from the manacles biting into his wrists as the guard
seated in the cart in front of him jerked him forward by his
chains again. He might as well have been walking the road
to hell. The sun beat down on his head, baking him, and
his throat was parched, every muscle in his body scream-
ing for relief from the grueling pace that Rutherford had
chosen to take with him.

The duke had pushed their speed intentionally, Aidan
knew. The man rode comfortably in the same padded cart
that held Aidan’s guard, while the remaining two score of
his forces sat astride war steeds on this godforsaken path;
Aidan alone had been forced to make the journey on foot,
the ordeal serving as another way for Rutherford to ex-
tract payment from his protesting flesh. *Twas clear that
he relished the idea of inflicting as much agony on him as
possible, even knowing that torture and a trial would
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surely follow their arrival at his place of judgment.

And that was all the more reason, Aidan swore to him-
self, that he’d fall down dead before he would willingly
falter or beg quarter of any kind.

“Move along, Captain—you’re slowing down!”
Rutherford called ahead from the cart. As he awaited his
captain’s response, the duke looked back at Aidan, taking
a moment to enjoy his prisoner’s exhaustion—his level of
thirst and discomfort—before giving him a dark smile.

The captain at arms cantered back from his position at
the front of the line, reining in his mount to a trot beside
Rutherford’s cart; his face was red from the heat and his
mouth looked pinched as he said, “I am afraid that we will
need to stop for a short time, your grace. The horses re-
quire rest and water if we are to reach Lord Warrick’s es-
tate before nightfall.”

Though sweat stung his eyes, Aidan blinked it back
enough that he could see Rutherford scowl. “Can we not
get another half hour from them?” the duke grumbled.

“Not unless you wish to stop in the villages along the
way to replace those animals that collapse,” the captain an-
swered, clearly struggling to mute the disdain in his voice.

Rutherford gave him a sharp look then growled, “Very
well. Call a halt for an hour—no more. Enough time for
some water and rest. Then we push on.”

With a nod, the captain rode to the front again, calling a
break. The procession ground to a halt, the wheels of
Rutherford’s cart creaking as they slowed and finally
stilled. Aidan stumbled to a stop as well, sucking air, the
bliss of not moving almost overwhelming as he bent over,
his manacled wrists pressing into his thighs.

“Water!” the soldiers called down the ranks a few mo-
ments later, as several of the men made their way down
the line carrying bucketsful that they’d fetched from a
nearby stream. Aidan eyed the drink, his thirst an almost
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tangible force, as he watched the soldier next to him set
down a bucket for his mount. Noticing his stare, the man
untied a skin from his waist, tipping it up to take a swal-
low before offering it to Aidan.

“Here,” he said. “ *Tis still cold from the stream.”

But as Aidan reached out to take the vessel, a voice
rang out sharply, “Hold there!”

Aidan stilled, snapping his gaze to Rutherford, who
had issued the command as he climbed from his perch in
the cart. “Give it to me,” the duke ordered the soldier as he
approached, and the young man paled, handing it to the
duke without a sound.

“Thirsty, are you, de Brice?” Rutherford gloated,
measuring the weight of the skin, and jiggling it so that
splashes of precious liquid spilled onto the dust of the
roadway.

“You’re a bastard, Rutherford,” Aidan rasped.

“And you’re a traitor,” the duke replied smoothly. Then
his pointed expression became subtler. “But I suppose I
must keep you alive long enough to have the pleasure of
seeing you drawn and quartered. Here—"" he tossed the
water skin, and Aidan was forced to jerk forward to catch

it, wrenching his painful wrists, “—take it and drink. I'd
hate to miss the amusement of watching you struggle to
keep up.”

Aidan didn’t bother to reply, instead drinking deep, let-
ting the water spill over his face. *Twas a gift from God,
and an enormous error on Rutherford’s part; the water
would give him the strength, he knew, to keep alert and
ready for the moment when he might make an attempt to
escape.

The bastard duke hadn’t won yet, by God. Nay, not yet.

Aidan gave the water skin back to the soldier when he
was through, noticing that Rutherford seemed to have
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contented himself for the moment with the spite he’d
shown; he’d climbed back into his padded cart and leaned
back, using a crude construct of several of his men’s
shields as a shelter from the sun. The arrogant wretch felt
so secure that Aidan even heard snores coming from in-
side his makeshift haven.

The forty or so soldiers accompanying him seemed to
feel similarly confident, by virtue of their numbers, Aidan
supposed; as he gazed around from where he sat, still
chained to the cart at the roadside, he saw that half of the
duke’s men rested in whatever shade could be found. The
other half talked quietly, or laughed and played at dice,
but all completely ignored him.

All except for the captain at arms, he noticed—who
continued to walk the perimeter of the group, stiff-backed
and watchful, checking on Aidan regularly. The rest of
the time the man looked to the forest on one side of the
road, then up to check as far as the eye could see both
north and south of the thoroughfare, and finally over
again to the wood on the other side of the road. His
scrutiny of the area was more than thorough, Aidan
thought, exhibiting an attentiveness worthy of one of his
own men, even.

Which was why it was all the more surprising when an
arrow suddenly whizzed a silent path from the woods,
catching the captain unawares and piercing his thigh with
a sickening thud.

What the hell . . . ?

It took a moment for Aidan’s mind to grasp the import
of what was happening, but in the next instant he’d scram-
bled for some semblance of cover near Rutherford’s cart,
watching the chaos swell around him as arrow after arrow
flew a deadly course, each finding its target with uncanny
accuracy. He wondered who was behind the attack; based
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on the sheer volume of arrows zinging at the caravan from
the trees, he decided ’twas most likely Kevyn, leading a
group of Dunston men to rescue him.

A feathered shaft whistled by his head, close enough
that a waft of air brushed his cheek. Gritting his teeth, he
dived farther under the cart, once there, slipping his chain
beneath the wheel in an attempt to pull the links apart. As
he yanked at the chain, the thought crossed his mind that
he would have to have a talk with Kevyn, when this was
all over, about his archery skills—not to mention the stu-
pidity of taking a risk like this when he was the only one
left in charge of protecting Diana and the rest of the peo-
ple at Dunston.

But he could do that later; right now he was just
damned glad that his friend had come at all.

Nearly half of Rutherford’s men lay wounded or dead,
it seemed, in the first five minutes of the attack. The duke
himself had awoken at the shouting, but had remained
hidden under the one shield not snatched off of him by his
men as they clambered for their weapons. Aidan realized
that fact when the man who’d owned the shield cried out
and fell out of the cart, dead, at his feet; 'twas the same
guard who’d been jerking him along the roadway—and
from the position of the feathered shaft protruding from
his chest, the arrow had pierced him straight through the
heart.

“Mayhap your aim’s not as bad as I thought, Kev,”
Aidan muttered, grinding his teeth again as he pushed the
man’s body aside with his foot in order to yank one last
time on the chain. It broke free with a snap, and he fell
backward, the momentum knocking the wind from him.
But it wasn’t the jolt of the fall that made him freeze still,
or sent the tingling chill up his spine: ’twas the other-
worldly battle cry that echoed from the woods at that very
moment, followed by the hurtling mounted forms of three
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Welsh warriors in full battle regalia, their helms on and vi-
sors down.

He felt pinned to the ground with shock when he finally
managed to get a good look at the descending attackers as
they rode past him, seeing the distinctive golden dragon,
rampant, on the chest of the lead warrior. Then a growl
ripped from his throat as he surged to his feet, the pure joy
he felt at seeing Gwynne again drowning in a wash of ut-
ter fear at the danger she was putting herself into with this
foolhardy attempt at a rescue. “Gwynne? Damn it, what
are you doing here—?7”

But his roared question was absorbed into the shouts
echoing around him. Owin and Dafydd fought with her,
he saw, and the three of them made quick work of dis-
abling those men not already subdued by the earlier hail
of arrows. Several of the soldiers took one look at the
wildly fierce attack of the rebels—saw Gwynne’s remark-
able fighting skills in action against their comrades—and
they threw themselves astride their mounts and rode, hell-
bent, down the road toward Warrick’s estate.

Though the chains themselves still dangled from his
wrists, Aidan’s hands were free now; stumbling to one of
the bodies, he picked up the man’s sword and ran into the
remaining melée, swinging and slashing alongside
Gwynne and her men, unhorsed now and fighting on foot,
until none were left standing but himself and them.

Gasping with the effort just expended, the four stood
with their backs to each other once the fighting ended,
gauging any further threat. All was silent for a moment.
Then a soft cry rang out from behind Aidan, near the cart.
Gwynne wheeled away from the protection of the group
and stalked closer to the source of the sound, her blade at
the ready. Aidan followed close behind, stilling, as she
did, at what they found.

Three young soldiers—two of them looking to be no
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more than sixteen or seventeen—huddled together behind
one of the cart’s wheels; one of the young men appeared
to be wounded by an arrow-shot; the others were bleeding
from various cuts and bruises, but all three looked terrified
as they stared in awe at the famed Dark Legend standing
before them.

“Do you yield?” Gwynne growled, lowering her sword
tip toward them. Her voice sounded husky, low enough to
pass for a man’s, Aidan thought, muffled as it was through
the opening of her helm.

“Aye,” one of the young warriors called, his voice
cracking with fear.

“Aye, we yield!” another of the men choked. The third
had already fallen senseless and was unable to respond.

“Throw your weapons down and find mounts,” she
commanded, still maintaining her pose of readiness.
“Then ride away from here and do not look back.”

The young men remained in place for an instant longer,
still frozen with dread, until she growled a final, “Go!”

At that, the two on either side of the wounded man
jerked to their feet, supporting their friend between them
as they moved as quickly as they could to an uninjured
steed. Throwing the senseless man across its back, one of
the boys climbed astride behind him, while the third
found another horse and swung into the saddle. Casting a
last panicked glance in Gwynne’s direction, the lone rider
dug his heels into his mount and took off down the road,
his two friends not far behind.

"Twas silent again after their leaving; only a few groans
echoed from the mass of death and destruction surround-
ing them. Aidan watched Gwynne survey the area again,
still not looking directly at him; Owin and Dafydd ap-
proached her as well, removing their helms to stand near
her, breathing heavily from their exertions.

“If there be any others capable of leaving who wish to
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do so—go now,” she called out. “No harm will come to
you if you do.”

As she waited for a response, Aidan glanced at the cart
near her current position; he remembered Lord Ruther-
ford’s attempt to hide himself inside it, beneath the dead
soldier’s shield. The cart looked empty now, the shield
discarded. Making a scoffing sound, Aidan took a few
steps nearer, noticing the empty harness; its straps had
been cut. “Twas clear that the cowardly duke had taken the
first opportunity to flee during the fighting, leaving his
men to die in his stead, in the way of many great lords
Aidan had the misfortune of knowing.

Gwynne had still received naught by way of response
to her offer of reprieve by the time he turned to face her
again, all those left being either dead or incapable of mov-
ing. Taking a step back, she sheathed her sword. Her
shoulders seemed to sag with weariness, her arms dan-
gling at her sides for a moment before she finally reached
up and pulled off her helm.

She swiveled her head toward him, then, her gaze con-
necting with his and sending that familiar jolt through him.
He couldn’t seem to look away. She frowned, the expres-
sion etching tiny lines between her brows as she pulled off
her gauntlets to wipe her face with the back of her hand.

“You’re bleeding,” she said gruffly, nodding toward his
wrists and the blood that trickled, now, over his hands
from handling a sword while still shackled.

“’Tis nothing,” he said, swiping the flow away with the
edge of his tunic before raising his gaze to her again,
adding in an attempt to coax a smile from her, “I much
prefer it to the amount that would have been spilled on the
block had you not come.”

The statement got no reaction, except, perhaps, a deep-
ening frown. “We should see to having those chains re-
moved. The cuts could fester . . .”
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Her words faded away for him as a sudden movement
off to her side caught his attention—and though what hap-
pened next took place in a matter of seconds, it seemed to
drag on through eternity, playing itself out with agonizing
slowness before his eyes.

He threw himself toward her, his shout of warning
echoing through the space between them, but he knew
that, no matter how quickly he moved, he would never
reach her in time to stop the man who’d sprung to charge
at her from his hiding place behind the back wheels of the
cart.

The man who was in the process of swinging a glint-
ing, deadly blade right at her head.

Lord Rutherford bellowed with victory as he brought
his sword down, but Gwynne, reacting to Aidan’s shouted
warning, managed to reach down and grip her hilt, draw-
ing her weapon and spinning to face the duke in the same
instant. *Twas too late to avoid his blow altogether;
Rutherford missed her head, but with her twisting, his
blade sliced high into her side, stilling her for one heart-
stopping moment before she followed through with her
stroke, a growl bursting from her as she brought her blade
down to cut deep into his shoulder.

They both fell away from each other, Gwynne scooting
backward, gripping her side, while Rutherford, who
seemed more seriously wounded, lay almost motionless
in the dirt. Aidan reached Gwynne at almost the same time
as Dafydd and Owin; the men surrounded her, trying to
ascertain how badly she was hurt. Dafydd made her lean
back against him while Aidan assessed the wound. Owin
moved a little away to stand over Rutherford, guarding
him, though from the shallow, gasping sound the man was
making, ‘twas most likely an unnecessary caution.

Gwynne winced, sucking in a hissed breath as Aidan
examined the area, then helped her out of her surcoat and
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hauberk, before peeling back the cut edges of her shirt to
reveal where the blade had sliced into her side. It bled
heavily and would be painful when she moved, but Aidan
saw that her hauberk had caught enough of the force from
the blow that it didn’t appear life threatening.

“Thank God,” he murmured, blessed relief flooding
him, before he added more loudly for her benefit, *“ "Tis
not too deep, but it should be stitched anyway.”

“No stitches,” Gwynne muttered, her teeth gritted tight
from the pain. “Just get some strips of cloth and help me
to bind it. *Twill heal in time.”

“Can you not use your gift to aid it?”

She grimaced, looking as if she might have laughed if
she wasn’t in so much pain. “Nay, it doesn’t work that
way. [ cannot heal myself.”

“I don’t think ’tis a good idea to leave it with no stitch-
ing,” he argued.

“You didn’t want stitching when I sliced your arm near
Craeloch. 'Tis the same with me. Binding it will be
enough.”

“My wound was different.”

“’Twas not,” she retorted, wincing again when Dafydd,
who had had enough of their bickering by now, shifted
away from her to fetch the cloths she’d requested.

“Damn it, Gwynne,” Aidan murmured, darkness filling
him at the sight of her pain. At the hurt she was suffering
because of him. The enigmatic look in her eyes unleashed
a torrent of more tender emotions, obscuring the darkness
for the moment. He shook his head. “You are the most
strong-willed, stubborn woman I’ve ever known, Gwynne
ap Moran,” he added softly.

“No more stubborn than you are, Aidan de Brice,” she
answered, husky-voiced. But before he could say more in
response, she lowered her gaze, taking in a hitched breath,
her mouth tightening and her skin paling even more.
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“Hurry it up, man,” Aidan called to Dafydd, gripping
Gwynne’s hand and helping her to sit up a little, while the
older bodyguard prepared the dressing for her wound.

“’Twas difficult to find anything clean,” Dafydd ex-
plained, handing strips of a brown-hued cloth to Aidan.

“Twill do, Dafydd. Thank you,” Gwynne murmured,
sitting stoically as Aidan pressed a pad of folded cloth
hard against her wound, before wrapping the first strip of
linen around it and then tightening, tying it snugly be-
neath her arm.

As much to get her mind off of what he was doing to
her as anything else, Aidan murmured, “Why in hell did
you come back here, anyway, woman? We were even, re-
member? You said it yourself.”

“Perhaps I am lured by lost causes,” she drawled, a
hint of humor in her tone, though she gave another little
groan when he pulled the next strip of linen tighter around
her ribs. Gritting her teeth again, she looked at him with
the familiar glint of challenge in her eyes. “Why—would
you rather I'd left you unaided, to be dispatched by the
executioner?”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t grateful. Just surprised.”

“Then it seems we are truly even, since I've become
acquainted with that feeling as well, during the course of
this day.”

He didn’t answer at first, instead tugging the last of the
strips into place. After brushing his fingers over the dress-
ing to check that it would hold, he started to sit back on his
heels, but something stopped him from pulling com-
pletely away from her. His job of tending her wounds was
finished, yet still he tarried, trying to concentrate on any-
thing he could other than the warmth of her skin beneath
his touch and the pleasure of her nearness to him again—
a nearness that he realized he was loath to give up.

Gwynne shifted a little under his ministrations, her
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cheeks flushing with the most color he’d seen in her face
since she’d pulled off her helm. She was as knowledge-
able as he in the ways of war, he knew, to recognize that
he was finished binding her, yet she too seemed unwilling
to end this contact, brief as it was, between them. He
cleared his throat, frowning. “Gwynne, perhaps we should
discuss—"

“We’ve got a bit of a problem here,” Owin interrupted,
making a little clicking sound with his tongue against his
teeth as he walked up next to them, away from his position
guarding Rutherford. “The duke is dead.”

Dafydd grunted before walking over to check the
corpse; Gwynne remained silent, while Aidan cursed un-
der his breath. *Twas not from any misplaced grief over
Rutherford’s passing, but rather because "twould lengthen
the list of crimes against Gwynne even more than before.

And Helene. Helene would be devastated. He didn’t
have to be in love with the woman to feel saddened by
what she would endure because of this. But there had been
no help for it. Rutherford had been given the chance to
leave unharmed, and he had chosen to attack instead.

Aidan shook his head, pausing before pushing himself
to stand. He reached down to help Gwynne to her feet,
noticing that she did her best, this time, to avoid any over-
long contact between them.

“You’ve a price on your head, Aidan, and Rutherford’s
death is only going to make it worse,” Gwynne said fi-
nally, breaking the silence between them. She stood with
her hands crossed in their usual defensive pose across her
chest; her jaw looked tight, but she kept her gaze even on
him as she added, “I can tell you from experience that life
as a wanted criminal is difficult at best. You should ride to
the coast as quickly as you can; board a vessel for France,
perhaps. "Tis your best bet for staying alive.”

“I don’t intend to run, Gwynne,” he answered, walking
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to the cart to reclaim his sword and belt, which had been
shoved beneath the seat after his arrest. “I will take care of
my own affairs here, in due time.” He fastened the belt
round his waist before stalking over to Rutherford’s body
to retrieve the key to his manacles. Slipping the piece of
metal into the lock-piece, he turned it, and the shackles
fell off.

With a grimace, he kicked them aside, throwing the key
after them as he faced her again, and rubbing his wrists
gingerly. “However, right now, clearing my name will
have to wait, because I’'m going into the mountains with
you.”

“What?” Gwynne choked, rounding on him, her ex-
pression incredulous and her fists planted on her hips.
“You must have lost your wits to think I will allow that.”

“You will need all the help you can get up there,
Gwynne, and you know it,” Aidan said, adding, “There is
nothing to hold me back, now—and ’tis the least I can do.”
He glanced to the horizon, noting the darkening hues of
gold and russet that were spreading across the sky. “We’ll
have to hurry, though,” he added, reaching down to pick
up a dagger, dropped by someone in the fighting, before
sliding it into his boot. “We’ll only have light enough to
travel for an hour more at best.”

Dafydd and Owin had resumed their old positions on
either side of her, and all three of them faced him now,
scowling, the stiffness of their poses screaming rejection
of his plan. “I didn’t risk my neck saving you out here,
Aidan, just to have you ride up into Welsh territory and get
yourself killed,” Gwynne said finally, shifting her gaze to
Dafydd for a moment, and giving a slight nod. The large
man stalked away, on a mission to gather their mounts,
Aidan decided, after watching him approach one of their
steeds and reach into the pack on its back.

He ceased following Dafydd’s movements and looked
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back at her. “But that is the point, Gwynne—you did risk
your neck for me. *Tis only fair that you allow me to re-
turn the favor.”

“I am truly sorry, Aidan, but I cannot do that,” she said
quietly, and the apologetic look in her eyes—a look he
thought he’d never see there, knowing Gwynne as he
did—gave him a moment’s pause. She gave another brief
jerk of her head, and a tingle of warning shot down his
spine in the instant before he heard the whistling descent
of the club that Dafydd swung into the back of his head.

And as he crumpled into the dark oblivion dealt him in
that mercy blow, the last thing he heard was Gwynne’s
husky voice, murmuring, “And you should know, Aidan,
that I never promised to play fair.”



Chapter 27
~OC -~

wynne awoke with a start. Wispy fragments of the

dream still floated around her, pervading her mind,
digging deep into her heart. *Twas the same as always—
the woman in white, her long, golden hair waving to her
waist, holding her hand to her throat and opening her
mouth in the soundless plea that Gwynne could never un-
derstand. Only this time it had been different at the very
end. This time the vision woman had pulled her hand
away, the bloody, gaping wound or bandages of the earlier
times gone, to reveal a span of soft, fair skin, unmarred by
any scar. And then she’d said something aloud, uttered in
a melodious voice that had seemed to resound in
Gwynne’s very soul.

"Twas a phrase, Gwynne thought, squeezing her eyes
shut, struggling to hold onto the image. A message of
some kind . . .

Gwynne . . . ah, my sweet child. Never fear to follow
your heart . . .

320
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Gasping, Gwynne snapped her eyes open. Jesu, what
did it mean? The woman had looked beautiful this time,
healed and whole. And she had spoken out, after all these
years of silence. *Twas so strange . . .

“Are you ready to continue, Chwed[?”

Dafydd’s quiet question scattered the remnants of the
dream. She shook her head a little, trying to regain her fo-
cus. Then, taking a deep breath, she tucked thoughts of the
vision into their usual place, far back into her mind, know-
ing that she had a great deal more to worry about today
than just making sense of something that had troubled her
for years.

“Aye. I’'m ready,” she answered. She swiped her hand
across her eyes and pushed away from the moss-covered
log against which she’d fallen asleep, wincing at the
pain in her side as she stood—realizing that she’d for-
gotten, while she slept, about the wound. After checking
her dressings to ensure that they were still tight, she
looked to the horizon, just visible now through the inter-
spersed shadows of the trees. "Twas near dawn, the
pink-tinged, thready clouds serving as harbingers of the
new day.

Owin called a greeting to her, and she returned the
pleasantry, glancing over to where he stood with their
mounts already prepared for the remainder of their jour-
ney. They’d all taken a short rest, after having traveled the
path up into the mountains for most of the night, but it ap-
peared that she’d been the last to rise. Now ’twas time to
go. Time to return to the home they hadn’t seen in more
than three months.

Time to face the accusatory glances and charges of
treason that most surely awaited her there.

As she swung astride her mount and led her men on the
final stretch to the Welsh settlement, she couldn’t help but
think of Aidan and of the way they’d left him last night,
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lying so motionless and quiet, still senseless from the
blow she’d ordered dealt to him. They’d done their best to
make him comfortable, and then they’d resumed their
journey into the mountains.

Regret bit deep, followed by the bittersweet recollec-
tion of his earlier insistence to join her on this journey. It
had been a noble gesture, to be sure, but she hadn’t been
able to escape the thought that it had been offered from a
sense of obligation—a kind of repayment for her aid in
freeing him from the duke.

And she’d had enough of duty and obligation to last her
for two lifetimes.

Clenching her jaw, Gwynne picked up the pace that
would lead her and her men toward home. Nay, the past
was over and done with; as much as that truth hurt, she
had to accept it. The only thing that she could control right
now was her present, and the future that would result from
it. Just what that future entailed was going to become
crystal clear in the next few hours, when she rode back
into the bosom of the people that had molded her into a
Legend. ..

And took hold of her own destiny at long last.

Aidan paused as he neared the Welsh settlement nearly
fours hours after dawn; his breathing was slow and
steady, his hands tingling with anticipation of what he
might be forced to do to keep himself—and perhaps
Gwynne—alive long enough to get them out of here
again. He’d paid hell to get up the mountain as quickly as
he did, and still he feared he’d taken too long. *Twas al-
ready mid-morning; if they’d traveled all night, as he
knew she’d planned, Gwynne and her men would have
reached this settlement hours ago. He’d lost valuable
time thanks to Dafydd’s club slamming into the back of
his skull. Rubbing the aching knot on his head again now,
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he reminded himself of the need to repay the man for that
little gift.

He’d awakened in one of the village huts just outside of
Dunston to find Old Alana tending him—an arrangement
Gwynne had apparently insisted upon, Alana had said;
Gwynne had sought assurance that he was all right, wait-
ing until Alana had examined him before she and her men
had ridden off into the night.

He’d cursed aloud when he’d heard that, and, not car-
ing whether or nay the price on his throbbing head made it
dangerous for him to do it, he’d thrown himself from his
pallet and gone in search of Kevyn, finding his friend still
dutifully ensconced at Dunston. He’d asked Kev to go to
Rex for him, to explain what had happened; then, after
throwing together what he thought he’d need for the jour-
ney into the mountains, he’d saddled Revolution and set
off as if hell’s hounds pursued him, determined to reach
the Welsh settlement by dawn.

Determined to reach Gwynne.

Her head start had made things difficult, a situation
compounded by the lack of a clear trail for him to follow;
her experience at organizing ambushes and leading expe-
ditions had meant she’d expertly covered most of her
tracks. But he’d managed, following what signs he could
find, and they had led him here.

Now he dismounted almost silently, tethering his steed
to a branch and creeping closer to the settlement’s edge.
He’d gone over the possibilities in his mind a hundred
times on the way here, working and reworking his plans,
based on what he might find. He knew that Gwynne might
be imprisoned somewhere in the village for the crimes
Lucan had levied against her, or perhaps even accepted
back into the fold of the people, with all forgiven. Or any-
thing in between. He had no way of knowing.

But he’d realized at some point after she’d ridden out of
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Dunston yesterday that no matter what else happened, he
loved her. Loved her with everything he was and ever
would be. She was the one true constant of his life—the
woman he would yearn for with his whole heart and soul,
forever—and no amount of duty or family honor could
ever change that. He didn’t want to change it.

And so he knew that no matter what the risk to him, he
couldn’t bear the thought of her facing the specter of dan-
ger without him by her side, ever again.

Ducking down, he peered through the brush, seeing
several huts along the perimeter of the settlement. The
buildings blocked his full view, but if he’d had to, he’d
have guessed that beyond the huts lay the village square.
If Gwynne was in trouble, she’d be held somewhere near
there, in the center of the settlement, where escape would
be more difficult.

Making note of two large dogs he saw sleeping in
front of the dwellings, Aidan felt in his pack for the
scraps of meat and biscuit left over from the repast he’d
all but inhaled on the way here. *Twould come in handy
when the time came to sneak past the animals in search
of Gwynne.

Finally, after checking the location of his mount one
last time, Aidan stepped from the wood and into the clear-
ing, running to take cover behind one of the huts. A
prickle went up his neck as he paused, focusing on keep-
ing his breathing steady; he suddenly realized that he saw
no people. Anywhere. The village was quiet. If not for the
dogs and a few wisps of smoke that rose from the top of
the huts, he’d have thought the place deserted.

Tossing a scrap of meat to one of the beasts that
growled low in its throat as he passed, Aidan continued
on, slipping ever closer to the center square. As he
neared, he began to see some of the villagers; they clus-
tered at the far end of the open area, involved in what
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seemed to be a confrontation of some kind, with two
groups standing opposite each other, shouting and shak-
ing their fists.

Scowling, Aidan squinted, edging closer from his po-
sition behind a pile of drying grasses, trying to see if
Gwynne, Lucan, or either of her bodyguards were visible
anywhere. With a start, he recognized Dafydd’s broad
back; the older man faced away from him, spine stiff,
watching the shouting match rather than getting caught
up in the fray. Aidan let his gaze sweep over the area
again; Owin, Gwynne, and Lucan were nowhere to be
seen.

Suddenly, everyone began to quiet, the shouts and in-
sults fading to grumbled comments and whisperings. A
tingle went up Aidan’s back, and he crouched lower be-
hind the grass pile, hoping that the unexpected hush didn’t
mean he’d been spotted. In the next instant, everyone
seemed to shift, the opposing sides widening to form a cir-
cle—and then Aidan realized why.

The door to what appeared to be the main building of
the rebel settlement swung open, and Lucan stalked out,
followed by Gwynne, who was led forth between two
warriors Aidan had never seen before. *Twas clear that she
was being held captive; her surcoat, mail and sword belt
had been taken from her, and her hands were bound be-
hind her back.

Aidan’s heart thudded painfully, and he searched her
with his gaze, praying that she’d not been harmed in any
way since he’d seen her last. He held his breath, watching
as the two men forced her toward the center of the
makeshift circle; as she got closer he could see that her
face showed signs of strain from whatever had been hap-
pening here this day, and she walked stiffly, no doubt from
the pain of her wounded side—but otherwise she seemed
unharmed.
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Thank God.

Letting the air from his lungs out in a rush, he glanced
quickly to the right and then the left before darting to the
corner of the next building. As he crouched down, the
fetid stench of rotting vegetables that had been tossed out
the back door nearly choked him, but he tried to ignore it
and focused instead on working his way ever closer to
Gwynne.

Determined that, when the moment was right, he was
going to make his move to aid her.

As she walked across the main square, Gwynne
squinted, her eyes unaccustomed to the glare of the sun.
Her head throbbed, and she tried not to think about the
burning ache of the wound on her side, but that feat was
near impossible; the pain had increased tenfold in the past
two hours. Shortly after her entrance into the village, Lu-
can had ordered her locked in the council building, away
from the watchful eyes of her supporters. He’d joined her
there a brief while later and spent the time from then until
now interrogating and trying to force a confession from
her—which had included a few well-placed, brutal strikes
to her injured side. It had taken all her strength to stand
up straight again once he was done with her, and a burst
of pure will to walk unaided into the center of the square
just now.

“Speak, woman!” Lucan snarled at her yet again, re-
peating the command he’d made countless times while
they’d been inside. “Confess your treason or suffer the
consequences!”

She remained silent, not even condescending to look at
him, in hopes that her disdain would incite him to strike
her again here, in front of these people, many of whom
still worshipped her as the Legend and would no doubt es-
chew altogether the trial he’d called, simply to take mat-
ters into their own hands. But as furious as he was, even
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Lucan wasn’t foolish enough to risk turning the people
against himself.

He stood, almost shaking with anger, for a moment, be-
fore he stilled, a new idea seeming to cross his mind.
Making a self-satisfied sound, he came close enough to
bring his mouth next to her ear, growling, “Confess to the
people, cousin—or I will ensure that our English hostages
die.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” she grated, speaking at last as she
turned her head toward him and withered him with her
gaze. “’Tis against the agreement Marrok and I made
with de Brice. I am back safely, and they must be returned
home the same.”

“I am in command, now, in my father’s absence. The
people will do as I say,” he boasted. “If I wish them to die,
they will die. Speak your confession now, and they will be
spared.”

“I do not believe you, Lucan,” she muttered, “and I've
told you before, I will not speak until I see Marrok.”

Stiffening her back, she looked away from him again,
letting him see her contempt as she ignored him; he
stalked off with a curse toward the line of his men—
discussing further strategies for bringing her to heel, no
doubt—and so she was left alone, to gaze into the
writhing, milling crowd. She frowned, looking over the
square. It seemed that nearly the entire village had come to
witness the open trial Lucan had called. But the confusion
of emotion, condemning expressions on the faces of some,
tear-filled sympathy or indignation for her on others, sent
a pang through her, chilling her anger for a moment.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Not like this, with di-
vision and conflict driving a wedge between these people.
These were the same villagers she’d known almost all her
life, most of them honest men and women, who believed
in the fight for justice as much as she did. And now, thanks
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to her—thanks to Lucan and his damned need for
retribution—they were in danger of falling into a war
amongst themselves.

Her gaze lit on Dafydd, standing, stalwart as always, at
the back of the crowd. He nodded, trying to bolster her
spirits, though the depth of concern in his eyes belied his
unease about what was happening.

Aye, he was worried, and rightfully so; Lucan and his
backers were out for her blood. Before she’d entered the
village this morn, she’d sent Owin ahead to find Marrok
and bring him back from the scouting expedition that had
prevented him from receiving her message four days ago,
but if her bodyguard came back empty-handed, she feared
that her cousin and his men just might get what they
seemed to desire so urgently.

“Make her confess before the people,” she heard Isolde
hiss to her son from the edges of the crowd. “If they hear
her say it, they cannot support her any longer!”

“I have tried, Mother,” Lucan muttered, though few but
those in closest proximity to him were able to hear the ex-
change. “She will not yield!”

Gwynne continued to stare straight ahead, unwilling to
give the woman the respect of looking at her; if there was
any way to accomplish it once this was over, she promised
herself to see Isolde stripped of her position as soothsayer
to the clan for the perfidy she’d shown here today.

Her cousin, meanwhile, had swung his attention back
to the throng, clearly desperate for a plan that would grant
him some success in influencing them. Gwynne felt her
mouth twist mockingly as she watched him struggle with
both the situation and his mother’s pervasive interference.
No matter how hard he tried, she knew that Lucan would
never be the chieftain that Marrok was. He lacked both the
wisdom and the compassion that would enable him to



THE MAIDEN WARRIOR 329

make the kind of solid decisions his father did—decisions
to affect the multitude.

But that wouldn’t stop him from trying anyway.

As the noise in the crowd burgeoned louder, Lucan
raised his arms, calling out, “Hold—hold but for a mo-
ment if you wish to hear why I, as leader of this clan in my
father’s absence, was forced to call for this trial!”

The noise ebbed a bit, and Lucan flushed, filled with a
taste of the power he craved. “A warrior’s duty is to pro-
tect the people and uphold the laws”—he called out, flash-
ing a hate-filled glare at Gwynne as he added—*"“and to
obey the chieftain’s orders. I saw with my own eyes how
this, our most famed warrior, spit in the face of those be-
liefs, choosing instead to embrace whole-heartedly a life
with the English bastards, indulging in the lustful pleas-
ures of a traitorous bed—whoring herself freely with the
English criminal she was sent to destroy!”

The crowd erupted into shouting again, some calling
for her destruction, while others yelled denial of the
charges. Gwynne stood, stony-faced and unmoving, forc-
ing herself to remain quiet. Not trusting what she would
say—or do—to Lucan if she were given the chance.

Out of the chaos, one voice bellowed more loudly,
ringing through the square with righteous anger.

“What you speak is a lie!”

Gwynne shifted to see who had chosen to single him-
self out in defense of her, her stomach dropping when she
realized that it was Dafydd. She tried to signal to him
with her expression, not wanting him to expose himself
to more danger for her sake, but he ignored her com-
mand, pushing through the throng to confront Lucan face
to face.

“I was at the English castle with Chwed| the entire time
of her stay, and never did she do what you say,” Dafydd in-
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sisted. “She obeyed Marrok’s commands and conducted
herself always as a true and noble warrior!”

The crowd hummed their approval, until Lucan
sneered, his face sharp with contempt. “Is that so?” He
raised his brow. “Tell me something, Dafydd. Were you
not with me just yester morn when we came upon my
cousin and the Englishman in the clearing beyond the cas-
tle walls of Dunston?”

Dafydd hesitated, his face darkening. The crowd
waited for his answer, the air thick with expectation. “Aye,
I was there,” he finally admitted in a low voice.

“Care you to explain what we saw, then, when we
reached the clearing?”

Her bodyguard gave Lucan a glare that would have sent
most men scurrying for cover. But her cousin was so en-
grossed in his plot of destruction that he seemed hardly to
notice. Swinging to face her, he called out loudly, “And
what of you, cousin? Will you not speak now to defend
yourself in this?”

Gwynne gritted her teeth, aching to tell him exactly
what she thought. But she wouldn’t. Nay, he didn’t de-
serve to be obeyed. Ever. “I will not speak until I speak
with Marrok,” she growled, still not looking at him as she
maintained her stance, her spine rigid with anger.

“Then allow me to do the honors,” he answered, un-
daunted, stepping toward the crowd with a flourish worthy
of the finest traveling mummer. “What greeted me, good
people, when I entered onto Dunston lands,” he called out,
rolling each word glibly from his tongue, “was the sight of
my cousin, your famed Dark Legend, half-clothed and
lolling in the field, fresh from a traitorous rutting with
Aidan de Brice himself, the cursed Scourge of Wales!”

Through the uproar that followed, Gwynne tried to
ready herself for the call to sentencing that would most
likely come next, if Lucan had his way. She kept as calm
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as she could, looking to all points of the pushing, brawling
crowd, seeking out those she might be able to count as al-
lies, as well as those she should avoid if it came to a war
between the factions that were aligning, even now, for or
against her. She needed to plan how she could free her
hands—how she could get hold of a sword so that she
might defend herself and keep those who wished to harm
her at bay. How she could—

And it was then that she saw him. He moved smoothly
through the crowd, sidestepping the shouting, shoving
groups of people as well as he could. At first she focused
on him with disbelief, stunned, convinced that he was but
a figment of her overtired imagination. But then he broke
through the edge of the mob, stepping into full view of the
circle’s center, and she knew that it was really him.

Aidan.

His name whispered from her lips on a breath, the myr-
iad emotions that flooded her with it keeping her from
paying as close attention as she should have to Lucan and
his men. Her cousin spotted Aidan but a moment after she
did, and the crowd gradually fell into shocked silence to
realize that a stranger was in their midst.

“If you wish to invoke the name of the Scourge of
Wales and detail his crimes, man,” Aidan called out,
“then, pray, do so—but to his face. Here I am, in flesh and
blood, awaiting your judgment. But do not blame this
woman, my former captive, for my actions. She is inno-
cent of all wrongdoing and should be freed immediately.”

The people near the front of the mob went wild. “Seize
him!” Lucan shouted in response, directing several of his
men to take hold of Aidan. But he was losing control of
the crowd, the very people he’d planned to use to his ad-
vantage against Gwynne, and he knew it. He sensed, just
as she did, the way their anger was turning from her to
Aidan—to the notorious English warrior that they blamed
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for the deaths of so many of their husbands, sons, and
brothers.

The crowd surged forward, a horde, thirsting to taste
his blood, and it was all that Lucan’s men could do to keep
them at bay and maintain order. The shouting and shoving
increased, but after a few of the leading miscreants were
beaten back by blows from the warrior’s spears, the peo-
ple shifted a little, forced to content themselves for the
moment, at least, to let the trial commence with the prom-
ise of this new morsel to appease their vengeance.

“What the devil are you doing here?” Gwynne mut-
tered as the soldiers finally managed to drag him to stand
next to her. Her joy at seeing him alive and well again was
tempered by the knowledge that he wouldn’t long remain
that way unless they found a way to turn this around.

“I could tell you the truth and admit that I came here
because I've finally realized that I would rather die than
live a moment of my life without you,” he murmured,
speaking to her but keeping his gaze fixed firmly on the
people around them who were still calling for his blood,
“but I think you’ll be more likely to believe me if I say that
perhaps, like you, I am irresistibly lured by lost causes.”
After he spoke, he looked away from the throng just long
enough to glance at her, giving her a look that, even in the
danger of the moment, set off a fluttering, twisting sensa-
tion inside of her.

I would rather die than live without you.

Those were his words, and the wondrous realization of
them sank into her, deep into her bones, filling her with a
warmth and light that made everything else happening
around them seem a little less horrible. He’d come after
her. Even after she’d done everything in her power to
make sure it would be easier for him to follow his duty,
he’d still risked his life to come here for her. And it hadn’t
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been from a sense of obligation or duty, but because he’d
wanted to do it, for her . . .

“Aye, well, I hate to ruin your pleasure,” she said at last,
suppressing her joy enough to give him a wry look, “but I
am afraid that my cousin isn’t going to release me simply
because you told him to.”

“Enjoying a little romantic chat, are you?” Lucan
drawled, stepping closer to them. “How stupid of you to
try to play the hero, de Brice,” he gloated, though quietly
enough that only they could hear him. “And how futile.
You’ve accomplished nothing but to make my task today
easier. When I am finished here, you’ll both be swinging
from the nearest tree.”

“Only a fool believes in such certainties,” Aidan coun-
tered calmly. “I may be an easy conquest, but many of
these people still support Gwynne; you’ll have a revolt on
your hands if you attempt to harm her.”

“We shall see.” He turned his attention to Gwynne. “In
the meantime, cousin—"

“What in Lugh’s name is going on here?”

The shouted question rocked through the clearing,
making virtually every man, woman, and child in the vil-
lage cease what they were doing in order to turn and face
the owner of that imposing voice. Marrok continued
slowly toward the center of the square, guiding his steed’s
measured strides. Owin rode a little behind him, looking
exhausted but pleased with himself; Marrok’s other
scouts—another half score of men he’d brought with him
a week previous—followed behind, eyeing the tumult in
the square with brooding interest.

“Father ... !” Lucan yelped, jumping away from
Gwynne as if he’d been burned. “I was just—well, what I
mean is that I thought it necessary, as acting prince, to
lead a trial before the people, according to custom, in a
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case involving these two,” he gestured lamely toward
Gwynne and Aidan, flushing as he added, “since a clear
act of treason has been committed. [—I was simply ready-
ing to decide upon the method of—I mean the manner of
resolution we should attempt to determine guilt or inno-
cence,” he finished, his face a dull brick color.

“Release her.”

Marrok’s simple command resounded through the
clearing, echoing with a tone of authority that seemed to
calm the crowd and ease, at least a bit, the tensions flaring
between the two factions of villagers.

“But Father, I saw her treason with my own eyes!” Lu-
can argued. “She gave herself over to the Englishman. I
caught them in the meadow, f—"

“I said, release her!” Marrok growled, making the men
Lucan had appointed as her guards rush to obey him.

“And what of the Englishman?” Lucan called out after
a moment of desperate silence. “Will you order him re-
leased without penalty as well—the Scourge of Wales, al-
lowed to go free?”

“I will handle de Brice later,” Marrok answered evenly,
dismounting and handing the reins of his steed to one of
the boys in the crowd; a path cleared for him as he made
his way to the center of the square.

Gwynne stood unmoving as her bonds were loosened,
meeting Aidan’s gaze for another sweet moment before
the soldiers pulled him to the edges of the crowd, under
orders to hold him there until Marrok issued further com-
mand for what was to be done with him.

When her hands were free, she rubbed her wrists,
looking back to her leader—to the man who was not only
the just and noble prince of the people, but also her men-
tor as well. The man who had been more like a father to
her than her own sire, who had cared for her, protecting
and guiding her, as she made her way along the brutal
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path Owain had laid out when he’d shaped her into a leg-
endary warrior.

The man who had lied to her about her past and, in do-
ing so, had forever betrayed the trust they’d forged to-
gether in those years of pain.

Grief washed over her, gripping her throat in an
aching vise; she looked away, trying to steel herself to
confront him now, here in the square. To confront him as
she’d known she must, ever since that moment when the
awful reality of his betrayal had burst into her memory—
a gushing tide that had muddied her world and driven her
to seek, once and for all, the truth of who she really was.

“Owin told me some of what has happened, Chwedl,”
Marrok said, unaware of her feelings as he approached
her; he nodded to one of the warriors, indicating that the
man should return her swordbelt to her. Still moving
stiffly from the pain caused by Lucan’s earlier interroga-
tion, she took it from him and fastened it round her hips.

“We need to talk,” Marrok continued. “Come. Let us
go inside to discuss what must be done from here.”

“Nay, Marrok,” she said huskily, facing him. Hurt
lanced through her anew, but she forced herself to con-
tinue. “I will not go inside.”

“Why—what is the matter, ChwedI?”” he asked, frown-
ing, his familiar concern for her ripping a larger hole in
her heart.

“I need you to explain something to me, Marrok,” she
said, steeling herself to go on. “I want to know why you
lied to me about who I was and what happened to me all of
those years ago. Why you let me believe I was saved from
a life of English captivity, when in truth it was you and the
people of this clan who ravaged my home and stole me
away by force from the man that I loved, and the only life
I’d ever known.”

She swallowed, leveling her gaze at him, trying to keep
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her tone even and calm, though her heart pounded furi-
ously with all the emotions churning inside her.

“I want the answers to those questions, Marrok—and [
want them now.”



Chapter 28
~OC -~

he square had fallen silent with Gwynne’s accusa-

tion; even Lucan seemed taken aback by the serious-
ness of her charges. Marrok, too, had stiffened as she
spoke, and now he swung his head toward her, meeting
her gaze.

“It wasn’t like that, Chwedl,” he said at last, quietly.
“There were reasons for what we did—for what [—" He
broke off, shaking his head. “Nay, there is much more to
this than can be explained easily. So much more that you
do not know . ..”

“But I remember everything, now,” Gwynne asserted.
“It has all come back—all of it—the happiness I felt in the
peaceful, simple life I shared with my mother . ..” She
shifted her gaze to Aidan, all that she’d cherished about
him so long ago combining with all she felt for him now,
filling her to overflowing.

“And I remember the love I felt for a young man,” she
added softly, drawing strength from the tenderness and
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passion she saw reflected back at her in Aidan’s eyes. The
love he felt in return, deep, strong and true, for her.

“One morn,” she continued, “while we stood inside an
ancient stone circle, he asked me to share the rest of my
life with him.” Swallowing again against the thickness
that had crept back into her throat, she pulled her gaze
from Aidan, directing it at Marrok once more. “I gave my-
self in a sacred betrothal to Aidan de Brice that day, but
moments later, I was forced to watch as your warriors cor-
nered him near my mother’s cottage and buried an arrow
in his chest. Then they grabbed me and hauled me away so
violently that I lost all memory of the life that I'd loved.”
Her face ached as she said huskily, “Damn it, Marrok, I
want to know why.”

As she’d spoken, her mentor’s shoulders seemed to
sag, his fists unclenching and his entire body drooping. He
shook his head again, and when he finally met her gaze, he
seemed to look at her through the eyes of an old man.

“Ah, Gwynne,” he murmured at last, “you do deserve
the full truth. God knows you do after everything that has
happened.” He took a deep breath. “Tell me what you
want to know, and I will answer if I can.”

“My mother— Gwynne said quietly and without hes-
itation. “I remember her now, and I know she was still
alive after your warriors ambushed us. What happened to
her?”

Marrok took a moment, bracing himself it seemed, for
the release of these secrets, kept hidden for so many years.
“That woman you remember from your childhood,” he
said finally, “the gentle Druid who raised you for the first
fourteen years of your life—she was not your true mother,
Gwynne.”

“But how can that be?” Gwynne scowled, anger and
confusion jabbing her. “I remember her. I remember our
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little cottage, and the yellow cat that used to bask in the
sunny window . . .”

Marrok shook his head. “She cared for you and raised
you as her own, ’tis true, but she did so only at your real
mother’s request.” His face tightened, his eyes showing
the strain of calling up all of these memories again. “Your
Mam was princess of this clan, as I told you on the day
you were brought here. Her name was Gwendolyn, and
she was as sweet and good as she was fair.”

At the mention of her name, many of the people in the
crowd began to murmur—a hushed swell of sound, as
those who had been alive, then, whispered recollections of
her, old memories of a time long past. Marrok rubbed his
brow before continuing, “My brother Owain saw her but
once and decided that he had to have her. The marriage
was arranged, the ceremony took place.” He paused, his
face tightening. “And nearly nine months later, you were
born.”

“Why did she leave me, then?” Gwynne couldn’t seem
to stop herself from asking. “Why would my mother give
me over to be raised by another?”

“’Twas because of the prophecy. Gwendolyn refused
to accept it. When you were two weeks old, she stole away
with you, determined to keep you from being raised as the
Legend Owain claimed you to be.” He met her gaze, his
eyes sad—so sad. “Your mother loved you more than her
own life, Gwynne. She secreted you with the Druids, and
then she ran, stumbling through the woods, trying to lead
Owain away from you and them, so that he would never
find you again.”

A sick feeling had begun to settle in Gwynne’s stom-
ach, a vague sense of dread that churned with increasing
ferocity. “And then?” she asked softly, terrified, in some
hidden part of herself, of hearing the answer.
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“Owain caught Gwendolyn not long after she’d hidden
you with the Druids,” he answered, his voice as quiet as
Gwynne’s had been. He closed his eyes for an instant, and
when he opened them again, the grief she saw reflected
there shook her to the core. “And when he found out what
she had done with you, he killed her.”

The aching, hollow sensation slammed hard into
Gwynne; many of the villagers gasped aloud, the sound
echoing through the square. Her ears were ringing, and
she wasn’t sure she was going to be able to breathe, but af-
ter a few agonizing moments, air rushed into her lungs,
sweet and clear.

“How did he do it—how did he kill her?” she asked
flatly when she could speak, wanting everyone in the vil-
lage to hear, to know the monster her father had been—
wanting to learn if the tingling, dark suspicion that had
begun to swirl inside of her held any truth.

“’Twas a cruel and brutal thing, Chwedl,” Marrok
said, his expression dark with the memory of it. “Better
left unsaid.”

“Nay—I need to know.”

He gazed at her in silence, his pain nearly tangible.
When he finally spoke, "twas clear that he forced himself
to it only because he knew that he owed it to her—that he
owed her all of the truths she needed to hear right now,
even if it would destroy him. Taking in a sharp breath, he
looked away, the sheen in his eyes unmistakable. “Gwen-
dolyn died when my brother slit her throat.”

He slit her throat . . . oh, God . . .

The world began to spin, but Gwynne somehow kept
her balance, locking her knees tight, so that she wouldn’t
sink to the ground. “Tell me what she looked like,” she
said, in a painful whisper that barely squeezed from her
chest. “Please, Marrok—I need to know what my mother
looked like . . .”
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He seemed surprised for a moment, then his face
twisted in a kind of agony, and he looked as if he might
turn away to try to hide what he was feeling—to stop the
pain of being forced to relive his memories. But, rubbing
his hand across his eyes, he managed to compose himself
enough to tell her what she’d asked. ““Your mother was
beautiful,” he rasped at last. “She was tall and slender and
strong, with skin of silk and a mouth that looked as if it
was made to laugh.” He let his gaze drift over her, giving
her a sad smile. “In truth, you are much like her, Gwynne,
except that her hair was light as the sun, like spun-gold,
and she wore it long, hanging almost to her waist . . .”

Gwynne’s legs gave out then, and she sank slowly to
her knees. She was tall and slender, with long golden
hair . . . Oh God, the vision—the dream-woman that had
haunted her for all these years—it had been her
mother . . . her true mother, trying to tell her what had
happened. All this time . . .

“Aye, your mother was a beautiful woman, Gwynne,”
Marrok repeated, more vehemently, “and I loved her more
than my own breath or life.”

The shock of his admission caught her by surprise; she
heard Isolde gasp and sensed the crowd stirring again.
Bewildered, she looked to him. He met her stare with his
own unflinching one, and then he stepped forward, no
longer showing suffering, but rather in command again as
he turned to include the people in what he would say
next.

“For too many years,” he called out to them, “I have
kept the truth of those days secret, hidden in the darkness
of my own soul—" He swung his gaze around, taking
them all in, his eyes snapping with fire as he stood tall and
strong before them. Gwynne was suddenly reminded of
the man he had once been, the powerful warrior who had
inspired terror in the hearts of his enemies and led his
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people in a revolt against England, a country led by a king
whose army was one of the greatest ever to have seen
daylight.

“I have committed two great crimes in my life,” Mar-
rok continued, resolute, “the first more than twenty-six
years ago, when I stood by and let my brother take as his
own the woman I loved, and the second, fourteen years
later, when I found and kidnapped her child—the child
she had died trying to protect.”

Gwynne had risen slowly to her feet again as he spoke,
and now he turned to her, his eyes moist and his voice
huskier, as he continued, “For the first crime, I have no ex-
cuse, other than my own weakness; I gave in to Gwen-
dolyn’s pleas not to reveal our secret love, to protect
myself and her by allowing Owain to marry her, as our
two powerful clans had arranged.” He swallowed hard,
never taking his gaze from her. “But for the second—that
of kidnapping you from the peaceful existence your
mother had died to give you—I did have reason, Gwynne.
Owain was determined to find you, no matter what the
cost. He had searched already for nearly fourteen years.
"Twas only a matter of time, I knew.”

Marrok took a step closer to her, seeming to reach out
to her with his expression, asking her for understanding.
For forgiveness.

“I led the search to bring you home, because if I did
not, Owain would. And I wanted to be there, to protect
you, knowing that I could not free you from the destiny
that had marked you from the moment of your birth, but
wanting to ensure, if I could, that you would possess the
skill and power to survive it.”

He looked down for a moment, as if he were gathering
his strength, before lifting his gaze to her again. “And
there was one more reason, Gwynne. A reason that
damned the others to hell by comparison.”
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She felt her heart pound with slow, steady beats; her
hands tightened into fists that she pressed into the outside
of her thighs as she kept her gaze fixed on him, waiting for
him to finish what he was going to say. Knowing, some-
how, in her soul that what he was about to utter would
change her world forever.

“I needed to lead the effort to find you, Gwynne—I
needed to be the one pushing you, training you to become
a legendary warrior as Owain wished,” Marrok said
slowly, painfully, “because I was afraid that he would dis-
cover the truth if I didn’t. And God help me, but I feared
that he would kill you as he had killed Gwendolyn if he
found out—because, though everyone believed it so, you
are not Owain’s child.”

The gasps and cries that greeted Marrok’s confession
faded for the rushing that had begun to fill Gwynne’s
head. But she kept looking at him, kept herself still, so
still, controlling herself and her breathing, as he had al-
ways taught her to do.

“You were conceived more than a month before Gwen-
dolyn and Owain wed—the child of a secret love—and
that was why I had to do everything I could to protect
you,” Marrok continued gently, facing her as he spoke the
final words, his eyes brimming. “Owain was not your fa-
ther, lass. I am.”

Gwynne couldn’t move. Her breath had finally frozen
in her chest, the ancient secret to that rhythmic flow of life
forgotten under the force of her shock. She stared at Mar-
rok, at this man who had been many things to her—her
leader, her taskmaster, her mentor, her friend—and sud-
denly it all made sense. He was the one who had been
there whenever she needed someone to turn to, who had
given her the only affection she’d known among people
who had viewed her as something untouchable, as a myth
in their midst. The one who had held her, during those first
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few months, when she’d collapsed, retching and sobbing,
from Owain’s brutal attempts to make her strong.

The one who had stood up to his brother and demanded
to be given control over her training so that she might live
and grow in skill and power.

“You’re my father . . . 7 she breathed, locking her gaze
with him.

But before he could answer her, she heard Lucan roar a
denial of it. He threw himself into the clearing, looking as
if he would like to strike Marrok, but holding himself back
enough to snarl at him, “ *Tis a lie! This traitor is no more
my sister than she is the Dark Legend!”

“She is, Lucan,” Marrok said darkly, approaching him
as if to place a hand on his arm to calm him. “Now, come
inside with us and we will all try to—"

“Nay!” Lucan shouted, pulling away from him, in the
same motion sliding his sword, hissing, from its sheath
and slamming his father in the temple with the hilt.

Caught unawares by the blow, Marrok crumpled to the
dirt, and Lucan stepped over him, brandishing his blade as
he came closer to Gwynne. She backed up a few steps,
wary. Someone reached in to pull the chieftain’s limp
form out of harm’s way, and the entire crowd moved, as if
they would surge forward again, perhaps to try to stop Lu-
can—but then, with more muttered arguments and shov-
ing, the circle reformed. The group hummed with tension,
Gwynne noticed, but seemed content, for the moment, to
watch as this struggle for power between the chieftain’s
two offspring played itself out.

Lucan directed his hate-filled glare at her, muttering at
last, “No matter what my father says, I will never accept
that you are either my sister or the true Dark Legend. And
while there may be no way for me to disprove that you are
his spawn, I can show everyone right here and now that
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“twas his coddling and not any mythic ability that has kept
you safe from death in battle thus far, woman.”

He waved his weapon at her again, scoffing, “Come—
draw your sword and prove yourself the warrior that our
clan has been duped into believing you to be!”

Gwynne faced him, watching him carefully, her in-
stincts prickling as they always did at the prospect of dan-
ger. Her hand tingled with readiness to grasp her hilt and
defend herself, yet she knew she would avoid fighting him
if she could. She had no wish to cross blades with him.
Not here—not ever. That she knew he was her brother
now would have been reason enough, but what she’d just
learned about Marrok—what she’d learned about herself
and the missing pieces of her life—had left her drained of
everything but the wish to walk away. More than any-
thing, she wanted to give over this life of war and vio-
lence, a life she’d never been meant to lead, to go back to
Aidan and what they might still be able to build together,
if only they were given the chance . . .

“Put away your weapon, Lucan,” she said quietly,
opening her hands in a gesture of peace. She almost felt
sorry for him now, standing before her with so much hate
and jealousy burning in his heart. ““You need prove noth-
ing to me or anyone else. It is over now. I will fight no
more.”

“Perhaps you will reconsider that decision once you
learn that it was I who took your shield and sent it to the
English bastard you killed yesterday,” he retorted. “To the
duke, whose daughter was to marry your lover!”

Stiffening, she frowned. “You stole my shield and gave
it to Rutherford? But why?”

“I wanted you dead, or captured at the least and
brought to trial as a traitor to the English king.”

“’Twas a selfish way of trying to rid yourself of me,
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then,” she said, unsuccessful in stifling her anger. “You
had to know "twould endanger Dafydd and Owin as well.”

“Such extra losses are unavoidable in war—and this is
war, woman, make no mistake,” Lucan grated. Then his
expression shifted again, becoming more mocking. “But
you were so easy to defeat, "twas almost pitiful. "Twas also
I, you know,” he taunted, “who sent you the parchment in
my father’s name, urging you to tempt de Brice with your
body. I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist coupling with
him. And you proved yourself to be as weak as any other
female, when you bedded him at my command.” He took
another step toward her, sneering, “You have no claim to
be called a Legend, woman—only a legendary whore.”

“I warned you before about that, you bastard,” she
heard Aidan growl from behind her, and she turned, see-
ing him lunge forward, readying to attack Lucan, only to
be wrenched back into place by several of the guards that
were in charge of him. In the scuffle, he was struck, and he
let go a string of curses, fighting back so fiercely that three
other men needed to jump forward in order to help re-
strain him.

Gwynne called for them to stop and started to run to-
ward him, but before she could take a few steps, her half-
brother reached out and grabbed her by the arm, yanking
her back and snarling, “Draw your weapon and fight. I'1l
wait no longer!”

She froze, stunned by his self-destructive obstinacy.
The fool was going to force her hand.

Jerking free of his grip, Gwynne took two steps back,
impaling him with her gaze. The shock and emptiness that
had numbed her earlier faded under the prick of more bit-
ing emotions, but still she struggled to maintain control
and walk away—knowing that if she came to blows with
Lucan, ’twould be disastrous.

She shook her head finally. “The same hatred that has
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destroyed your mother is ruining you, Lucan. I have told
you that I will not fight you here—not today or ever. Now,
let it be.”

With a final glare, she stiffened her back and turned
again to walk toward Aidan. But she felt a brush of air, a
mere flicker of movement at the same time that Aidan
shouted a warning to her.

Instincts that long ago had been honed razor-sharp
slammed into place, then, and she whirled, ignoring the
slashing stab of pain in her side as she cleared her sword
from its sheath, raising the blade with a feral growl to
meet Lucan’s vicious stroke.

They clashed together, and she knew without a doubt
that each blow her half-brother dealt her was meant to kill.
But she held her own, and within moments, the heat of
battle masked the searing agony of twisting and lunging
as she wielded her sword against him. People scurried out
of the way as they came together again, sparks flying from
their blades as they tried to drive each other back, out of
the circle. She saw his face as he came at her, contorted
with the dark forces at work in him, felt his rage coming at
her in waves, heard him sucking in air even over her own
gasping breaths as they fought in this struggle of life and
death.

Of a sudden Lucan lunged sideways and raised his
blade to slash at her, but the sun glinted off it, blinding her
for a moment. She stumbled, her balance lost. With a howl
of triumph he took the advantage, swinging his blade
high, and forcing her to lift her arms to meet his next
deadly thrust—exposing her injured side to the force
of his momentum as he deliberately rammed into her,
pulling his elbow back at the same time to jab it into her
wound.

Agony rocked through Gwynne, jolting her with shock
for one paralyzing moment before a cry ripped from her
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throat and she dropped to the ground. Black spots con-
verged on her vision and a buzzing sound filled her ears;
more than anything, she wanted to give in to the welcom-
ing blackness that would free her from the torment, the
unbearable pain—but somehow she managed to roll to her
feet again. Another of Lucan’s strokes missed her by a
hair’s breadth as she stumbled back a few steps, hunched
over now, with her left arm curled round her middle. She
squinted at him through eyes that felt scraped with sand,
grimacing, hissing her breath in through clenched teeth—
little pants that kept the agony at bay enough for her to
blink away the last of the dark spots and ready herself for
his renewed assault.

“You’re going to die today, woman,” Lucan rasped,
gloating even through his own exhaustion. Sweat beaded
on his face as he flashed a malevolent smile at her. “And I
am going to enjoy dealing your final blow.”

“You are sick in your mind and your soul, Lucan,” she
managed to gasp, still reeling from the agony, but wel-
coming the flood of anger—and strength—that surged
through her with his taunting. “T don’t intend to die this
day. Put up your weapon and end this—please. I do not
want to hurt you.”

He barked a sneering laugh. “Hurt me? Worry about
yourself, woman,” he scoffed, backing off a few steps to
grip the hilt of his weapon in both hands, before leveling
both the blade and his gaze at her, “And prepare to face the
afterlife you’ve earned, because a Legend is about to end.”

He roared a fierce battle cry as he came at her for the
last time, and Gwynne’s mind shut down to all but sur-
vival; at the last possible moment, she sucked in her breath
and vaulted into the air, landing just beyond where Lucan
had expected her to be, throwing off his aim and leaving
him vulnerable to her return strike.

And then everything seemed to slow for her as it al-
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ways did, her focus narrowing down to the motion of her
weapon, everything fading but the pounding rush of blood
in her ears, the weight of the hilt in her grip, thick and
heavy, no longer something apart from her, but an exten-
sion of her arm, her body . . .

With a growl, she whirled, swinging her blade over Lu-
can’s head in a lethal arc and then bringing it down with a
precision borne of endless practice, to bury it in the tender
flesh between his shoulder and neck.

Lucan stiffened in the instant following, his face going
rigid with shock as she pulled back on the blade, yanking
it up and away. Then he uttered a choked groan, blood
gushing out over his shoulder, down his chest and arm,
soaking his side with slick, red wetness. His sword thud-
ded to the ground. A moment later, his eyes rolled back,
and he crumpled to the dirt after it. Lifeless.

Dead.

Gwynne knew it as soon as her mind began to clear
from the battle rage that had locked her down for the kill.
Her breath rasped harsh in her chest, and the thousand
hurts of her injuries came back to rip through her like the
fires of hell, but she was able to ignore them all, feeling so
far removed as she did from everything, from everyone.
She just stood there, gazing at Lucan’s body lying blood-
ied at her feet. With a gasping cry, she let her hands fall to
her sides, let the tip of her sword gouge into the ground as
grief and anguish swelled to a torrent inside of her, sting-
ing her eyes and turning each breath into a raspy sob.

He was dead—oh, God, Lucan was dead. She’d just
killed her own brother . . .

“Gwynne—Gwynne, look at me! Are you hurt? Have
you been cut? Damn it—look at me, Gwynne!”

The insistence of the voice sliced through the haze in
her brain, and, woodenly, she swung her head to see who
was shouting at her. The fog began to lift, pieces of the
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present clicking back into place. She drew in a ragged
breath, blinking to clear her vision; ’twas Aidan calling
out to her. The crowd had fallen deadly silent around him,
all of them staring. Staring at her, standing over her
brother’s body. Aidan was the only one moving; cursing,
he struggled to be free of the warriors who still held him,
his face showing his desperation to get to her, to make
sure she was all right.

“Release him,” she said, somehow managing to bark
the hoarse command.

They stared at her, obviously uncertain whether or not
they should obey. But then one of them mumbled some-
thing about her victory giving her the right, and without
further pause, they did as she commanded.

Aidan reached her in three strides, enfolding her in his
embrace with a groan of relief. And for the first time since
this had all begun, she allowed herself to weaken, let her-
self sag against him, clinging to his warmth and his
strength as if he was all that stood between her and the
gaping jaws of hell.

“By all the saints, Gwynne, I thought I was going to
lose you,” he murmured, his voice breaking with emotion.
“The bastards wouldn’t let me go to help you.”

“There was nothing you could have done,” she said, her
voice echoing hollow in her ears.

God, she was tired—so tired. Her breath hitched, and
she closed her eyes, still leaning against him. “ "Twas my
fight, and I had to see it through. I only wish it never had
to happen.”

“’Twas unavoidable. I saw that—everyone did. You
can’t blame yourself for Lucan’s hatred.” Aidan held her
close, cradling her against his chest and stroking her hair
as he murmured to her what comforts he could. She re-
laxed into his arms, the relief of being able to give over to
his strength like a blessed elixir to her soul.
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After a moment, he pulled back a little, cupping her
face in his hand and forcing her to look at him. “Are you
sure that you’re all right?”

“Aye,” she answered huskily, her eyes welling with
tears as she added, “But I didn’t want to do it, Aidan. God
help me, I didn’t. He was my brother; I should have—"

“It wasn’t your fault, lass,” another, deeper voice said
from behind her. ““You had no choice but to do what you
did.”

Turning in Aidan’s arms, she met her father’s stare; he
held a dampened rag to his temple, still trying to stem the
bleeding from the blow Lucan had dealt him earlier, but it
was the depth of sadness and resignation she saw in his
eyes that made her heart contract anew. She stared at him
in silence, unable to speak for a moment.

“I am sorry, Marrok—so sorry,” she said when she
could, though the words caught in her throat.

“Not Marrok, lass,” he answered, giving her a soft
look. “Father.”

She struggled to hold back tears, overcome with the
gift of his forgiveness. “Aye—Father,” she repeated
hoarsely. He stepped toward her, holding out his arms, and
with a low cry, she fell into his embrace.

A few moments after, when everyone had had a chance
to settle and begin the process of coming to terms with
what had happened, Marrok called a meeting. He faced
his people, not far from where his son’s body lay, and
Gwynne noticed that the villagers had already started
preparing Lucan’s body for burial. He’d been laid out on a
small platform, a cloth spread beneath him, and much of
the blood from his wound washed away. Finally, they’d
placed his sword in his hands, resting it on his chest.
Isolde was nowhere to be seen; shortly after her son’s
death, she’d been led away in hysterics from her grief, and
so now Marrok stood alone as he addressed the crowd.
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“Much has happened here this day—and much was
learned that should have been revealed years ago.” He
looked down at Lucan’s body, sadness seeming to over-
whelm him for a moment before he could go on. He took
in a breath and held it, his eyes glistening when he finally
shook his head, exhaling. “My son died today, in part, be-
cause of these secrets, and my daughter almost lost her
life as well. The legacy of bloodshed and hatred must end,
and it must end now.”

Turning to look at Gwynne and Aidan who stood, still
embracing a little distance away, he nodded. “As chieftain
of this clan, I have decided to propose a way to establish a
peace between our people and England.”

He held up his hand to quell the exclamations and
sounds of surprise that rose from the crowd. “We will be
following the example of many other of our countrymen—
of other Welsh clans—if we undertake this,” he assured
them. “Prince Rhys ap Gruffyd, for one, signed a new
treaty with England’s king little more than three months
ago. I will send a messenger to enlist his aid, should our
council agree, in working out a truce of our own with our
neighbors to the east.”

Gwynne met Aidan’s gaze as the discussion swelled
around them again, feeling the first inklings of hope. A ray
of light in the darkness of this day. But in the next mo-
ment, that hope was dashed; one of the clan’s runners
whose duty it was to patrol the area and serve as a watch-
man; hurtled into the square, his face ashen beneath a
coating of sweat.

“Grab your weapons!” he gasped. “English forces—
scores of them . .. they’re nearly here...!” he shouted
brokenly, before bending over, coughing, and trying to
catch his breath.

Gwynne reached for her blade, the other warriors rush-
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ing to gather arrows and spears, while the rest of the vil-
lagers scrambled for makeshift weapons—but they were
all too late. With a crashing sound, an English warrior
rode into the clearing at full tilt, wheeling his steed to a
halt not twenty paces from them. He was followed by an
army of more than five score soldiers, who strode into the
square with an impressive show of force, their armor
clanking as they stepped from behind the buildings that
circled the area. *Twas clear that the rebels were outnum-
bered; the English completely surrounded them, facing
them down with three of their group for every Welsh war-
rior. They stood at attention, their finely honed blades
gleaming and at the ready, waiting only for their leader’s
command to take the entire group as captives in the name
of England and her king.

“Rex!” Aidan said in surprise, recognizing the leader’s
device. His foster-father paused before taking off his
helm to face them, as Aidan took a few steps toward him,
calling, “Kevyn reached you, then? He explained what
happened?”

“Aye, he found me.” His face was grim, and a prickle of
apprehension went down Gwynne’s spine; she kept her
gaze fixed on him, this man who loved Aidan as his own
son, but who also served as one of King Henry’s chief
justiciars—realizing that whatever had brought him up
into the mountains today with this many fully armed war-
riors wasn’t going to be good.

“Kevyn told me the details of what transpired in the
past two days,” Rex continued, “—and that information
was supplemented yester eve by the surviving men of
Lord Rutherford’s party, who threw themselves into my
castle yard as if demons pursued them, babbling about the
bloody destruction dealt them during a Welsh ambush to
free you.” He shook his head. “I may sympathize in many
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ways with what you’ve been through, Aidan, but I am un-
der specific orders from the king, and I cannot—I will
not—disobey him.”

Aidan had gone silent, and now Rex dismounted, look-
ing none too happy about the duty that had brought him
here. Scowling, he strode toward Aidan, followed by five
of his soldiers, who fell into formation behind him.

Gwynne clenched her jaw, watching them come, ten-
sion winding up tight again inside of her. This was not
good. Nay, ’twas not good at all. Swinging her head to
meet her father’s gaze, she felt her stomach sink when she
saw the same worry reflected in his eyes. *Twas serious,
then, as she’d thought. Gritting her teeth against the pain
that jabbed her with every movement, she lurched for-
ward. Marrok came close behind, as she walked toward
Aidan, in her determination to face this latest ordeal, at
least, at his side.

She reached him before Rex did, forcing herself to
stand tall when the man finally came to a stop in front of
them. His face was tight, his expression somber. In the
next moment he shifted to acknowledge Gwynne as well,
flinching at her appearance. Of course. He had never seen
her in her masculine garments before; the sight of her
now, bloodied and bruised from battle, was undoubtedly
difficult for him to reconcile with the elegantly dressed
woman he had met at the gathering of nobles.

He seemed to gather his wits again in little time, frown-
ing and murmuring an apology to both of them, before he
lifted his chin and called out in a loud, official voice, “Itis
my unfortunate duty to hereby place the Welsh criminal
known as the Dark Legend under my arrest, by command
of King Henry II, for the charge of treason, sedition, and
murder.” Ignoring the shouts of anger that rose within the
square, along with the renewed scuffling of the stand off
between his men and the rebels, he grimaced and added,



THE MAIDEN WARRIOR 355

“I also arrest Aidan de Brice, third Earl of Sutcliffe, for
the treasonous action of aiding and protecting the Dark
Legend, in direct opposition to the task assigned him by
the king.”

Gwynne stood motionless next to the man she loved,
watching the tumult swell around them and letting the
shock of Rex’s announcement seep into her bones. They
were being arrested for treason, she thought; both of them.
"Twas almost like the trauma of twelve years ago all over
again, only reversed: the Welsh had hurt her and Aidan
last time; the English claimed that distinction today. Her
breath stuck in her throat at the thought, and blindly, she
reached out to clasp Aidan’s hand, feeling him grip hers in
warm response. It seemed that, once again, their time was
going to be up before it had even begun, and her eyes
stung with the cruelty and unfairness of it all. The realiza-
tion pounded through her, hammering at her composure
and her sanity, releasing a flood of anger, grief, regret . . .

And an idea. It sprang to life, suddenly, taking root
even as Rex clamped his jaw tight and walked away from
them, back toward his mount, to hand something from his
saddle pouch to one of his men. She waited, watching the
soldier return, manacles dangling from his grip, knowing
that they would be clapped onto their wrists in a few mo-
ments. And it was then that the tiny seed of inspiration
pushed up through the darkness, unfurling itself to bloom
in the fullness of day . . .

“Lord Warrick!” she called out, his name ringing
through the clearing and piercing the commotion sur-
rounding them. The noise ebbed a little as she took a step
forward, her heart pounding; then she just waited, stand-
ing straight and tall despite her injuries, her commanding
presence gaining the attention of both the English soldiers
and the crowd, just as she’d hoped, quieting them.

The Englishmen leveled their spears at her, but she met
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their stares coolly, swinging her gaze to Aidan’s foster-
father, who had turned, now, to face her.

“I fear you are mistaken, Lord Warrick,” she called out,
“in ordering our arrests for the charges stated.” Her state-
ment drew a swell of renewed murmurings, but she con-
tinued on, undaunted, and somehow more certain in what
she was about to do than she’d ever been during her years
as the most feared and respected warrior of Wales.

Slowly, with measured, even steps, she walked over to
where her half-brother lay, lifeless, on the platform. She
stood over him, taking in a shuddering breath as she stared
down at his body, sick to her soul at the waste—the terri-
ble, pointless waste. It had been inevitable, perhaps. Envy
and hate had eaten at Lucan, driving him to the evil deeds
that had ultimately cost him his life.

But perhaps all was not lost, she thought. Perhaps some
good could come out of it yet . . .

Looking up again, she let her gaze sweep over the
crowd of people—the English soldiers and Welsh war-
riors, Lord Warrick, her father, and Aidan—and then she
called out, “Aidan de Brice should not be arrested for the
crimes leveled against him, Lord Warrick, because they
are untrue. He is in fact a hero of England and should be
celebrated for performing his duty to his king—for here
lies the Dark Legend, defeated by the Scourge of Wales
this day, in a hand to hand combat for justice!”

A rush of shouts and scandalized gasps filled the
square, uttered by Welsh and English alike, before settling
gradually to a stunned silence as the enormity of her claim
sank home.

“Gwynne,” Aidan said softly, walking over to her; he
touched his hand to her chin to make her look at him.
“Love, what are you saying . . . ?”

“I am saying that the Dark Legend is dead.”

Her eyes stung a bit, and she gave him a gentle smile.



THE MAIDEN WARRIOR 357

Ah, Gwynne, my sweet child . . . never fear to follow your
heart . . . Her dream-mother’s words rang through her
soul again, giving her strength and courage. What she was
doing was right. She had no more doubts; ’twas time to let
go of the past and turn to a future with this man she
loved—this man who also loved her in return. Time to re-
claim the life they were meant to share together.

Slowly, she lifted her hands to her sword belt, unfasten-
ing it and tossing it onto the platform at Lucan’s feet.
“Aye, the Dark Legend is dead,” she said again, her voice
husky in the stillness that echoed through the square,
“May he rest in peace, for his life of violence and blood-
shed is done forever.”

A muscle in Aidan’s jaw twitched as he gazed at her,
and she saw the pride and joy that filled his eyes; then he
pulled her into his embrace, kissing her as if he would
never let her go. She reveled in the comfort of it, soaking
into his touch and knowing that this was where she was
meant to be—where she had belonged all of her life.

Gwynne clung to Aidan, hugging him as tightly as her
wounded side would allow. The square remained silent,
even the grumbling of those still eager for warfare hushed
for the moment. Except for those few lingering insurgents
who would most likely break away from the clan now and
join other rebel groups, the people would follow her deci-
sion, she knew. Their life of constant warfare was over, for
without the Dark Legend to lead them, the rebellion
would founder. From the side of her vision, Gwynne saw
Rex gesture to his men, issuing an order for them to stand
down. The tension in the square seemed to dissipate a bit;
the people began to move about more freely, still wary but
in less combative poses than before.

“You’ve a supple mind, lass, I'll grant you that,” Rex
murmured, as he approached them. “Yet, though what
you’ve suggested seems a clever solution to our problem,
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tis still not entirely resolved. Your people, at least, know
the truth about your identity as the Dark Legend, as do
most of Aidan’s men”—he gestured to the soldiers he’d
brought with him—*“and considering your battle-worn ap-
pearance right now, perhaps some of my men as well.
How do you propose to maintain the illusion, with so
many others who might someday reveal your secret?”

“T won’t need to, Rex. No one will,” she answered,
filled with happiness when Aidan took her hand in his
and squeezed gently. “We need not fear a revelation for
the simple fact that I am a woman, a condition that for
most men, the English king included, will preclude the
possibility in their minds that I ever was also a warrior.
Anyone who suggests otherwise will undoubtedly be
opening himself up to naught but humiliation and
ridicule.”

“She’s right,” Aidan agreed. “Just think of your reac-
tion, Rex—your disbelief—when Diana first told you that
Gwynne was the Dark Legend; "twill be so with everyone
who doesn’t see her in action with a blade—and that
won’t be a concern again. Not in the life we intend to lead
as husband and wife,” he added, smiling and giving her
one of those looks that always set her pulse to racing.

“I will gladly give over my claim to the title of Legend,
and all that went with it,” she said softly, reaching around
Aidan’s waist as he tugged her carefully against him
again. “And ’tis fitting that Lucan be given in death a share
of the fame and glory he craved and could never seem to
find in life.” Pushing back the remembered pain of her fi-
nal confrontation with her brother, she hugged Aidan and
smiled. “What Aidan has in mind for our future sounds far
more appealing than more training and battle, I think.”

“Think? I was hoping for know,” Aidan teased, press-
ing a kiss to the top of her head.

“My daughter knows her own mind, make no mistake
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about it,” Marrok answered, nodding acknowledgment of
their greetings as he walked up to them. He touched
Gwynne’s cheek in a fatherly caress, making her smile
again when in the next moment he rounded on Aidan,
adding in a mock growl, “And you’d be wise to remember,
Englishman, that whether she’s wearing bliauds or
breeches, she still has the skill to bring you to your knees.
I trained her well—do not forget it.”

“I won’t, Marrok, you can be certain of that,” Aidan
said, laughing with the rest of them as he clasped her fa-
ther’s proffered forearm to his own. “God save me from
what might happen if I ever tried.”

Gwynne let the joy inside of her seep a little deeper.
This moment was all she could have hoped for and more;
the banter between the man she’d respected and admired
for most of her life, and the man that she’d loved for even
longer was proving to be a shocking and happy change
from the insults they had hurled at each other just three
months ago. Still nodding and grinning with approval,
Marrok sidled up to Aidan’s foster-father and swung an
arm around his shoulders. He leaned in, and as they am-
bled off, Gwynne heard her father murmur something to
Rex about arranging a meeting between them at his estate,
so that they could discuss the details of working out a
treaty of peace.

Gwynne watched them go, her heart singing with more
happiness than she could ever remember feeling, anytime
in her life. Aidan pulled her close to him again, pressing a
gentle kiss first to her cheek, before tipping her head back
and trailing his mouth lightly down the length of her neck.

“Ah—alone at last,” he murmured against her skin, and
the warm little bursts of his breath sent delightful shivers
down her spine.

“We’re hardly alone, Aidan—there are at least five
dozen people right here, not to mention the four score sol-
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diers besides, all undoubtedly watching your display,” she
scolded playfully, unable to stop herself, however, from
continuing to lean into the strong length of his body as he
held her.

“I wouldn’t say that all of them are watching, Gwynne.”
He pulled away a little, igniting the familiar fluttering in her
belly when she saw his expression. “Would you like to
make a wager on it?”

Laughing aloud, she shook her head. “I vow that was
the only constant in all of my time at Dunston—you and
those blessed bargains of yours.”

“The bargains we made then were good, I admit, but
this one will be even better. What say you—would you
like to hear what I propose?” he asked, wiggling his brows
and making her smile again.

“All right—go ahead.”

“I wager,” he murmured, leaning in so that his voice
tickled her ear with warm little tingles, “that I could kiss
you soundly enough, right here and now, to ensure that we
gained the undivided attention of every single person in
this square, for as long as we liked.” While he spoke, he
slid his hand behind her neck, his fingers stroking and rub-
bing gently, dragging a sigh of pleasure from her. “What
say you, Gwynne—do we have a deal?”

“Aye, we do,” she murmured, the huskiness in her voice
giving away the irresistible effect of his caresses on her.

“What—so eager to accept . . . 7”” he asked, looking at
her in mock surprise. “I’m shocked. I never would have
guessed you’d be so ready to bargain with me again, con-
sidering your dismal showings in the past.”

Gwynne laughed again, then—a low, throaty sound.
“Ah, but that is just it, my love,” she murmured, turning
the tables on him as she leaned back in his arms and gazed
at him in a way that made his breath catch and his eyes
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widen. “I truly hope that my luck will maintain the same
bleak course as it has in all our dealings before.”

She brushed her finger across his lips, following it with
a teasing caress of her mouth—her smile slow, sweet, and
seductive . . .

“Because this is one wager that I think I will take great
pleasure in losing.”



Epilogue

The castle yard at Dunston
One month later

Their wedding day shone clear and bright, the early
autumn breeze lending a welcome balance to the
heat of the sun; it beat down on the crimson silk tent that
Aidan had ordered erected in the yard for the brides’ con-
venience, lighting everything inside it with a rosy glow.
Gwynne sighed, impatient; the ceremony was done, and
the feasting about to begin, and she was stuck in here hav-
ing her skirt hemmed, thanks to her usual clumsiness. She
fiddled with her gown again, stifling a curse as Old Alana
clucked and straightened the fall of smooth ivory and gold
fabric one last time. Then she adjusted an ebony wave that
had slipped free of Gwynne’s jeweled circlet before de-
claring that she was done.

“Ah, you look like royalty, my lady,” Alana said, beam-
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ing as she stepped back to survey her handiwork. “A
queen, true-born.”

“Then it appears I’ve stepped up in the world since the
last time you helped to dress me,” Gwynne teased, giving
the old woman a warm hug and murmuring thanks at her
tearful expression of congratulations. Then she turned
with a swish of skirts to face Aidan, who stood a few paces
apart, patiently waiting for her to be finished. Giving him
a brilliant smile, she murmured, “Shall we go now, my
lord husband?”

“Aye, Lady Sutcliffe,” he answered, the heat that
glowed in his eyes having nothing to do with the tent’s
fiery hue. He strode forward and took her hand, bending to
brush her fingers with his lips—a feather light touch that
she knew was but a hint of all that would come later, when
they were alone in their bedchamber . . .

A pleasurable shiver raced through her at the thought,
and Aidan paused, still bent over her hand, his mouth
curving up as he met her gaze to whisper, “You look mag-
nificent, my lady, but if I am to keep from ravishing you
right here, we must needs find the others and make an ap-
pearance before our guests.” Straightening in one smooth
movement, he tucked her hand beneath his arm.

In a few moments they’d found Owin, Diana, Kevyn,
and Helene; from the flush of pleasure on the other
women’s faces, Gwynne guessed that perhaps they’d been
sharing some seductive banter with their new husbands as
well—a prelude to what she hoped might be wedding
nights as blissful as the one that she would enjoy with
Aidan.

Kevyn and Helene were the first to leave the tent, but
before they went, Aidan’s friend turned and winked at
them, his expression glowing with happiness, as it had
every time that Gwynne had seen him since she’d returned
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to Dunston to learn that Helene had accepted his offer of
marriage. Grinning now, he scooped Helene into his arms
and carried her, blushing and laughing, through the tent
flap. They were greeted with shouts of, “God bless the
bride!” as they strode through the crowd of well-wishers,
followed by a few more ribald comments from the back,
addressing the hope of Helene’s frequent fertility in the
years to come.

“Your Welsh relations, no doubt,” Aidan said dryly,
laughing at the face Gwynne made at him in response.

“Careful, Brother,” Diana warned, grinning as she
twisted to face him from where she and Owin stood to-
gether, awaiting their turn to duck through the flap. “The
Welsh guests are your relatives now, too.”

“And yours, sweet,” Owin reminded her gently, elicit-
ing another stream of giggles from her before he kissed
her cheek for what had to be the fiftieth time that Gwynne
had witnessed this day alone. Giving them a laughing
salute, Owin pulled his new bride out of the tent, and the
crowd of former Welsh rebels and titled English lords and
ladies shouted renewed, rollicking congratulations, before
resuming their mingling amongst tables that groaned with
food, or sampling from the casks of fine wine and ale that
Aidan had purchased especially for this feast.

Finally it was their turn; they stepped up to the flap, and
Aidan pushed it open a bit—just enough to tease the wait-
ing crowd into beginning more of the shouts of congratu-
lations that had come with the two couples before them.
But then he paused, turning his head to gaze at her, that
sweet, sensual smile hovering on his lips.

“Are you ready, Gwynne?” he murmured, the happy
look reaching up to light his eyes, now, as he watched her,
waiting for her answer.

“Aye, I’'m ready.” She smiled. “After all, I've already
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been waiting more than half my life to do this with you.”

“Then give me a kiss for luck, and we’ll be on our
way.”

And as she leaned into him, tilting her head up to
share the sweetness of their kiss—a caress full of passion
and promise, love and redemption—she knew that this
was where she was meant to be. Where she had always
belonged.

“I love you, Aidan,” she said softly, cupping his face in
her palms as the happiness inside her danced about like
sparkling bubbles of light.

“And I you, Gwynne—I will love you forever,” he an-
swered huskily. He held her close, leaning his brow
against hers for just a moment before he pulled back and
gave her a wink and a grin to match her own. “Come—"tis
time to go.”

Then, clasping hands, they threw open the tent flap
with a joyful shout . . .

And stepped into the sunshine at last.



Author’s Note
~OC

he legend of King Arthur has roots in ancient Celtic

lore: most likely he was a fifth century king of
Briton who fought the invasion of the Saxons. As an his-
torical figure, he is mentioned in numerous early texts, in-
cluding the Letter to Riothamus, c.470; De Excidio
Britanniae, c. 540; The Battle of Llongborth, c.480 (an
English translation of a sixth century Welsh poem), and
The Anglo Saxon Chronicle, 9th C. Regardless of true his-
tory, King Arthur’s legend rose among the people, partic-
ularly in Wales, where the idea that their “Once and
Future King” would return when the country needed him
most, to lead them to freedom from England’s oppressive
rule.

The Welsh rebellion rose and ebbed numerous times
through the course of several hundred years, culminating
in a particularly seditious era during the reign of En-
gland’s King Henry II. In the summer of 1189, just before
Henry’s death, a group of monks at Glastonbury Abbey
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“discovered” Arthur’s grave between two stone pillars on
the grounds; the bones—the shin of which was longer by
nearly half than that of any man the monks or witnesses
could find—were buried alongside those of a woman, pre-
sumably Guinevere’s. A long, blonde braid lay with the
remains, though according to testimony, it disintegrated to
dust once touched.

The hollowed-out oak bole containing the bones had
been buried sixteen feet below the surface of the earth—
apparently to prevent Arthur’s Saxon enemies from dis-
covering and desecrating his grave—with a stone slab
beneath it that bore a leaden cross with the inscription:
HERE IN THE ISLE OF AVALON LIES BURIED THE RENOWNED
KING ARTHUR, WITH GUINEVERE, HIS SECOND WIFE. The re-
mains and stone slab were kept safe until the later reign of
King Henry VIII; after his rift with the Church of Rome,
he ordered the dissolution of England’s monasteries.
Shortly thereafter, the stone slab disappeared, never to be
seen again; only a drawing of it remains.

Of course, many argue that the entire “discovery” of
Arthur’s grave was a calculated hoax, invented by King
Henry and the Glastonbury monks in an attempt both to
raise money for the abbey through the visitors who would
flock to the site, and to hamper the Welsh rebellion against
England by issuing a death blow to the patriotic fervor fu-
eled by rumors of Arthur’s imminent return. Whether the
entire event was an elaborate ruse or not will undoubtedly
be debated for centuries more. But researching the events at
Glastonbury and the controversy surrounding them pro-
vided me with some wonderful inspiration for The Maiden
Warrior.

In conceiving my story, I adjusted Arthurian legend
and historical fact a bit to allow for the idea of the great
king reborn, rather than simply returned from Avalon. In
this way, Gwynne would be the infant bearing the “signs”
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that marked her as the future savior of her people in battle.
But I reflected the original legend on at least one major
point in my tale: just as Arthur was the son of an illicit
union between the warlord Uther Pendragon and Gor-
lois’s wife, Igrayne, Gwynne is also the fruit of a forbid-
den relationship between the warrior Marrok and Owain’s
noble wife, Gwendolyn.

Making the “Dark Legend” of my story female instead
of male also has some basis in historical fact, as ancient
Celtic culture actually revered women warriors: some of
the most powerful Celtic war deities were female, and
they came with requisite abilities in weapons and martial
arts—style fighting. In fact, it is believed that women war-
riors were an accepted part of Welsh society and fought
alongside men as late as the ninth century.

Gwynne was an irresistible heroine for me to write, not
only because of the chance she gave me to express the
kind of honor, strength, and courage that I think is too of-
ten downplayed in women, but also because of the agoniz-
ing conflict it allowed me to examine through her
characterization. How much more emotionally fraught
can a woman be than to be torn between an undeniable
duty as her nation’s most important leader—as their leg-
endary warrior—and the fierce, unyielding desires of her
still-tender heart? Then, of course, matching her up with a
hero both worthy of her on the battlefield and gentle
enough to win her love presented a challenge all its own—
one | hope I did justice to in the person of her noble
knight, Aidan de Brice.

All of it put together made for an engrossing writing
experience—and I hope an engrossing reading experience
as well. As always, I thank you for coming along on the
journey . . .

MRM
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