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Prologue

October 1101 Constantinople

The damned incense hung eternal, like death, aeanky by the baneful dirge of screams and
curses. Each clang and ring of metal—tool on tmalls falling into bowls and against remnants
of armor and ruined weaponry—was piercing. Sonot@is droned from the colorless lips of
the robed men who mindlessly haloed the long, ptagtroom as if puppeted by the enormous
crucifix hung at the far end. Bodies thrashed dtefs fighting to free themselves from the
hands of the surgeons who sweated and strainedanked like the dogs their patients swore
them to be.

Surely this could be no faithful hospital.

For Roderick, it was Hell's antechamber.

Sobs roiled within the fiery incense as well, agtiempting to dampen the cloying stench of rot
and disease merely by the weighty emotion of upw&ib0 men. Men like himself, laid like so
much half-butchered meat in a smokehouse. The ngaknoke was death, in Roderick's
swollen and bruised mind. He could feel its cldsening char against his already-fevered skin,
licking away at his sanity, slurping up his vergli

He waited his turn with the surgeon, who would caoen, Hugh promised. Very soon.
Roderick would have added his own screams to tisenadble din—he certainly had pain enough
to warrant them—~but after three weeks of worsemiggny, he had no strength left to utter the
feeblest whimper. From the ill-fated battle at Hdea, Hugh had brought him, returning them
both to that grand city of Constantinople—and udtiety its hospital—against Roderick's
protests.

"In Constantinople you will be cured,” Hugh hadmpised repeatedly. "You must only persevere
until Constantinople. You must, Rick, you must!"

And Roderick had, although how, he knew not. Hetesho die. To escape the pain of his
injuries. To avoid returning to his father in Engilaa failure.

Yes, that was the worst of all, the thought thatlenRoderick's functioning eye well with thin
tears—Magnus Cherbon, awaiting his son's returh ajpes of the same treasure and holy favor
that Magnus himself had received on his own pilggen Roderick could hear his father's
condemnation already: Worthless failure!

Weak, weak, weak! From your mother's damned wombwere like her. Weak! No son of
mine. A disgrace. Roderick had heard the words aoynimes, they were verse in his memory.
A tear at last escaped Roderick's left eye anédalumbly down his cheek to leap from his face
onto the rough blanket beneath his head. The eétanéhind a wet path as cold as the hatred it
represented.

"He comes, Rick! Look!" Hugh grasped Roderick's #foulder and squeezed, his voice
sounding as if he was putting on an air of exciteinfier a very young child. Roderick's left
shoulder and arm were the only places where léadrcould touch him without causing further
agony, having been saved by the stout English&kiehpped to Roderick's forearm.

Roderick let his head fall to the left, thankfuathhe surgeon did not approach from the other
side of the room, lest Roderick's injured face—td#daand stitched up like saddle leather by a
young Saracen boy—prevent him from anticipatingrttaen's approach. Roderick felt the crude
courses of thick gut pull in his swollen fleshthlé same—from the bridge of his nose, over his
cheekbone, across and beyond his right templevieg of the long hospital chamber was
reduced to a horizontal sliver through his left,eq@d he could see nothing at all through his
right. Perhaps it was no longer even in its sodRetjerick could not bring himself to ask Hugh.
His nose was broken badly, his cheekbone likelgtineed as well. Since he'd been dragged from
his mount during that bloody slaughter, the onlyrgbin his right

ear had been a dull roar, like an ocean tempesirigethe cliffs of his old home, Cherbon.



His head injuries were serious, Roderick knew. lBsitarm was so much worse—his right arm,
his sword arm. And his left leg...

The surgeon neared Roderick's pallet, his londn&adpron and tunic beneath stained a terrible
and ghastly black. Two pale, thin lads bobbed aiarte surgeon's wake, carrying his
instruments in flat, shallow baskets. The man'devhair was long and thick to his shoulders,
some strands escaping the tight knot of leathkisatape, and the ends looked as if they'd been
dipped in blood. His eyes were deep set and wihisymouth hard and nearly invisible. He
walked quickly, the hands swinging at his side lagkas though they had been stolen from a
Saracen—stained a deep, deep brown, his fingeinailsick relief.

A squealing fear raced up Roderick's spine attinge®n's approach, and he prayed with
everything left of his soul that he would die beftine learned old man reached him. He'd never
imagined fear like this, and it caused Roderickdeeam and thrash and beg for reprieve inside
his broken shell of a body.

But outside, that shell did not so much as twitch.

"What is it?" the surgeon asked of Hugh, reachimights nightmarish hands and speaking even
before coming at once over the pallet. Hard fingeabed either side of Roderick's forehead,
roughly turning the splintered skull in a starbwfkfresh agony. "Head wound, yes?" Hands
with the strength of Goliath pressed his

shattered right arm. "And arm, | see. Both stitchsdvell as can be. Fever, yes?"

Hugh seemed to at last regain his voice at thegbriguestions and statements, given with little
apparent sympathy. "Yes, yes, maestro. Fever,Tyesstitches seem to be holding well, but his
fever has steadily worsened since Heraclea. | tharkaps it is his leg—"

Before Hugh could finish, the old man swept dowomuRoderick's left leg and jerked up the
stained covering. Roderick fancied he could smslblwn wound on the breeze the surgeon
created, although his nose had been too swolleak®air in more than a fortnight.

Hugh stepped toward Roderick's feet and contintlethaps the lance which pierced him was
tainted with p—"

"Poison, yes," the surgeon interrupted. "And thiotlge thickness of his calf, no less. I've seen it
often enough. Nasty trick." The surgeon droppedotheket back over Roderick's leg and
flicked his fingertips to the lads hovering behhich, indicating the boys should move on. They
trudged past Roderick's pallet without a glance.

The old man looked at Hugh. "He'll die." Then tliegeon stepped directly into Roderick's line
of sight, putting angular cheekbones before his.fagwake, yes? Good. You're going to die,
my man," he nearly shouted, as if he knew Rodertc&aring was not in its finest capacity. "Do
you understand?"

Roderick wanted to nod and thought his chin mayehaitched downward. He was so thankful
that the man would not be touching him with tholsekfingers. He let his eye close.

"No!" Hugh shouted. Roderick didn't want to opes &ye again, but the sounds of a scuffle
prompted a distant concern for his friend. Hughesped again in the narrow slit of Roderick’s
vision, having seized the surgeon by one arm. Héacan not die. There must be something you
can do."

The old man pulled his arm free with a cold lookaafrning. "The poison's been in him too long.
Had | been at his side when he fell, perhaps. But, rany potion would be wasted on him—Ilike
pouring it upon the ground, and we have not enaggihis. He'll be cold by the morrow's light. |
am sorry. Good day."

"No!" Hugh shouted again, and this time nearly @dithe surgeon off his feet. "You must try to
understand—he saved my life. Anything you can do—"

"Good sir, you see the men lying about this chamyes?" the surgeon demanded. "Think you
their lives are worth less than this man's?"

"Yes," Hugh answered immediately. "Yes, | do."”

"Well, I do not," the surgeon shouted, and Rodkesitently agreed with him. The surgeon
turned to go, but Hugh grabbed at the man's hand omore, this time falling to his knees behind
him.



"Please, maestro, please! | beg of you." At theyematch in Hugh Gilbert's voice and the sight
of him pressing his lips to the surgeon's bloodst@ihand, Roderick let his eye close once more.
He could not bear to see the man plead for a ceubepeless and unworthy.

"Do you not think | would save him if | could?" Rexick heard the surgeon say in a quieter,
slightly gentler voice.

"Please,"” was Hugh's only reply.

Roderick heard a curt sigh, and then, "Boy!" Attez pattering of quick footsteps and a rustle-
clink: "This will ease his pain. It's all | can gpal'm afraid. Small dose at first, yes? Only from
the fingertip, lest you wish to show him mercy &itlhim outright. He may stay until he's dead,
and then he must be moved. | need the pallet.”

The surgeon's steps fled impatiently from Hugh'sd®less you, maestro. Thank you, thank
you!"

In the next moment, Hugh's breath huffed a coohraring breeze on Roderick's fevered and
throbbing face, and Roderick heard the pip of allscogk. "Here we are, Rick—what | had
hoped for. Open up now." He felt Hugh's rough fingesh inside his lips to scrub at his gums.
A tingling warmth filled his mouth and then Hughitsger returned. And again.

Was his friend trying to kill him? Roderick openaid eye as best he could while his head started
a slow, buzzing spin.

Hugh's face swam before him, milky and pebbled witieat, as he tried to fit the stopper back
in the small, colored glass bottle with fumblingdgers. "Come on, come on, for fuck's sake!"
The cork at last slid home and Hugh slipped theaxay inside his tunic.

"Hugh?" Roderick tried to whisper, but he heardyanburgling "00" blurt from his lips. It was
enough to get his friend's attention.

"It's a lot, | know," Hugh rushed as he reached ®@derick, gathering together into a rough
sack their few belongings scattered on either sfdeoderick's pallet. "But you need it—we're
getting out of here, Rick. I'm taking you to—"

"Oh," Roderick choked.

"Yes. " Hugh stood and disappeared from Roderloiesof sight, but his words were still
painfully clear as Roderick felt the rough blanketrested on lift his head and shoulders. "Try to
sleep,” Hugh said with a whoosh of effort. "It wiH’

But the rest of his friend's statement was loRRaderick as Hugh jerked on the blanket and
began pulling it like a makeshift gurney. Rodesdiobdy started, and the white pain that
exploded from the rough movement, combined withsikeling, dazzling substance Hugh had
slipped into Roderick's mouth ensured that heidiked, sleep.

Roderick didn't know how long he'd been unconsgiousiow far Hugh had dragged him, but he
didn't think it had been very long or very far, fbe acrid taste of the hospital's incense was stil
thick and gritty in his mouth. He heard the voibe$ore he could try to open his remaining
functioning eye, which refused to cooperate at thatnent, any matter. As it was, whatever
drug Hugh had given to Roderick was affecting Ivsaaly- disadvantaged hearing, distorting the
voices and, in spots, blanking them out altogether.

He felt no pain—indeed, he was largely numb, savéhe uncontrollable trembling which had
seized him. Perhaps he was cold. Or fevered. Rddeould not tell.

A quieter voice beyond the black curtain of Rodési@awareness now deteriorated into a sob,
and then Roderick heard Hugh.

"l wanted to come to you first, but I didn't know—"

"No, no," a woman said. "l understand. | am glad'ye brought him, although | doubt | can
help him."

The voice, low and sweet and lilted, filtered trghuRoderick's brain in a familiar pattern. He
knew this speaker. Who? Who...? Aster? Ophelia?. No.

"You gave him too much, Hugh." The woman spokemgaoser to Roderick this time. He
could feel her warmth near his left side. "He maywake." A brief image of dark, sloe-eyed
beauty



draped in purple silk flashed through Roderick'srmagy, but was gone before he could grab it
properly.

Ardis? No, that wasn't it either....

"Oh, God!" Hugh cried, and Roderick could hearibey depths of his friend's misery. He felt a
distant sympathy for the man, obviously in a paimol Roderick could blessedly no longer feel.
"I knew not what else to do! He was in such agonykelght moving him with any less would
kill him." A shuffling of feet and then Hugh's v@sounded closer, hushed though, as if
speaking a quiet blasphemy. "I think he wants &"di

"Then he likely will," the woman said. "Without thell to live, there would be little | could do
were his injuries even half."

Those sloe eyes again, and music. Dancing...

"You are his last hope, Aurelia,” Hugh said, higdgnearly a gasp. "Our last hope."

Aurelia.

And then the half picture of the woman's identityssomed in Roderick's mind—Hugh had
brought him to Aurelia, to the owner of the mostlagive brothel in Constantinople. Lovely,
lovely Aurelia, whom he had not seen since he aa@dmpany had arrived in the city so many
months ago....

"l will do what | can, of course," Aurelia said. UBfirst we must see if he can be awakened. |
have word from his family in England, left for hiny a messenger only last week. Perhaps the
news might rouse him."

A fuzzy rage tried to fight to the surface of Radk's fevered brain. His only family in England
was his father, and a distant cousin. Roderick aditd hear no message from his hateful sire,
and he certainly didn't want to return to ChertBut the anger stole too much energy from him,
and so he let it go when he felt Aurelia's softaiinand on his left arm.

"Roderick," she called softly into his ear, and sle@g of her voice was like a deep pool of warm
water. "Roderick, can you hear me?"

He could hear her, but could command no movement fiis body to indicate such. He could
also hear the misplaced sound of a babe cryingwbere else in the room.

The hand on his arm squeezed. "Roderick, opengyes and look at me, my lord."

Leave me be, Roderick said in his head, willingwleenan— and Hugh—to let him slip away
while the pain was still absent. The crying souménsified.

He heard Aurelia sigh. "I must tend to Leo soonret Words grew louder in his head, but she had
not raised her voice, perhaps

only drawing closer to him—yes, he could feel hexath now on his neck.

"Roderick, hear me, my lord: A messenger bringsddoym England. Your father is dead."
Your father Is dead.

Your father Is dead.

The last word—the most important word—seemed to éclhe vast cavern of Roderick's mind.
And for a span of time—a second, an hour—Rodegtk lswoop and circle there, as if testing
its sincerity.

Magnus Cherbon was dead?

The pain was trickling back into his body now, ioraps and crashes and screams. Roderick
could feel his muscles cramping and seizing. Hegglled for clarity, for just one moment of
lucidness before the torrent of white-hot miserggdyed him under and drowned him. His eyelid
seemed to weigh a thousand pounds.

Aurelia’'s dark hair and doelike brown eyes flickermgto focus before him. She looked older,
thinner, more tired from when he'd seen her lasén] she had worn rouge and kohl, and tiny
golden bells in her hair. Now, she was dim, wrapipesl shawl, her eyes shadowed naturally,
and sunken.

"Roderick?" she asked, hope and surprise in hespeini Over her shoulder Hugh Gilbert's face
also appeared, and elsewhere in the room the infaited insistently.

"Ome," Roderick heard himself rasp. "El me, 'k&l-Go...'ome."

Roderick suddenly wanted to live.



Chapter One

May 1103

Tornfield Manor, England

It was a lovely feast, save for the pointing andspéring. And the way she was repeatedly
jostled out of line when she tried to join in a danOr that wretched woman who had stuck out a
slippered foot and caused her to fall into a sgywiraid, spilling half the puddings and breaking
most of Lord Tornfield's beautiful little paintedwls.

As if she needed assistance making a fool of Hersel

So now, Michaela Fortune hid herself away neantbsicians, where she could be close to the
music that would drown out the hateful things besagl about her. And, seated on the stool, she
could hide the gloomy white stains of pudding sgildown the skirt of her only good gown.
Here, she could become lost in the melody and Hongaf she wished, and she could convince
herself it was truly a lovely feast, when what sfented to do was find that miserable woman
with the spastic foot and snatch at her hair.

Turn the other cheek, Michaela reminded herselif, lasr mother had whispered in her ear. The
meek shall inherit all the earth.

As if to drive home her mother's tireless lessange@ntleness of spirit, Michaela caught a
glimpse of her parents across the hall. Lord Walter Agatha Fortune stood against the
opposite perimeter of the chamber, closely linlegkther as usual. Michaela's father's kindly
face was turned to look down upon his wife, asiiiyavaiting for her to express any wish he
might fulfill. It was satisfying to see them enjoygithemselves—they so rarely left their small
holding.

Like Michaela, Agatha Fortune was often the brdmwisispered gossip, although the mother
was spared the indignity of the self-conscious dess that plagued her daughter. The older
Lady Fortune was dismissed as ineffective and bobge in the brains, while the younger was
treated with scorn and avoidance.

Devil's Daughter.

Hell's Handmaid.

Sister of Satan.

Or, the very worst of all, Mistress Fortune.

Miss Fortune. A clever play on words, Michaela kaddmit, and of all the hated nicknames she
had been cursed with, likely the most accuratefdviisne, oh my, yes.

Her fingers pressed the warped link of metal orfithe chain resting under the bodice of her
dress out of habit. For such a tiny object, itsdeararound her neck was as immense as any
oaken yoke.

"Song!" a man's voice rang out, interrupting Midageself- pity. Alan Tornfield, the Fortune
family's overlord and host of the feast, raiseddhialice toward the trio of musicians near
Michaela's hiding place. He was a handsome, mauisid blond man of one score, ten and five,
his wife's death last year leaving him and theungdaughter alone in the modest manor.
Michaela had never met the now-motherless Elizabgtdeed, she'd never so much as spoken
directly to Lord Tornfield. This feast was only teecond time Michaela had visited the
overlord's home in the whole of her score of yealthpugh she couldn't recall the first instance,
as she had been but a young child herself.

"I must have a song immediately! Who is sportinguegh to lend their voice to yon strings?"
The crowd "hear-hear"-ed with enthusiastic agred¢nsm Michaela cringed as she spotted her
own mother leaning this way and that, trying takpait Michaela in the crowded hall. Michaela
closed her eyes, as if it might make her invisible.

She was saved when Lord Tornfield announced hiserhoandidate, and Michaela opened her
eyes with a relieved sigh.

"Lady Juliette of Osprey, won't you indulge us?'faiely shouted, and in a moment a tall,
striking brunette dressed in rich green steppeuh fitee crowd, a humble smile on her lovely face.
It was the woman who'd tripped her. Michaela skd $tool more fully behind the curtained
backdrop.



"Do you know *My Love Calls the Sea'?" Lady Juleeiweetly queried the trio, and the man out
in front of the group bowed. In a moment, the sstagted.

When the woman's voice came forth, sharp and waypMichaela cringed again. By the time
the refrain and second verse were through, sheketido see if her nose might be bleeding. She
saw several of the guests wince as notes werelaeisvard heaven, Lady Juliette nearly
screaming to reach such heights. Michaela openehbeth and forced her ears to pop.

"Oh, make it stop," she said loudly. No one cowdrhher any matter over that terrible shrieking.
At any moment, she expected Lord Tornfield's houondsdd their voices to the noise. It would
have improved the tone immensely.

At last the torture was over, and Michaela coutdadt hear the relieved sigh of the guests
before they broke out in ridiculously exaggeratpglause for the obscenely wealthy Lady of
Osprey.

"My God, they must be deaf," Michaela muttered. Thbe gasped as she felt a tug on the back
of her hair. Michaela spun around on her stool.

Shadowed by the curtain Michaela also hid behinddst beautiful girl, perhaps ten years old,
with long, shiny blond hair pulled away from herdbead and cascading down her back. Big,
wise brown eyes gave her the look of a gentle waradidoe, and her impish smile brightened
her otherwise pale face. She was nodding enthicsbigt

"Oh, hello," Michaela said.

The girl's smile grew a bit wider. She pointedrat turtain, indicating the guests gathered
beyond, then tugged at her ear.

Michaela couldn't help but laugh. "Well, if they rea't deaf before, | daresay they are now."
The girl covered her mouth with both of her harads] her eyes crinkled merrily.

"l am Michaela Fortune." She held out her handtaed/oung girl immediately took it, sinking
into a curtsey. "Who are you, pretty one?"

The girl smiled at the compliment then pointedhat ¢rowd again. She drew her pointer fingers
away from each other on her upper lip, then plachdnd on her flat chest.

Michaela thought she understood. "Lord Tornfielgiasir father?" The girl nodded, obviously
happy that her pantomime had been successful. yWeN do you do, Lady Elizabeth?"

The girl curtsied prettily again, and Michaela weretl at her lack of speech. She had heard of
mutes, but never met one, and decided not to lintipe matter lest the fragile-looking child be
humiliated.

Michaela knew all too well how that felt.

"Are you forbidden from the feast?" she asked exte

Elizabeth shrugged, and then pointed past Michaelagyes wide and her mouth shaped into an
O.

It appeared as though Lady Helltongue was prepaoingrture the guests with another
butchering of voice. Michaela groaned and droppadhead, her hands covering her ears.

"Can one wish oneself deaf, | wonder?"

Elizabeth Tornfield covered her own ears and betiteawaist, her mouth open in a silent
guffaw and Michaela giggled. But she and her neungofriend were spared from the lady's
imminent screeching by Alan Tornfield himself.

"A moment, if you please," he interrupted with atisome bow in Lady Osprey's direction. "I
have an announcement before the festivities coatirAlan stepped onto the dais that held the
lord's table with only a slight wobble and then Ischibroadly at the crowd.

"| feel | must take this opportunity to address $hd news of our liege, Lord Magnus Cherbon's,
passing, more than a year ago." Not even a murfreynopathy answered the announcement,
and Michaela was not surprised. It was no secegtat within the demesne had detested the
Cherbon Devil and his greedy, merciless rule, andtrhad looked upon his death as a blessing.
Elizabeth inched closer to Michaela's side and péekound the curtain at her father as he
continued his speech.



"Our lands have been without a master for too l@tignhe, and so it is with a happy heart that |
follow such sadness with a bit of a miracle: Lottse€bon's son, my cousin, Roderick, is
expected to return from the Holy Land any dayatethis father's place at Cherbon Castle."

At this, excited murmurs raced through the hallcihéiela caught only snippets of exclamations.
"Roderick, Lord Roderick!"

"So handsome..."

"...not at all like his sire."

"However," Lord Alan said crossly over the animatddspering, "due to some
rather...devastating injuries he suffered whileh@pilgrimage, and dare | say, lameness of
body"—the crowd gasped—"as well as terms of thelitdince set forth by Magnus himself, it is
possible that the bequeathement of the demesnd falt—Alan paused, and the crowd seemed
to lean forward eagerly—"to none other than yorubyt"

The hall erupted in surprised shouts and applaursk]ord Tornfield's smile was not a little
prideful. He let the praise go on for several megeonds before raising his hands for silence
once more.

"While | am, of course, saddened by the losses mogio has suffered, | feel that tonight is a
cause for celebration and merrymaking. After aitould only be a matter of weeks before I am
removed to the northern part of our lands.” Thevckroesponded with a collective moan. "So!
Let us make the most of our time together withtaobsport—a competition, if you will, of song.

| shall grant a boon to the most accomplished sihdée crowd cheered. "We have already
gratefully received Lady Juliette's offering."

Lady Juliette smiled widely about the guests andegasaucy wink.

"Who dares challenge her?" Lord Alan looked ovesthgathered. "Oh, come on. Who will give
itago?"

For the better part of an hour, more than a scbgeiests, male and female, took their turn in the
fun of the challenge. None were truly accomplisimettheir talent—a few even deliberately
mocking themselves by singing bawdy limericks aitneg silly

lines of verse—but none were nearly as bad as Ualigtte, Michaela was relieved to hear. She
and little Lady Elizabeth enjoyed each performamaggen away behind the curtain, dancing
each other in a circle with joined hands.

The most recent contestant, a young man of goodyfatmok his bow amidst roaring laughter
and applause and Lord Tornfield claimed the daceanore as Michaela fell back onto her stool
panting and giggling.

"Oh, well done, well done!" he laughed, and raisedever- present chalice in salute of the
young man. "Who else? Who will be next? We can'he fun end now!"

Michaela felt a tug on her hair again and turnese® Elizabeth pantomiming a palm away from
her open mouth. Then she pointed at Michaela.

"Oh, no. I think not.”

Elizabeth gave a mock pout then clasped her hagfdsebher chest in a plea.

"Before all these people? They would devour me ehilizabeth. | haven't the talent for—"
"Lady Michaela Fortune shall sing!"

Michaela's stomach dropped into her bottom as le¢hen's warbly voice rang out through the
hall.

"My daughter, where is she? Michaela?" Agatha's salunded ever closer, and Michaela could
already hear the snickers and whispers from theatrtMichaela?"

Elizabeth gave her an unexpected—and surprisirgbeful— shove, and Michaela sprang from
behind the curtain, stumbling, stumbling, catchiegself with one outstretched hand, nearly
standing, before at last sprawling facedown orfldgstones.

"Oh, Michaela, there you are, dear," Agatha saidelght.

The guests made no effort to quell their laughter.

Then Agatha was at her side, pulling her daughtdsyuthe arm. "Here we are, do get up, dear—
and what has happened to your gown? No matter.nGbem, you have such a lovely voice."



Then she leaned in close to Michaela's ear to whjsphink of the boon, Michaela! Mayhap a
bit off the taxes...."

"Oh, yes. Pudding—give us a song!" someone fronctberd goaded.

Michaela was very aware of her soiled dress, ofyLhdiette smirking in her direction, and of
her mother's reminder of the Fortunes' growing pgvéayhap Lord Tornfield would grant a
small reprieve, but...

Meanwhile, the crowd egged each other on.

"I dunno if we should have a verse from Miss Foetdtthe devil might strike us all deaf!”
Michaela flung her hair out of her eyes and sputherheckler. "l vow that if you can still claim
even a bit of your hearing after that monstrosftgaund"—she said, and glanced at the shocked
Juliette—"your tender ears should be quite saféhferest of your life, devil or nay."

"Michaela!" Agatha gasped and patted her daughdems "That was unkind."

Lady Juliette had regained her composure and neppst from the crush with a malicious look.
"Verily, Miss Fortune? 'Monstrosity of sound,’ wesWell, then, if the crowd judges your voice
more worthy than mine, | shall grant you my own toanything you wish."

Michaela raised her eyebrows. "Anything | wish?"

Lady Juliette looked to Alan Tornfield. "Do you @t to this wager, my lord?"

The lord was looking at Michaela as if he'd neearsher before, which was unlikely since she'd
made such a scene of slippery pudding and brokgargo

"By all means, ladies,” he said in an amused viRkease, proceed.”

For a moment, Michaela was frozen in the quieteetgnt hall, the guests regarding her
blatantly. All eyes were pinned to her, the ceofeattention—a situation that never, ever turned
out to Miss Fortune's advantage.

Someone coughed. Agatha Fortune smiled encourggatdler daughter.

"Will you name a tune, m'lady?" the leader of the asked politely, if pointedly.

Michaela looked back at Juliette and saw the wosnemirk, as if she could sense how close
Michaela was to forfeiting.

Think of the boon, Michaela! Mayhap a bit off tlexeés....

"We're waiting, Miss Fortune,” Juliette taunted.

Michaela took a deep breath. "No music," she saitie lute player.

"Oh-ho!" Juliette laughed and clapped her hands.

"There was none written for this piece."

Juliette abruptly closed her mouth.

Michaela took a deep, deep breath as her mothgpesdeaway, leaving Michaela in a circle of
expectant guests. Alone.

Then she opened her mouth and sang as best asudtieher eyes closed, moving herself out of
the smoky, humid hall of Tornfield Manor and imaguopherself flying through the clouds, her
arms outstretched like wings.

The tune had been taught to her as a young gitidyriar who traveled through the Cherbon
demesne, originally written as a chant for monkg. Bichaela turned it into a high song of
sweet mourning, pouring all of her wishes and dieatop the hurt and humiliation she'd been
dealt—not only that night of the feast, but throoghher entire life—and creating a confection
of song so pure and personal that she could feele tears press against her closed eyelids.
It was a longish piece, but she did not shortereiishing these few moments when, locked away
in her own mind, she could give free rein to the tmnng she did even passably well. The hall
was wide and deep and tall-ceilinged, and eachnaaeheted off the stones as she sang them,
circling around and meeting each other to makeoaushof voices, it seemed.

As the last drawn-out word hung and then faded hiiéta reluctantly brought herself down
from her fanciful flight and opened her eyes.

Everyone in the hall was staring at her as if thegshad caused her to grow an additional head.
Even the servants had stopped, frozen in theistatklearing the long tables and ferrying trays,
and the silence following Michaela's song was merfdot even a breath stirred the air.



She felt her face start to heat and turned quittkfpcus her attention on Lord Tornfield. He, too,
was staring at her as if she were some strangeuceeaho had slinked into his home, his mouth
agape, and he didn't seem to notice that the ehalibis hand was loosing a stream of wine onto
the toe of his boot.

Michaela said nothing, only waited for her judgmienthe contest, feeling naked, vulnerable. As
if she'd bared her very soul before all gathered.

Still, no one made any sound or movement as siiglat sniffle or the shuffling of a foot.
Michaela felt her throat closing.

Then, suddenly, the sound of two hands clappingreigsly cracked the awkward stillness, and
Michaela turned her head to seek the applauder.

Elizabeth Tornfield had stepped from behind theinass' curtain and was clapping as if
attempting to break off both her arms. Her smils wee warmest Michaela had ever received
from someone not of her relation, and the sighhflittle girl, bravely risking reprimand at
showing herself at the feast in order to praiseneer friend, caused Michaela's heart to expand.
At least someone had liked her song.

His daughter's appearance obviously affected Lamhfield, as well, for he shook himself after
a quiet gasp, dropped his now- empty chalice tdlttme with a clang, and joined in his
daughter's enthusiastic applause.

"Well done!" he shouted. "Oh, yes, well done, indliee

The rest of the hall added their own lukewarm gramsmediately, and Michaela looked around
at the guests, whispering to their neighbors wtlégg@ping and regarding Michaela from the
corners of their eyes.

And then Lord Tornfield was off across the halil] stapping, until he dropped to his knees
before his daughter and embraced her, speakindpiw goice that was drowned out by the
dwindling applause. In a moment he rose and lezhBé&th back to his place on the dais, helping
her up the step as if she were an invalid. The msrof the crowd increased, and Michaela had
the distinct impression that she was no longetdpe of gossip. She tried to squelch the
traitorous relief she felt.

Alan Tornfield addressed the hall once more. "Dohaee any other contestants?" After only a
breath of a pause: "I should think not, after #tahning, stunning attempt. | would declare
Lady— Michaela, is it?—Fortune champion, lest therany foolish enough to challenge her.
No?" he asked, looking over the hall. Then his egaskling happily much like his daughter's,
found Michaela, and his blond mustache twitchedb€elleve you have earned a pair of boons,
my lady.” He held forth a long, courteous arm aodéd slightly. "Collect at your discretion."
"This is outrageous!"

Lady Juliette, of course. The woman stepped froenctiowd once more with a swish and flounce
of her fancy skirts and walked

directly up to Michaela. "I'll grant no boon to &l gvho gleans her talents from Satan! That song
was clearly devil's trickery!"

Michaela felt her eyebrows draw downward and hegdis curl into fists at her sides. She had
never before struck another human being, but ihrtiteanent she seriously considered it.

"Now, Lady Juliette,"” Lord Tornfield said mildlyCertainly you knew the identity of the woman
you challenged before she gave her try, and cleiailynot Satan who stands before you now.
This was all done in good fun, any matter. I'm duady Michaela's boon will be a reasonable
one." Although his words were friendly and advisihg tone indicated that the matter was not
open to debate.

Lady Juliette's face glowed ghastly white. "Veryliygliss Devil's Fortune," she fairly spat.
"What will your wretched prize be? And should yeguest something ridiculous, be forewarned
that | will slap your face."

"Oh, my request will be very fair,” Michaela rejenh, and moved even closer to the fuming lady
so that her next words would be heard by Lady ttaleone. "And you be forewarned that,
should you dare strike me, | will drag you fromsthiall by your hair and call down the Hunt to
steal your soul," she hissed, malicious glee filliver at teasing the woman so ruthlessly.



Devil, indeed. Good heavens.

"Name your prize, heathen," Juliette demanded tilvalenched teeth.

"Well, then," Michaela stepped back and looked doyvan herself. "Since it is through your
fault that my gown is hopelessly stained"—she &tdyes roam over the fine green velvet
draping her rival—"1 will have the one you are wagt"

Juliette laughed. "You're daft! This gown cost mibr&n what your piddling hold brings to the
demesne in a year!"

Michaela shrugged. "Mayhap you should have consditre value of your own possessions
before you set about ruining another's.”

"I'll not do it!" Juliette shrieked, looking to LdrTornfield. "This is absurd!"

"It seems reasonable enough to me," the lord $artH it was your challenge, Lady Juliette. I'm
certain Lady Michaela will accept you sending tlogvg to her home by messenger. Surely she
does not expect you to turn it over this night?fd_®ornfield raised a questioning eyebrow to
Michaela, and her heart pounded.

"Of course," Michaela acquiesced. "I shall look itowithin the fortnight."

Juliette stammered. "I—I—" She stamped her footsetcher mouth in a pinched frown. "Very
well, then. You shall have it." She made no attetaphask her glare for Michaela. "Now, I'm
certain you will understand if | bid you good nigHehe spun on her heel and swept from the
hall, a few quiet snickers from the other guest®emg her out with her personal servants.
Lord Tornfield's commanding voice rang out agaktave my fair musicians quit me as well?
The night is far from over, my good men—let us awne the festivities in earnest! | have much
to celebrate!"

The music immediately bloomed forth once more, thwedcrowd drifted away to refreshments or
more private conversation, while Lord Tornfield keced to Michaela to join him and his
daughter before the dais.

Michaela curtsied. "My lord, | am honored by yoectsion."

"Nonsense!" The blond man smiled, still keepingafiactionate hold on his daughter. "You
fairly bested any and all

Elizabeth suddenly broke free from her father dmdw her slender arms around Michaela's
waist, nearly toppling them both.

"Oh, my!" Michaela laughed and squeezed the pgettypartly out of affection, and partly to
keep the pair of them upright. Elizabeth continteedling and so Michaela let her be. It was nice
to be embraced.

"She seems to have taken to you rather quicklyrti Dmrnfield observed. "How long were the
two of you hidden away?"

"Not long," Michaela rushed to assure him, and veved if the little girl was not clinging to her
in order to avoid punishment. "I do hope you'ligioe Lady Elizabeth for disobeying you, my
lord."

"l beg your pardon?"

Beneath Michaela's forearms, Elizabeth's shouksizosk.

"I shall.. .1 shall forfeit my boon if it will preant her from being reprimanded.”

"Why on earth would | reprimand Elizabeth?"

Michaela felt her face heat. Must she always feelfbol?

"For.. .ah, attending the feast without your pegiois?"

Elizabeth drew away slightly and Michaela saw thatgirl

was laughing.

Alan Tornfield frowned at Michaela for a moment ahdn burst out in his own merry chuckle.
"Lady Michaela, it has been my fondest wish for edime now that Elizabeth join the
festivities of Tornfield. | assure you, she wasiigdaway of her own accord. Verily, this is the
first time she has shown herself to anyone othem thyself or the household staff since her
mother passed.”



Michaela knew she must look like a stunned ninny,there was nothing for it. "Oh," was all
she could think to say for a moment. "Oh. Wellnthleam pleased that she decided to appear, as
well."

Elizabeth returned to her father's side and Alamfield smiled as he drew his arm around the
girl's shoulders. "Now, as for your boon—"

"My lord, if you please,” Michaela interrupted.Wbuld request that my father's hold be granted
some sort of small reprieve. Our harvest was deahtyear—our village seems to be shrinking.
I'd not ask the whole of our debt be forgiven, efise, but perhaps a small portion? Or an
extension for payment in full?"

Lord Tornfield looked at her thoughtfully. "I am Waware of the state of your parents' distress,
Lady Michaela. Indeed, all the land felt the piméiMagnus Cherbon's rule, myself included.
We were granted an unexpected reprieve by hismadsut now that Lord Roderick has
returned, | do wonder for how long."

"l see,” Michaela said, hearing the man's answarsrtone, if not his words.

"But perhaps we can reach some sort of arrange'triart] Tornfield said suddenly, his
thoughtful gaze flicking to his daughter. He looksatk to Michaela's face and his eyes sparkled.
"l am not an unreasonable man, after all."

Michaela didn't know what to say, so she said mgthAfter a moment, Lord Tornfield spoke
again.

"Perhaps you would consider taking a position infrayisehold, in lieu of your parents' debt,” he
suggested slowly, and Michaela thought she migi Isaen Alan Tornfield's eyes take a quick
appraisal of her body. Her stomach fluttered. "Aigdbeth's companion, of course,” he added
quickly. "I would not wish your reputation harmed."

Michaela wanted to laugh. Her reputation could ddéunther tarnished were she to walk through
the streets of London stark naked. But then theressof Lord Tornfield's suggestion struck
home.

"My lord, are you proposing that the whole of mygrds' debt would be forgiven, only for my
companionship for Elizabeth?"

"l think.. .1 think, yes. Yes." His words grew surd.ady Michaela, my daughter's happiness is
most important to me. If she has some sort of gqaftdction for you, if you can draw her out of
her shell—perhaps even coax her to speak once mbigworth all the tithes in my holding."
With these last words, Michaela saw the lord'sahomnstrict. "For each quarter that you reside
at Tornfield Manor as Elizabeth's companion, thefe tithe will be dismissed. | know it is
terribly boorish of me to reap favor from a booattls yours, but will you accept?"

Michaela wanted to weep. Instead, she let a shalitg surl over her face as she suddenly
realized how terribly handsome Lord

Alan Tornfield was. At his side, Elizabeth's faoened toward Michaela, hopefully expectant.

"l will," Michaela breathed.

Chapter Two

He was home.

Roderick's heart thudded in his chest like a wandas Cherbon came into his view by way of
the gatehouse. He reined his mount to a halt feadtimself, and leaned onto his right thigh to
give his screaming left knee and hip a moment siffrem gripping the horse's side. Hugh
Gilbert drew his horse even with Roderick's anghgéal, the misshapen bundle bound to Hugh's
back by lengths of wide, fine linen crisscrossedrdvs chest giving him a hunched appearance.
"This is it, is it?" Hugh said, and looked to Radkmwith his usual sardonic grin. "Likely enough,
| suppose."

During the long, long months of Roderick's recoyding Hugh Gilbert Roderick had first met
before Heraclea had slowly changed into a diffeneah. Although to be fair, Roderick guessed
that Hugh likely hadn't changed at all. The markimew after the battle had been a desperate
man, a guilty man—qualities taken on in a timeriafit The Hugh Gilbert who sat the horse next
to Roderick’s side was the true man. The man hébaad before his



pilgrimage and the man he was now. And althoughase early days of sickness, Roderick
would have never guessed that their lives woulaimecso closely entwined, he liked the man
Hugh Gilbert was, owed him a great deal, despitghttuprotests.

And Roderick was glad that Hugh accompanied him twhis home. Roderick would have not
admitted it under threat of death, but the sighthefsoaring gatehouse of Cherbon Castle struck
old, cold, weary fear into him. Even though he kribesCherbon Devil was dead and buried
more than a year past, Magnus's ghost seemeddo oe&to Roderick from the mortar between
the rough stone with bony, pointing fingers, areldgep, menacing voice seemed to ring in the
ears of his son.

Failure. Failure!

Worthless, useless cripple!

You should have died instead of me.

But Roderick had not died, much to his own surpiiisgtead drawing morbid, determined
strength from the news that Magnus Cherbon hachieaiwn final judgment halfway around
the world, ironically within the formidable and detent walls of Cherbon. And now the
Cherbon demesne was Roderick's—the Cherbon Déwdamated, in his own bitter mind, but
for different reasons. Once, a desperate lifetigeiaseemed, this fortress had housed a
frightened and cowed young boy, then a rebelliowsangry young man. Now it welcomed an
injured and embittered lord back into its cold arRederick was home again,

and unlike his hasty and solitary departure, herfdnade the long return journey alone.

The bundle strapped to Hugh's back squirmed and gavoss squawk.

"Yes, yes, Bottomless Pit,” Hugh said over his $theru "Nearly there. | vow you've wet me
through to my front side."

The wind gusted, whipping the ragged remains oftherbon standards topping either side of
the gatehouse tower into snapping strips. vy hatidiege to the imposing fortress and been left
to run its mad reign unchecked, giving the waltstshing away to the north and east an
abandoned, dangerous, wild appearance. The drayebwds lowered, but there was no fanfare,
no bustling serfs attending the castle's businiéssreon foot or in cart. In the cloud-covered
gloom of that rainy and cold afternoon, no harlenaich as called out a warning.

Not even the sound of a footstep could be heard fseyond the curtain wall. Only the lonely
wind, skimming the gray stones.

Roderick adjusted in his saddle onto his screar@fidnip once more and clucked his weary
horse over the drawbridge, wordlessly prompting liHtmfollow. Young Leo began to cry in
earnest as they passed into the barbican.

The inner bailey of Cherbon was more derelict titmexterior. Vines ran their wicked, tangled
maze here, as well, almost like a plague of vemetdiad been visited upon the castle, and the
old,

crackling growth seemed a carpet of despair. Stiavaut the ground were bits of broken
furniture, barrels that had burst their staved dsopped and left to lay where they had vomited
their contents, now long picked over by scavendghattered jugs and wedges of pottery—
Roderick saw a jagged piece with the Cherbon cleaved where it had broken. He saw a
length of once-costly and now weather-faded clotlerirpps a piece of the drapery belonging
behind the lord's table in the great hall.

Roderick walked his horse through the cracklingnching litter of the bailey, around the great
tower of the keep toward the entrance of the kdlstopped and put his back to the south wall,
also covered in choking vines to the battlementsvaallwalk above. Over the keep, between
where Roderick stood and the hidden inner courtyagbssamer finger of wood smoke
struggled to scratch at the low blanket of sky.réw cawed. Roderick let the reins fall from his
hands and grasped his left leg below his knee.dJsisright fist, he beat his boot backward out
of the stirrup, and prepared to lift his leg ovee pommel.

Hugh was off his own horse in a blink, and Rodefadka familiar pinch of jealousy at the man's
ease of movement, even with stout littie Leo stepjo his back.

"One moment, Rick. I'll get—"



"l can do it,” Roderick growled.

"Don't be an ass," Hugh snapped, searching bettgathnes for a chunk of discarded firewood,
left to rot where it had been dropped. He wrest@avay from the greedy vines, Leo now silent,
and brought it to Roderick's right side, where toed the wide length on its end. "We've been
astride all the day. With as stiff as you are ug@mounting, you'd break your only good leg.
And then where would you be, | ask?"

Roderick had no reply, for of course, Hugh wastrigte grasped Hugh's shoulder and stepped
onto the wobbly wooden pylon. Holding his nearlgless leg aloft, he made the short hop to the
ground, pain shooting up the muscles of his but@sid to either side of his spine, all the same.
Then, for naught but petulant spite, Roderick kitkee wood length over with his left boot and
bit back the painful cry it elicited in his knee.

Roderick pulled the walking stick from the shedthttat one time had held his broadsword and
extended it. Leaning heavily, he snatched up thisd®reins with wide, awkward sweeps of his
free arm and tugged his mount toward the bailey. \#ice there, he found that the bucket was
missing several planks and the hemp rope had rotady in two.

Roderick threw the useless garbage to the vindsawtrash and a growl, where it splintered
completely. He turned and jerked the horse towaeddborway of the hall, his stomach in
painful knots.

He told himself it was not fear he felt. Only amation. Relief for the end of their long, long
journey.

"Going in now, are we?" Hugh called as Roderickkaulcthrough the doorway, pulling his horse
onto the cobbled floors after him.

The hall was darker and, oddly enough, colder tharbailey, although a pitiful fire burned in
the giant, square stone-lined pit near the endefdom. A remnant of the meters-long swags of
drapery that had once ran the course of both lcalts\Wwung in one pitiful scrap there near the
door, replaced with long swoops of cobwebs, gossémeads of dirt, and crumbling vines
straggling over the painted plaster murals set titeabeamed ceiling. The floor was only
marginally clearer than the bailey he'd left behiihe intricate pattern of stonework hidden
beneath a thick layer of dirt and dead vines ao#dm furnishings.

Only the lord's table still stood aright, a lumplef what looked like discarded cloth resting on
its center. Whoever had built the fire had likedft it, Roderick thought, and he wondered if the
person in residence was of Cherbon or just some&@ranwho had stumbled upon the deserted
Castle in a spot of luck.

Behind him, Roderick's horse stamped and blew lyugtaking him from the scene of
destruction before his eyes. His eyes sought tbhewhy at the opposite end of the room, leading
to the kitchens and the interior well within, andsareadying to limp in that direction when the
pile of cloth on the table stirred.

"Harliss!" the lump of clothing shouted, and Rodkrstopped. He knew that voice. "Roderick?
Is that you, my son?"

Roderick wanted no one to ever address him as "agaih in that room, not even Friar Cope,
but he limped around in a circle all the same. ')Xragr."

The older, rotund man immediately reached for tigegt his elbow. After a long swallow, he
stood. "I'm glad you've returned," he said, asafl&ick had just come back from a day of
hunting in the wood beyond Cherbon's walls. "Glogyto God. But, my son, your father is
dead."

"Good."

The friar nodded. "Cherbon is yours."

"I know," Roderick said with a touch of impatient®ly horse thirsts." He turned back toward
the kitchen doorway and was met by yet anothertghas his past, the ghost of the woman
Friar Cope had called out for in the midst of higoer, and the source of the knot in Roderick's
stomach.

"Good day, Roderick," Harliss said in her thinngii-gray voice.



Before him was the woman who had sought to takeldee of his mother, the nurse who had
cared for him and reared him under Magnus's oréRahaps more skeletal, more gray, than
when he'd left Cherbon, but still the same seveik the same dire gray gown and apron, the
same permanent, disapproving frown. Her hands wvlerehed before her waist. How many
times had those hands struck him?

When Roderick gave her no return greeting, sheespghin. "Do my eyes deceive me, or are
you entertaining your animal in the great hall?"

"You will address me as 'my lord," servant,” Rodestated flatiy. "And yes, this is my animal,
and yes, he is in the hall, although it is of na@@rn to you save that had you cared for the
bucket in yon well, he would not be here. As itlgs chamber is akin to a sty, and were my
father still alive, I'm certain you would be whighéTake that, you bitch.

Harliss's knife-thin nostrils flared. "Oh, | do duithe would resort to that. My lord.” Harliss
turned her crone's face to Friar Cope as he pudf@dstop between she and Roderick. "Have you
told him, Friar?"

"Yes, he has," Roderick snapped.

"No," Friar Cope wheezed. "Roderick—"

"So there are others about,” Hugh said merrilyasrtered the doorway, his voice rather loud
for the large, quiet space. "They aren't transjaresthey? | do so crave a hearty meal and Leo
is— my God!This hall is a disgrace! No matter—IIvgb fetch my own mount and we shall
have a pagan feast upon the floor."

Hugh had unbound Leo from his back and re-seatetbtidler astride one hip. Harliss looked at
the pair of them as if they were beggars, althddgph's clothing was as rich as Cherbon's hall
had at one time looked, and Leo wore a gown ofagili wool

embroidered with gold thread, and tiny leatherm@is upon his feet. He looked like a small
prince.

The costume was the last gift Aurelia had given.iRoderick had watched her fashion it with
her own hands.

"Wod-wick!" Leo shouted, and held his arms towamtBrick.

"He can't take you now, Wart. But do get down aadeha run about,” Hugh declared, and set
the toddler on his feet. Leo immediately ran to &ark despite Hugh's words, tripping as his
feet became tangled in the dead vines, but catdhmgelf with Roderick's long cloak, burying
his face behind Roderick's knees.

Roderick struggled not to let his leg buckle unither slight but horrendously painful pressure of
the boy's head.

"Cherbon is yours," Friar Cope continued, as if Kigd not interrupted them. "But there is a
condition to the inheritance, Roderick."

Hugh turned a frown to Roderick. "What kind of gkithis, Rick? A condition? Ridiculous. You
know these two, | suppose?"

Roderick nodded, and the knot in his stomach threst to snap. Of course there was a
condition. Even from the grave, Magnus was intenimaking certain his son was miserable.
"Cherbon's Friar, Cope," Roderick said through clher teeth. "And my old nurse, Harliss.
Where the other residents of the keep are, | knaw/ n

"Ah, at last | meet Harliss the Heartless," Hugid sath more than a bit of frost in his tone. "I
have heard much of your charity."

"l save my charity for those in need," Harliss sede"It is wasted on prideful, disobedient little
boys."

Roderick pinned the old friar with his glare. "Witandition?"

"Ah, well," the friar stammered, "in order to clai@herbon, you must marry."

"Is that all?" Roderick said, the knot loosening.

"Ah, the lady must be of good family," Cope muttkrsearching the folds of his robes. "I have
the directive here, somewhere...."

"It matters not. Does the king know of this?"



"Of course, my so—my lord," Friar Cope correcteah$elf. "Magnus ordered a copy sent to him
shortly after you departed for the Holy Land.” TThand man crossed himself. "But, my lord—"
Harliss spoke again. "Act not as though you dikntw he was ill, Roderick," she accused.
"You abandoned your own father when you knew heleveurely die!"

Roderick stepped toward her. "Whether you belibat thad no knowledge of his illness is of
no consequence to me. But | am surely glad théd Head. Magnus goaded and shamed me until
| consented to make that damned pilgrimage." Rokgrnulled back his hair from the side of his
face, fully revealing the wicked scars that tangledr his skin, then snapped back his cloak,
displaying his walking stick. "See you the treasureeaped for my holy duty?" He thought he
saw a glint of satisfaction in Harliss's soullegsse "And if you address me by my Christian
name again, Nurse, | will have you whipped."

The old nurse's throat convulsed, as if she chdkseh her fury like vomit. "My apologies, my
lord, if I overstepped my place." It was not atsaticere.

Behind him, Leo began to whine softly.

"Now," Roderick snapped, "where have the rest efsrvants gone to?"

"There are yet a score at Cherbon," Harliss offgredgingly. "They are in the chambers
above—the only ones left much untouched by thagitig."

"Roust them, lest | find them first. And the rest?"

Harliss's lips thinned to the point that they disegred into her face. "Scattered to the villages—
worthless muck."

"With much of Cherbon's possessions, | see. Fém today,” Roderick commanded.
"Immediately. Any who owes service to the Castld does not come at my word—by the morn
—I will double their families' fines. Permanently."”

Friar Cope gasped, but Roderick ignored it. "Shgwald fail me in this task, | will have you
stripped naked and set beyond Cherbon's wallsh8yrorrow's eve, the bailey grounds, the
lord's private rooms—my rooms"—he emphasized—"drairbers for Sir Hugh and Leo shall
be cleaned and returned to a state fit for resiglemcl will see each and every servant punished
equally.”

"Of course, my lord," Harliss fumed, but she did move.

"What are you waiting for, woman?" Roderick demahde

"Go!"

"l was but going to ask, my lord," Harliss nearligigpered in her rage, "if you would have me
attend"—her cold eyes went to the floor near Rat#i&ricloak—"your noble friend's child. | am
Cherbon's nurse."

"He is not Sir Hugh's boy," Roderick supplied.

"The orphan then," Harliss said, exasperation tmgber words.

"Leo is myson," Roderick growled. "And your clawsai not come within a meter of him, or |
will have them mounted on yon

wall. You are now a kitchen maid. Now, for the laste, be gone."

"Poof!" Hugh had the inappropriateness to shoua!"H

Harliss left the hall with a crackle of vines.

"You have changed, Roderick," Friar Cope said duistadly.

"Good day to you, Friar," Roderick said, and reacheund to grab up Leo by one arm. His
horse had wandered farther down the hall, and waslapping at the tabletop, where it had
succeeded in overturning the friar's jug.

"Before | go," the man said, and handed Roderiaidlad piece of parchment. "The decree. My
lord, in order for you to keep Cherbon—"

"Yes, Cope, you've already said | must marry."

"Before your thirtieth birthday, my lord. If you dwt, Lord Alan of Tornfield, your cousin, will
inherit."

Roderick stared at the friar for several momethisking of his scars, his lameness, his hatred of
everything that was Cherbon. He crushed the dewreis fist, wishing it was Magnus Cherbon's
neck.



"Get to your useless chapel, Friar Traitor," Rodlesaid slowly, carefully.

"Roderick, | was no accomplice in this, you mudidve—"

"And if you value your life, tread not in this halgain without my express summons."

Friar Cope bowed and fled without another word.

"Welcome home, Rick," Hugh said on a great sighotMl that we had stayed in
Constantinople.”

"No," Roderick said, quietly at first, as he loolk@dund the ruined hall, one hand still clenched
around Leo's plump arm, the other grasping theedeand his walking stick. "No. My father will
not best me. It is nearly a year 'til | reach tge that Magnus set forth."

"You'll engage in this madness?" Hugh asked indoachly.

"On the morrow, if you'll assist me, Hugh, we sisahd out the word."

"What word, Rick?"

"That the Cherbon Devil has returned. And he sedisde."

Chapter Three

Five months later Tornfield Manor

"My lord, Lady Juliette of Osprey!"

At the announcement, Michaela's and Elizabeth'dhs@aiveled to look at each other, both with
similar expressions of dread and distaste. Thendlggled silently and turned their faces back
to their meal.

The woman came rushing into the hall, interrupsogper with her clicking, stiff slippers and
swishing skirts. "Lord Tornfield, my apologies foursting in on you without warning, but I felt
| must come to you immediately!" She stopped befoeedais, panting, and made a quick
curtsey before smiling sweetly in Elizabeth's di@t "My dear.”

On the opposite side of Elizabeth, to Michaeldts Adan stood, wiping his mustache with a
cloth. "Lady Juliette, you are always welcome atrifield Manor. You must tell me, what is the
nature of your distress?"

Juliette gave a great, dramatic sigh and held foettfist, gripping a wrinkled piece of
parchment. A manservant ferried the piece fromddg's hand to Alan's, who shook it open
with an intrigued frown on his handsome, kind faod read it silently.

Michaela and Elizabeth exchanged looks from theerof their eyes.

The dark-haired woman had wandered down the taldiss Fortune,” Lady Juliette at last
acknowledged. "I trust you are enjoying your boon?"

Michaela nearly lost her good humor, being reminalietthe fairly won gown. Juliette had kept
her word and sent the green velvet to the Fortate, but when Michaela had opened the
package, the gown was nothing more than a piléripss having been cut through all the seams
and down the skirt and bodice with a very, veryrglidade.

"Oh, I'm enjoying it very much, Lady Juliette,” Nhigela agreed. Then she lowered her voice to
nearly a whisper. "Why, just his morn, | marvelédhaw soft it feels against one's bare bottom."
Alan Tornfield let loose an abrupt, disbelievingdgh and raised his eyes from the missive. "I
can scarce believe it. How did you come by this |ady?"

"It was sent to Osprey by Cherbon's messengerlastynonth," Juliette supplied, rushing back
to stand before the lord.

"And | can assure you by my own vow that it is trdehave just come from Cherbon, and can
attest to its sincerity."

Michaela saw one of Alan's noble, sculpted eyebnaise, as if in sarcastic question.

Juliette fidgeted and blushed. "Only to see ifdswrue, of course. And it is!"

"I knew he sought a—well, no matter," Alan saiddtyi folding the missive carefully and
tucking it into his belt. "Although | would learnare from your visit." He turned to look at his
daughter and then Michaela. "If you will excuse hadjes. I'll return before your bedtime,
Elizabeth."

"My lord," Michaela acquiesced, and watched himgie knew, with longing in her eyes. He
was so handsome. And kind, as well, to give thatynbady Juliette audience during his
mealtime. The very epitome of nobility. And he vgashandsome....



Elizabeth elbowed her sharply in the ribs.

"Ow! Minx," Michaela whispered, and gave the gigiach on the arm.

Elizabeth grinned and then threw her head pointedilge direction of her departing father. She
shrugged her shoulders and raised her eyebrowsntpwery much like Alan in that moment.
"I've no idea," Michaela answered.

Elizabeth pushed her plate away as if the suddpeaapnce of Lady Juliette had spoiled her
appetite.

Michaela could not help but agree, and droppechgng knife onto her own platter.
Immediately, a servant appeared to sweep awayethains of the meal, and Michaela marveled
at her new station in the Tornfield household. aitgh the Fortunes of course employed
servants, they were few, with only a handful ofgedilling a multitude of positions. Many

were the times that Michaela had cleared the Feguable of the mealtime dishes and delivered
them to the overworked and frazzled kitchen stafsalf. She did her own cleaning of her
chamber, and often helped with the monthly washtge had no lady's maid at the Fortune
home.

At Tornfield, she had two. And she'd not so mucktapped foot in the kitchens or wash house
since she'd come. They frequently ate meat withyaweal. There was even a garderobe on the
second floor, near the sleeping chambers. She weddfesuch rich living would make her
slothful at times, but she sincerely did not cdiee skin on her hands was growing soft and
smooth, and no one here dared speak poorly otinder warning from the lord himself. Except
when Lady Juliette came to visit, of course, buatwould kind Lord Alan do with such a
spiteful woman not under his direct rule?

That handsome, kind, noble man.

"What shall we do before your father returns and'rgooff to bed?" Michaela asked, even the
appearance of Lady Juliette unable to shake héndseof contentment.

Elizabeth made the now-familiar pantomime for sasghe two girls made their way to a
grouping of chairs near the large hearth, but Metlaghook her head, glancing the way Lord
Alan had disappeared with the land's worst sin§ke had no desire to push the limits of her and
Lady Juliette's tense civility.

"Not tonight, Elizabeth."

Elizabeth crooked her arms and flapped her elbows.

"l am not a chicken," Michaela protested, giving girl another fond pinch before flopping in a
plush armchair—it was the lady of the keep's cleaminiature of Alan's—which the lord had
designated for Michaela's use.

She found it quite, quite comfortable.

"What of a tale instead?" Michaela suggested. 'Aga Perhaps a bible story—you've not heard
Daniel in the lion's den for some time."

Elizabeth shook her head. Then she pointed to Miaeh@and then did the motions of pulling back
a bow string.

Michaela groaned. "Not that silly one again.”

Elizabeth clasped her hands before her chest atetildeer eyelashes.

"Oh, very well. Such nonsense, though. Pull yowirctloser so I'm not forced to shout.” When
Elizabeth's chair was nearly touching Michaeldig, Isegan the story originally told to her by
Agatha Fortune, one Michaela knew she must haveedeto Elizabeth a score of times in the
past live months.

"It was Yule's Eve," Michaela said, "and my mothed father had had a terrible row, although
you would hardly think that's possible, lookingla@m now, would you? My father is said to
have at one time been a very hard man, againculiffio believe, | know," Michaela added, at
Elizabeth's expected skeptical look.

"He'd been into his cups that night, and was eait@rtg a band of rowdy soldiers in the hall—
shouting and breaking things and carrying on qunéadfully, according to Mother. She was
heavy with me at that time, and the great noisekeaping her awake. Well. She decided that
she had had quite enough of Father's merrimentwamd into the hall to request that he bid his



friends good night. She saw that they had the dee®sneek friar cornered near the hearth and
were using him as a target to throw bones and raoksbits of my mother's pottery at.

"Of course, she rescued the friar first by flyiogiis side— getting hit by a half-eaten leg of
lamb for her trouble—and then demanded that myefalguests leave that instant. She told
them all that they should be shamed of treatingaa of God so poorly and that, were they not
all careful, they'd be taken up by the Hunt as glumient. Well, my father was not agreeable to
being ordered about his own hall by his wife, motrtention threatened with what he perceived
as superstitious drivel, so he told my mother thsite did not care for the way he was
entertaining his guests, she could be the oneateele

Elizabeth was rapt, her knees drawn up in thelssagath her gown, her fists before her mouth.
She nodded quickly. Go on, go on.

"Well. It being night, Mother was in her rail anabe, but she had slipped on some old shoes to
come into the hall and take the men to task. It vasally cold, snow was deep outside the keep
door, but so incensed was she that she thougbaathtmy father a lesson by going to the stables
for the night, where the shepherdess kept a wadhcamfortable shelter. She bid my father
farewell and left the keep.

"She was no farther than the road when she heartéthble calling of the hounds, and the
sound of hoofbeats like thunder in the snow. Eirer in her belief that God would protect her,
Mother stood her ground, determined to get to thtéom of the legend that had everyone in the
village terrified. Then the riders were upon he shere was no time to hide."

Elizabeth covered her eyes for an instant, but tbeked once more with merry excitement at
Michaela.

"The next morn, my father, feeling the ill effe¢ttos overindulgence, and no little remorse for
his poor treatment of his wife, went in search gfmmother. He looked in the stables first, as
although he was—»by his own words—a bit thick attthvee, he knew it was the only place my
mother could and would go where she and | woulddfe. But the shepherdess stated that she
had not seen sign of Agatha since the day prevan she had not ventured out of her hut the
whole of the night, for she had heard the bayinthefhounds beneath her covers and was
fearful of the Hunt.

"Well. At this, my father became concerned. Aséfethe shepherdess, he wondered where on
earth his cumbersome and oft troublesome wife chaie hidden herself away. That is, until he
found the shoe in the center of the road. MotHedtprints led up to where the shoe lay and then
simply...vanished."

Michaela had told this tale to Elizabeth many tirmgge coming to Tornfield Manor, and she
never embellished from the version told to her bydwn mother, but it was here that the story
deviated from the original version. Michaela s&tounted the truth, but omitted the part where
Agatha claimed to have been taken up on the hdde dHunt's fearsome leader and lifted away
into the sky.

This was a child's tale, after all. No need tolftem the girl with details that were—in Michaela's
opinion—Ilikely stretched to contain some sort oisted moral. Michaela herself had lost
enough sleep over the dreadful story, until shedavg old enough to determine what was true
and what was likely dramatic embellishment.

"It is said that my father and the villagers seactfor sign of my mother for the next pair of
days, without ceasing. On the third day, fathektmothe village chapel and fell to his knees,
begging God to return his wife and unborn childhitm. He prayed that he would perform any
penance if his request was granted.”

Elizabeth swept both palms away from her stomaehwide mound.

"That's right. It was just then that my mother eadethe chapel, nearly scaring the life out of my
father. She was unharmed, but missing both shoésstze said to him, 'Walter, you must never
fight again. You must give your life to God as aekeand obedient servant, lest you and this
child be taken from me as punishment for your wilrless.™

Elizabeth held her palms up, a questioning lookenface.



"So he did. Father dismissed the men of the village were reserved for fighting, hung his own
weapons on the wall of our hall, and set to seeimy to the comfort and happiness of his wife."
Not willing to let even a word of the retellingsliElizabeth pointed to Michaela's bodice.
"Yes, and this, | nearly forgot." Although she hadmly forgotten, she simply didn't wish to
bring it out. Michaela reached into the neck of g@wvn and withdrew the chain that held the
small piece of metal, like a link from a chain sh@he held it up

for Elizabeth to see. It was blackened with age, éimd bent, but unbroken. Michaela had oft
wondered, if it was a link of mail, how it had bemannected to its mates, being whole and
unbroken with no visible seam of weld. But she hader asked.

"This was the only thing my mother carried with heon her return from her three-day absence.
She kept it with her always and then, when | was bplaced it around my neck. When | was
old enough to understand, she made me swear to taeeit off, lest the Hunt return for me."
Elizabeth pointed at Michaela, and then hookedrdex fingers on either side of her head.
Michaela rolled her eyes. "Yes, this is what tHagers say makes me the devil. Are you
content now?"

Elizabeth nodded with an impish smile.

"Good." Michaela took Elizabeth's small, pale hand kissed it. "Do you think I'm the devil?"
She shook her head and pulled her hand free. Eliaatxcled her crown with one finger and
then flapped her hands near her shoulders.

"An angel, am 1? Oh, | daresay that is the rigtsveesr."

Elizabeth made the sign for angel again and than &pr arms in wide, crazy circles before
falling out of her chair with a look of feigned puise.

"Oh, you little—!" Michaela screeched in a mockefyoutrage, and fell upon the girl in an
attack of tickling.

A masculine clearing of throat interrupted thesypland both girls looked up to see a smiling
Alan Tornfield standing over them.

Michaela was completely humiliated to see Ladyeitdismirking at his side.

"Well, | must say that you were right, Lord Torrdi¢ Juliette said sweetly. "Miss Fortune does
make a jolly nurse for your Elizabeth."

Elizabeth got up from the floor and fled the higving Michaela to struggle to her feet alone,
her hand slipping off the arm of the chair but once

"Oh, she's not Elizabeth's nurse, Lady Juliettéghfsaid, and Michaela wanted to think there
was a bit of chastisement in his tone. "They'reenfls.”

"Friends. Of course,” Juliette accepted. "How fodie for Elizabeth that her father has found
such a generous.. .friend."

Michaela bit her tongue until she tasted blood. 8beld have chewed it off at the root with her
own teeth rather than say

something mean and petty in front of Lord Tornfiedashy matter, Lady Juliette continued.

"l hate to leave such entertaining company,” shigsred, "but | have a long journey to my own
hearth. Good night, my lord. | hope my visit hasmeformative.”

"Enlightening, certainly. I will be in touch withoy very soon. Good night, Lady Juliette."
"Miss Fortune.”

Michaela kept her tongue firmly between her teatidiette swept from the hall.

And then it was only Michaela and Lord Tornfieldtive large, quiet room, lit by the hearth at
her back. The flames bathed him in a golden glowvtas hair, his mustache, his skin, looked
like they were cast from that precious metal, e¥éis expression appeared unusually tense and
preoccupied.

Lord Tornfield held his hand out toward her, anctMiela's favorite part of each day began as
she wrapped her fingers around his forearm.

"Amen," Alan said in a quiet smiling voice, andrhassed the top of Elizabeth's head before
rising from the edge of the bed. Michaela steppetthié¢ pair and added her own kiss to the little
girl's face.



"Happy dreams, my love," she said, and went roorttié opposite side of Elizabeth's bed to
help pull the embroidered coverlet over the girl.

Elizabeth blew kisses to them both as Alan cartedcandlestick from the room, allowing
Michaela to precede him through the doorway and thesing the door softly.

Michaela was filled with warm contentment as she Alan walked side by side down the
corridor to her own chamber—easily twice the sizbay room at the Fortune house. In this
comfortable, loving routine, Michaela liked to inmag that she was the Lady of Tornfield, that
Elizabeth was her daughter, and handsome Lord véher own husband. She gave a heavy
sigh as she came to a halt before her door, ataglugood night on her tongue.

"Lady Michaela," Alan said before Michaela couleak. "Would you indulge me a few
moments of your time before retiring? There is sthing of importance | would speak with you
about."

"Of course, my lord,"” she said immediately, henstgh aflutter at what could be so pressing
that Lord Alan would retain her company after Biieth was abed.

"It is rather private. Would it be terribly untovebof me to request we converse in my
apartment?"

Michaela's hand slid off the door latch and shie-felard— into the door frame. Alan's arm shot
out to steady her and a concerned frown creasduahidsome brow.

"Are you all right?"

"Oh, yes!" She laughed. "l just...My hand slippiscall.” She shrugged, and felt like an idiot.
"We can converse anywhere you wish, my lord," she, $rying to gather her posture and what
was left of her pride.

"Thank you. Shall we, then?"

She followed him farther down the corridor to hasedand stepped inside when he swept his
arm toward the portal.

It would have been obvious to any stranger whoredtthat these were the lord's rooms by the
masculine decor—dark burgundy draperies hung aatige window and around the bed, and
rich fabric of that same hue covered the pair fietlistools nesded under a small table along one
wall. There were few frills, and the plush velveemed to breathe leather and musk. But
Michaela did see a handful of signs that the charhbd once housed a female—a gilded
hairbrush on a side table, a pair of dainty emla@d slippers at the foot of a painted wooden
trunk —and her heart broke a little at the bitte¥simfeelings evoked by seeing such objects the
husband had retained from his wife.

Several candelabras had been lit by servants egrlibe eve in preparation for the lord's
retirement, and the fire crackled private secrets.

A perfect setting, in Michaela's mind, for what $toged would be an intimate conversation.
"Please," Lord Alan invited, dragging one of theats out for her and then setting the
candlestick on the small table. "Forgive me ifémsea bit.. .foolish. I've not had a lady in this
room since..."

"l understand,” Michaela rushed to assure him assah Thankfully, her bottom connected
securely with the upholstered seat. "No need téogioee." The lovely, lovely man...

Lord Alan joined her at the table with a quick, stysmile. It fled his face in a blink. "I want to
tell you why Lady Juliette visited me this evenlihg.

"Oh, must we talk about Lady Juliette?" The alnwalsining plea was out of Michaela's mouth
before she could stop it, and she was mortifiednavhen Lord Alan smiled charmingly. "l am
sorry. Do go on."

Alan seemed to relax a bit then, and pulled fromdalt the rolled parchment Michaela had seen
earlier, and handed it to her.

Michaela unrolled the missive and let her eyes se@n the thousands of tiny, intricate letters
covering the page. It would take her an hour tal iea its entirety.

Lord Alan took pity on her. "The gist of the thirggthis: Lord Roderick Cherbon, my cousin, has
a stipulation he must fulfill in order to fully it Cherbon demesne."”



"This says that?" Michaela questioned, and her exgd to the page. She thought it odd Lord
Cherbon would want such a private matter servetb Uyis people for gossip.

"No. | say that, in confidence, to you," Alan cfad. "It is why | announced months ago that
there is a possibility that | could inherit in lpkace."

"Oh," Michaela said, giddy that Alan considered &eough to confide this bit of close
information.

"The stipulation is that he must marry a lady obgdéamily before his thirtieth birthday."

"Oh, my," Michaela gasped, not really caring, bainting to show Lord Alan that she found
anything he said riveting.

"The problem is in this missive, and is clear tgare who would read it, especially in light of
Lady Juliette's information. Apparently, my oncesgbt-after cousin is finding the bride search
a bit more of a challenge than he likely thoughtauld be. May I?" Alan took the missive from
her, shook it open, and began to skim with squietgss.

"Announcement this day of.. .yes, yes—ah! 'Any uniad lady of good, titled family who is in
want of a husband should immediately report to GteeiCastle. If Lord Roderick Cherbon finds
such a woman agreeable after a period of no marerimety days and can come to a mutual
agreement of marriage, upon their wedding shebeillegally granted one-fifth of Cherbon's
holding to use at her own discretion. Please sel&jh Gilbert upon arrival."*

Michaela felt her eyes widen. "That certainly imege,"” she said carefully.

"Don't you see?" Alan said, leaning forward ongi®ol, and Michaela caught her breath at his
closeness. "No one will marry him now—nhe's a bedsts trying to bribe his way to the
inheritance!"

"A beast?"

"A beast," Alan reiterated. "He slinks about thestBawith a walking stick and in a long black
cloak, keeping his face hidden. He's frightenedya@ach woman come to court him since his
return to Cherbon. This missive only proves howvselbe is to losing the demesne."

"l see," Michaela said, although she did not. "W this to do with me?"

"Your parents' taxes aren't the only ones in thd lahich can not be paid, Michaela," Alan said
with a wry smile, and her heart stopped beatingfomstant when he used her given name. "If |
do not inherit Cherbon, Roderick will demand my slaed |

cannot pay him. This manor—your parents' land—beliforfeited, and Elizabeth and | will lose
you."

"Oh my heavens!" Michaela gasped. "Oh, no! | cah$he stopped, took a deep breath. "What
shall we do? You must inherit!"

He gave her a smile that nearly made the shocksafite announcement worth it. "I know. And
| have come up with an idea that will allow youstay with us forever, if you wish."

"Oh, yes! Of course, | wish! Do tell, my lord."

"l have already set in modon plans for a grandtfag$ornfield in one month, and after that
night, regardless of whether my cousin is succégshis search or not, we will be safe." He
paused. "Do you trust me, Michaela?" His words vi&eea caress.

"Yes," she whispered.

Alan leaned even closer to her over the tabletBfizdbeth can not lose you. /can not lose you.
You do wish to stay with us, don't you? Truly?"

"l do, certainly, 1 do." She leaned in as well, besom bidng into the table's edge, but she
scarcely felt it. "More than anything."

His lips hovered a scant inch from hers. "As do I."

Alan's head moved closer.

Michaela leaned more heavily on the table anddtitter head.

The table toppled onto its side, knocking both wlelog kissers to the floor and spilling the
candle onto the rug.

Alan shouted, jumped to his feet nimbly, and stasinpét the flames.

Michaela wanted to die, right there on the floor.



He helped her up with a shaky laugh. "Ah, well. Be# to get carried away in an improper
manner, eh?"

"Ha-ha! Yes," Michaela agreed. No!she screamediénser head. No, no, no! Let's get carried
away. Please, let's!

But he was already walking her to the door. "Sha#icort you to your room?" Alan asked
politely.

"There's no need for that," Michaela reluctantlgloleed, trying not to let her eyes stray to the
big bed at the far end of the room. "I know the way

"Of course you do." Alan smiled. He paused, tookHsnd, and then leaned in to press his
lips—his warm, soft lips!'—to her cheek. "Good nigMichaela. | wish you the sweetest
dreams."

She gave him a genuine smile this time as he udlnenefrom the chamber. "Good night, my
lord,” she sighed around her dazed smile, tooftatélan to hear though, as the door had
already closed behind her.

Michaela skipped the whole way of the corridor & bhamber, and only tripped once.

But it didn't count because she was alone.

Chapter Four

“I'm not going, Hugh."

"Oh, Rick, come on.1" Hugh Gilbert flopped into thiele armchair in Roderick's chamber.
"We've not left Cherbon since our arrival. I'm klboait of my very skull. Do | not have a bit of
distraction, | do fear I'll start digging out my oweyes for sport.”

"Shall | have a spoon fetched for you?"

"Witty tonight, are we?" Hugh threw himself frometichair once more and approached Roderick
where he sprawled on the floor, stretching ratheffectively on his own. Hugh dropped to one
knee and pressed Roderick's left shoulder to tw fivhile he twisted his hip to the right, a hand
on his thigh for added weight. "Relax your shousder

"I am," Roderick growled, the muscles of his bae&ling like hammered iron along his spine.
"Well, try to relax them a bit more, then. All riglother side.” He helped Roderick to readjust.
"Any matter, the invitation clearly

stated that the feast is to be held partially telmmte your homecoming. It's rather rude for the
guest of honor to refuse.”

Roderick grunted. "I'm quite certain Alan Tornfielduld prefer me dead upon some muddy
field, now that he has chance to win Cherbon. Atf@amy honor—horse shit."

"Well, then, don't you at least want to see whaisheuly about? Stand up—we'll work on
balance now."

"No, I don't." Roderick struggled to his feet, fam Hugh's hand away as he balanced on his
good leg. Hugh handed him his broad sword to hokis left hand. Roderick balanced it on its
tip for a moment, to steady his swaying. "I coutd care less what piddling scheme Alan thinks
he's come upon. He won't take Cherbon."

"He may, if you don't cease frightening off eveligible lady who darkens our door," Hugh said
testily. "All right then, sword out.” Roderick sldywaised the tip of the sword from the floor
until it was perpendicular to his body. "Good, gpBitk—steady! Honestly, one would think
you'd at least try to impress a woman the tinigsttts not as if it's difficult to do, the poor
creatures. A kind word, a smile. Must you alwaysksabout the keep like some great, growling
ogre?"

Roderick swayed and returned the sword tip to It to regain his balance and sent Hugh a
black look. "How would you have me move about, Hudtnall | dance?"

"That would be refreshing."

"Shut up.”

" You shut up. Once more with the sword on thigsitHugh held his hands at the ready to catch
Roderick should he fall. "It would not kill you &t least be cordial.”

"I've tried cordial, or have you forgotten?" Theosd fell and rose again, slowly, but more
steady in his right hand than it had been in mariRuoslerick felt a pang at the taunting memories



he held of swinging this piece of metal as if ireva hollow wooden stick. "My attempts were
wasted."

"Your smiles were grimaces, your topics of conveosadour and macabre. You shout at the
servants at all hours of the day and night. It'settting.”

"Are you unsettled by it?"

"Of course not. But I'm accustomed to it. Let'sygmir boots and we'll work on swing."
Roderick lowered the tip of the heavy weapon angpled backward to sit in the armchair just
behind him while Hugh brought his boots. "Thendhe who marries me shall also become
accustomed to it." He leaned his sword againsthiaér and began the daily struggle with his
footwear.

"There is no one left to gef accustomed to it," Ringarly shouted, then dropped to one knee
again. He sighed crossly. "Get off, I'll do it."

"No." Roderick slapped Hugh's hands away. "I cassimyself."

"l never insinuated that you could not," Hugh s&id.watched Roderick struggle with his left
boot. "Your thirtieth birthday is"— he paused, ahemb touching the fingertips of one hand—
"one hundred ninety-two days away, Rick. What agg¢avdo should you not marry?"

Roderick did not answer him, only grunted as dttlaes left boot slid fully up to his knee.

"Fine then. Let us forget this whole lot in Englaiick," Hugh said quietly, emphatically. "To
hell with Magnus. To hell with Alan Tornfield. Tceh with Cherbon! There is no love lost
between you and this land, and nothing left fortmkay claim to beyond debt. Together we can
return to Constantinople and rebuild our army—yaame is likened to a legend there for your
bravery! Our fortunes can be reclaimed on our savms! There we can be princes—kings! |
don't know about you, but I've always fancied miyaslroyalty."

Hugh let the bold statements hang in the silencedweral moments while Roderick studied the
floor between his boots. When Roderick still hadanswer for his friend, Hugh continued.
"Here, all we have to look forward to, at bestyasir unhappy marriage to some horse-faced,
cast-off spinster woman. At worst, you won't maat\all and the two of us—as well as Leo—
will be tossed out on our arses. What will becorinieim then, Rick? At least if you marry he has
a chance of an inheritance. Would you have himggéechild?"

"l won't let that happen, Hugh."

"Then at least go to the feast at Tornfield tonigHugh reasoned. "See what Alan is about.
Mayhap if you employ but a tiny—tiny—nbit of chargygu could find your future bride in a
setting not so dreadful"—he waved a hand, indigaRoderick's dark and gloomy
bedchamber—"as all this."

Roderick thought upon the suggestion for severaherds, but then shook his head. If he was
going to be stared at, he preferred it be in his bame, where he could escape if he wished.
"No. I'll not change my mind. But—"

"Rick!"

"You go, Hugh, in my stead," Roderick clarifie@ExXtend my regrets to my cousin and find out
what you can."

Hugh stared wide-eyed at Roderick, as if he coulzblieve what he'd just heard. "Verily, Rick?
You wish me to go?"

"I do. Most dreadfully, | do, if only to have a reggve from your incessant nagging and physical
torture upon my person."

Hugh's face split into a wide grin, and Roderidk &moment's guilt in realizing that Hugh
rarely showed his teeth lately beyond a sarcastickd¢o anyone other than Leo.

"Smashing," Hugh said, and shot to his feet. "Bt idea, Rick! I'll leave directly, and will
return on the morrow."” Hugh seemed to be spinriogghts in his head, speaking aloud but not
really expecting a reply. "l shall wear the greerm-nue—tunic. And my red cape and boots.
Or the buff...?"

"I'm certain you'll look very comely. Now, get duRoderick growled.

"But, what of the physical torture? We haven'tdived your exercises." Hugh frowned.

"If we continue, you'll not have time to ready yself. I'm sure you wish to bathe."



"God's teeth—you're right! | smell like a goath&iddugh spun to the door then spun back to
Roderick as if so caught up with excitement thad lgene brainless. "But Leo—?"

"Send him to me before you depart. Surely we candseach other's company for one evening."
Hugh grew still, even in the whirlwind of anticipat. "He'll like that very much, Rick."
Roderick waved him away and did not meet his eyes.

"I'll send him up in a thrice." A pause. "You'rataen you can

"I'm not completely helpless, Hugh."

"Of course you're not," Hugh said quietly, and Rakefelt a pinch of humiliation at the
placating tone. "I've never, never thought thagami—how could 1?" Hugh sighed when he
received no answer. "I'll see you on the morrovekR+with gossip aplenty, | hope."

Michaela pulled Elizabeth along the corridor behine kitchens, both girls with their hands over
their mouths to stifle the giggles—well, Michaelgiggles. No merry sound came from behind
Elizabeth's hand, although her mouth was pulleg d®e her cheeks in a grin and her eyes
sparkled. They stopped behind a set of tall woatatves, just before the doorway to the noisy,
smoky, fragrant kitchen.

Michaela turned her head to Elizabeth with a fingemer mouth, then she pulled on one ear and
pointed toward the doorway.

Listen!

"—take six of us to move this cake. Merciful sayibre never seen such a prideful thing. To
think of all the foodstuffs wasted on such a froued—"

"Oh, pooh! 'Tis been a fair piece of time sinceltrd's been s'happy. Good for him, | say.
Huzzah to the lord and his new bride."

At Michaela's side, Elizabeth gripped her arm. Meela turned to see the little girl's mouth hung
open in a shocked O. Elizabeth snaked an arm abichiela's waist as the two continued to
listen.

"Huzzah, indeed. 'Tis scandalous, is what it faillto see how he could just up and marry her,
on this very night, with no time of betrothal! HerF

"They've known each other long enough—why delayiten all will be gathered tonight to
witness it? And Lady Elizabeth is in sore want ohether."

A disgusted snort. "Not of that sort, | daresayasty bit of work, that one.”

Elizabeth made as if to pull away from Michaela ahdrge through the doorway, but Michaela
pulled her back.

"It is of no consequence what they say, Elizabdth¢haela whispered with a smile. "What do
we care for what they think, eh?

The only thing that matters is that my suspicioesercorrect— and now we can be together,
like a real family, forever."

The angry frown melted away from Elizabeth's faodye replaced by a wondrous smile. She
pulled away gently this time and did a slow spithwier skirts held out, her eyes closing briefly
as if in rapture.

"You look beautiful,” Michaela whispered. "Like ancess."” And it was true. Michaela was
doubly glad she'd created the new ensemble shelbheosv wore. Since Lady Juliette had
stained her one good gown, and the lovely boord skeh from the woman was delivered in
pieces, Michaela had used a bit of imagination@nrdbined the two. Now, her rose-colored
satin skirt was quilted over with long, wide strigithe dark green velvet, strategically and
evenly covering the stains. The colors alternatezld maypole and Michaela had to admit that
the effect was striking. With the pieces of theegréodice, she'd fashioned a beautiful short,
lace-up vest to go over her own gown, allowinglbag, wide rose sleeves to show.

For the first time in her life, Michaela was thanktfhat her family had been too poor to employ
a full-time seamstress.

Michaela hoped Lady Juliette had been invited &féast so that she could see the rather
ingenious use of the gown she'd sought to cheabddia out of.

It would be Michaela's wedding gown.



Elizabeth stopped her twirling and stepped clodditthaela. She placed one small palm first
over her own heart, and then reached out to touchaéla's chest.

Michaela felt emotion well into her eyes. "I lovewy too, Elizabeth," she whispered in a
cracking voice. Then the faint sounds of stringagp@lucked into tune reached her ears and she
hastily wiped at her eyes while donning a brightisriLet's carry on to the hall—the musicians
have arrived and | don't wish to miss one momettisffeast.”

Michaela just knew it was going to be the greatagitt in the whole of her life.

The meal dragged on what seemed like forever, hchadla didn't mind in the least. She was
enjoying sitting at the lord's table, Elizabethviben her and Alan, the flood of the guests
poured into Tornfield's hall admiring the threetoém.

And her heart did an evil, prideful little dancesie Lady Juliette of Osprey indeed sitting at one
of the front tables. Michaela made sure to ackndgdethe wretch with a slight nod and sweet
smile. To her surprise, Lady Juliette returnedgésture and even added an admiring glance at
Michaela's vest.

Of course she will be only pleasant to me now, Meadh reasoned. | will be her better, and the
lady of the keep. Soon she will be a guest in mypéo

And it was then that Michaela decided to forgively duliette for all her past slights, and she
felt a burden she'd not known she was carryingdtiodm her back.

Agatha Fortune was right—forgiveness was a happy bathe soul.

As if to affirm the adage, Michaela's gaze sweptivere her parents were seated—at a table of
honor, with Lady Juliette, no less. Michaela'd hadime to speak with her mother or father, but
she made sure to wave several times and blow tierfa discreet kiss from one finger.

They, as usual, looked very happy. As if they'dasingle care in the world.

The clang of dishes being cleared competed withmthsic, and was soon cushioned by the
oohing of the guests. From the left side of thé, Inab strapping young serving boys carried out
an impossibly large tray, covered edge to edgehatwad to be the biggest cake ever served
outside of London. Elizabeth shot to her feet tikldown upon the masterpiece as it was set
slowly and carefully on a heretofore empty tablikethe lord's dais. Michaela—striving for an
air of maturity—did not stand, although she dichiéarward eagerly.

The shallow, wide cake was shaped like a battleldhcovered in swirls of pattern made from
crushed nuts, mimicking perfectly the Cherbon ¢rastl decorated with the tiniest sprigs of late
ferns and autumn leaves. Bouquets of dyed featmetsibbon adorned

the corners like fantastic fountains. It looked besautiful to be a confection meant to be eaten.
When the cake was at last safely deposited orathie,tthe servant boys stepped away, Alan
stood, and the guests broke into applause. Alahésh go on for a few moments, smiling and
nodding his head as he looked about the blankexpéctant and curious faces. Then he raised
both hands, begging silence.

"Good evening, friends. Thank you all for making jburney to Tornfield this night. It is with a
light and joyful heart that | and my family"—he sptean arm to his right, indicating Elizabeth
and Michaela, and Michaela's heart skipped—"welcgmeto our home, to share in a very
happy event.”

Beneath the table, Elizabeth's hand snaked on ¢badia's thigh and seized her hand tightly.
Michaela squeezed back.

"Of course | speak for us all in expressing regrat our liege, Lord Roderick Cherbon, was
unable to attend tonight due to personal busiregsdemanded his attention. | would have liked
very much for him to be with us.”

Surely he must be a saint, Michaela thought, talsgech kind words about the Cherbon Deuvil.
My husband is a good, good man.

"But | will extend a hearty welcome to his first m&ir Hugh Gilbert, also just returned from
the Holy Land.” Alan put his hands together andrdst of the guests followed suit as a dark-
haired,

tall, and slender man stood from the table wheyLJuliette and Michaela's parents also sat.



From Michaela's vantage point on the raised diavgas clear to see the commotion Sir Hugh
Gilbert caused within the female population. Midaaeerself was surprised at the man's
handsomeness, and his dress was superb—costlynenétis black hair was trimmed close to
his scalp, and he sported a very short beard—titdee than heavy shadow, actually. Michaela
could see the dark rim of thick lashes around s drom her seat. Below her, women
companions craned their neck to catch a clearempgié of the stranger and then leaned their
heads together, twittering excitedly.

And Sir Hugh seemed quite aware of the attentiowd® garnering, for as he spoke, he let his
eyes stray from Alan's figure and rove over therapiptive crowd, as if he was a minstrel,
readying to recite dramatic verse for an eagereao.

"My dear Lord Tornfield, Lord Cherbon wishes meetdend his deepest and most heartfelt
regrets that he could not personally answer yoaeigus call to feast with you and your guests.
He wishes for me to assure you all that he is reéaduylfill the void left in the demesne by his
father's death, and as such, his many respon&dibft keep him engaged. Rest assured though,
that he is at your service should you but ask fer@lsistance." This well- spoken and dazzling
man bowed slighdy in Alan's direction. "Lord Toeifl, you have my own personal thanks for
your gracious and warm hospitality.” He sat.

Michaela saw a somewhat bemused smile come oversMiace. "Sir Hugh, if you would
indulge me, Lord Cherbon is not... lll, is he?"

Hugh stood once more. "Not at all, Lord Tornfi€ldhe very epitome of health.”" He began to sit.
"Forgive me, but I—we all—had heard that he was madmd most dire in the Holy Land. |
thought mayhap his injuries—"

Hugh stood erect again, slowly, and pinned Alamwihat Michaela saw as an overly haughty
look.

"l can assure you that any injuries Lord Cherbastaned do not hinder his abilities to rule in
any manner whatsoever. But | will most certainliayeyour kind inquiry after his health to him.
I'm certain he will be touched by your.. .concei®ir' Hugh sat once more.

Michaela could not help but feel slightly pigued—tasugh in some nearly undetectable manner,
this Sir Hugh Gilbert had managed to chasdse Aldnd own hall, at his own feast.

Michaela decided she did not like this man, handsormot, one tiny bit.

Alan cleared his throat. "Very fine. Thank you, Birgh." He looked back to the crowd. "And
now, for the main purpose of our gathering.”

All thoughts of the pompous knight flew from Miclae head and her stomach clenched. She
caught her mother's eye and winked. Agatha serd kird, if rather confused, smile.

"As you all know, my daughter and | have been onawn following the tragic and untimely
death of my wife. Tornfield Manor has been lackim@ lady's touch, and my daughter lacking
for the close bond of a mother. | mean to remedy s very night."

At Michaela's side, Elizabeth was nearly bouncimper seat.

"It is customary to gather all together for the @mmcement of betrothal, and in that | will not
disappoint, save that the period of engagementnfmelf and my new bride will likely be the
shortest on record. Friar Cope?" A robed man Mizhaas well-familiar with materialized from
the shadows of a perimeter wall and made his wayatod near the magnificent Cherbon cake.
The audience gasped.

"Indeed.” Alan smiled proudly. "For on this nighdgtronly do | announce my intent to wed, | will
have it done before you all as my witnesses." Teelpmation sounded strange to Michaela's
ears but she paid it no heed, so consumed withrdyexcitement was she.

Michaela wanted to gain her feet in anticipatiolAte#n's announcement, but restrained her
anxiousness until his next words. She drew a daepdying breath.

"It is with great pride that | present to you &létnext Lady Tornfield, Lady Juliette of Osprey."
For a moment, Michaela thought she'd misheard A&rause of the thunderous applause that
vibrated the stone walls of the hall. But a crogksound to her left, a sound that was quiet and
strangled and should have been unheard in thedinhrough the roar of approval from the
guests as well as the screaming in Michaela's e .hShe turned her head slowly, slowly, as if



in a dream, to see Elizabeth duck under the taideaan to stand before her father, tears
streaming down her pale face.

"Pa—" she croaked. "Pa-pa, no! You said the... gmmame. Michaela said.. .you were to marry
her!"

The only sounds following the shocking words wére pounding of Michaela's own heart and
the hushed breaths of the guests.

Then Lady Juliette stood from her seat, and snatetie girl. "Come now, dear—your father
would not marry Miss Fortune. You and | will gebiady brilliandy."

Alan, however had dropped to his knees before duigldter and grasped her shoulders. Michaela
looked at his wide, welling eyes as if she weré aught in some lucid dream that was quickly
becoming a nightmare.

"Elizabeth—you spoke! My darling girl, I—"

Elizabeth jerked out of his hands. "Say it's nogiPPapa. You love Michaela. Say!"

Alan swallowed and his eyes flicked over Elizalse#fioulder to Michaela, who could not seem
to breathe at that moment. "l am marrying Ladyeitdi my love. But Lady Michaela will—"
"No!" Elizabeth shouted and then turned to Michaetao could do nothing but stare back
helplessly.

Then the little girl ran from the hall. Michaelamtad to follow her, but could not command her
legs to move. Alan was still looking at her. Thdél s deathly silent.

Then the clicking of heels caused both MichaelaAlad to turn. Lady Juliette stood before the
table, her brows drawn slighdy. "My lord, do yowstvito postpone the ceremony?" she asked
quietly. "I do not wish for—"

"No," Alan interrupted, and rose to stand. With énal, strangely pleading glance at Michaela,
he joined Juliette and the friar, while Michaetamat tightened, tightened, and the usually
ignored metal link beneath her dress seemed taveryg a hole into her flesh.

And when kind Friar Cope cleared his throat andabeg speak, when Alan took Juliette's hand,
his back to Michaela, now sitting alone at the '®tdble, Michaela's heart shattered into a
hundred thousand pieces.

Chapter Five

Michaela took to her bed for two days, not risiagat, to wash, and she made little reply to
either of her parents who checked on her frequently

The fact that she lay in the bed she thought neveradle her again was enough to sink her into
the very dregs of a deep depression. Each timeyes opened from exhausted sleep, she saw
and heard the events of the feast on her last egeiTornfield Manor like some sort of sick,
contrary dream that only occurred while she waskawa

She'd left that very night, returning to the Fogurousehold with her parents, not even taking
time to pack her few belongings or seek out Eligalber a good-bye. She felt cowardly and
traitorous for that. She had been too hurt, toctifiredt, too... destroyed.

She never wanted to leave this room again.

A soft rap upon her door caused Michaela to bumleeper into her pillow and pull the covers
up over her head. Perhaps if she feigned sleepgvendnocked would simply go away.
"Michaela?" It was her father this time, and shartiéhe creak of the floorboards as he stepped
into the room, and then the door scraping to. 'Yae awake?"

Michaela did not reply, squeezing her eyes shueatnthe canopy of blanket, praying he would
leave her.

But she felt the mattress dip as Walter sat orsitthe of her bed.

"Your mother is very worried for you, child," heigauietly. "Would that you at least come take
a meal so she does not think you to waste awagtting."

"l hope that | do," Michaela said bitterly, thingithat she had not wanted to speak, but the
words were out of her mouth before she could dtemt She knew her tone was childish.

Her father's hand was warm on her calf throughhheblanket. "Oh, Michaela," he sighed. "
know that you are hurt, and for that | am sorryt Biding away in your chamber for years and
years will not undo what has happened.”



"I know that, Papa,"” she said. "But if | stay hdrdon't have to face anyone."

"What have you to be shamed of?" Walter demandéali ‘tlid naught wrong."

"What have | to be—?" Michaela snapped the covifrisey head to look at her father, graying,
portly, kind-faced. "I told Elizabeth that her fathwas going to marry me. | told her that we
were going to be a family. And she believed mested me. | made a fool out of myself before
all the land. 'Poor Miss Fortune, that she wouidkla handsome man like Lord Alan would
marry her!" 'Tis bad enough that everyone talksuabe like they do. I'll never be able to show
my face after this!"

"Nonsense," Walter scoffed. "You told no one salrealbeth your suspicions, and what she said
at the feast, everyone likely took as the innoessumptions of a young, troubled girl."

"Oh, Papa,"” Michaela sighed. "You don't understand.

Walter gave her a smile. "l understand more thantiionk | do. I, too, know what it's like,
having people say mean-spirited things about yalyaar family. Things that are untrue. Think
you | am deaf, or slow-witted?"

"Of course not," Michaela said. "But it never se¢mbother you, Papa. Me, it—"

"It crushes, | know. But Michaela," he imploredhétfolk did not always hold the opinion of me
and your mother that they do now. Granted, | wasgs$ looked upon with scorn, but for
different reasons. Your mother, now, she was ongi@yrevered and respected in the shire."
Michaela was intrigued. Her father had never spaitawut the past, before Michaela was born.
She held no hope that it would help her in herentrsituation, but she wanted him to keep
talking. She sat up. "Tell me."

Walter nodded once. "l do not relish it, but ajjht. Perhaps it will allow you to understand a
little better our station, and how we came to behBerhaps it will help you to bear your burden
more easily.

"When your mother and | were married, you may berssed to know that the only man | owed
allegiance to was the king."

Michaela's eyebrows rose.

"Indeed. | was one of William's most favored lordsd he used me well. Not even to God—
especially not to God—did | give a bended kneesldlfa vast tract of land in the north of
England for my loyalty, but before | could makeante there | was sent to Cherbonshire to help
Magnus Cherbon gain control over his demesne ®kKig."

Michaela gasped. "You were in league with the Cberbevil?"

"I was, although | am not proud to say it aloudu¥Ymother's parents were vassal to Magnus
Cherbon, and the instant | saw her lovely facerchbar speak, | knew | must have her.

"She was a godly woman, but light of spirit, shafpongue and wit. And lovely. Oh, my dear,
your mother in her youth was dazzling. It was nadhltask to convince her father to give her to
me, a favored warrior of the king, and a man whe destined for greatness, even if he was
rumored to be harsh and bloodthirsty."

Michaela couldn't help the chirp of laughter. "Y&apa?"

But there was no merriment in Walter's eyes. "Y#ishaela, me. In assisting Magnus Cherbon,
many a man went to his grave by way of the swoat hlangs in our hall. | was ruthless in my
ambidon to become the greatest, most powerfuldatdide of the king's court. Greater even
than the man | aided, Magnus Cherbon. | remembé&saktlearly my vow to the king: ‘A man a
day by my sword until this land submits to yourexlil

Walter looked down at his lap as if the memory sbammim. "And | kept my word. No trials.
Pleas of innocence and for mercy fell on the grooeidre blood. And when | had succeeded,
when Cherbon at last knew an uneasy and fearfulgpé&new my glory was at hand. | was to
bide the winter here, in this house we live inhaibur mother until the spring. William had
granted me license to build a grand castle on mg ia the north country. Your mother was
heavy with you, and so after you were born and ave that you would live, we were to make
the long journey to our new home."

"But we never left."



"Almost, but no. No, we didn't." Walter sighed. "@&fhyour mother went missing that winter, for
the first time in my selfish life | felt fear fomather human being. | was mad with worry, and
could only think of seeing her again, safe. It too& two days until | realized what | must do,
and when | did, you were returned to me. | had neagdemise, and one that | would keep."
Michaela knew a bit of this part of the tale, whWalter had knelt in the village chapel and
begged God to bring his wife back to him. But stiledidn't understand how this had anything
to do with her own problem.

"My time in Cherbon was done, and when the sprange, we set out—the three of us, and my
most trusted men. On our second day of travel,d sesmmoned to the king's court. He wanted
me to assist in quelling a small uprising en rdatey lands. But the man he'd known before
Cherbon was not the man who stood before himuses. | told him that | would never fight
again."

"What happened, Papa?"

"Well, he did what any king in possession of goedse would do, faced with a subject who held
valuable property and rights from him but would fight." Walter raised his eyes. "He stripped
me of my lands, and my license. Sent me back toli@mshire to live here, in the least of the
holdings."

"That seems rather unfair,” Michaela said in hifedse.

"Not unfair at all. Generous, really," Walter argugHe could have had me killed, my dear, for
refusing him thusly after all the favors | had wamstead, my punishment was to live out my
days in the land | had painted with my own swortjer the distant heel of the Cherbon Deuvil.
But it was your and your mother's punishment ag, wel see, that affected me so much more
deeply. Agatha ridiculed, you shunned. | am payargny barbarity, still. But | know the truth,
and so | am at peace.

"Which is what you need to accept, daughter,” Waléed, at last bringing his shocking tale back
to Michaela. "Your own truth. Hold it inside of y@and honor what you know is right and fair
and good. You are right and fair and good. Angedschv you, watch over you—I do truly
believe. You will find your place in this life yetjichaela. It has only not been revealed."

She felt none the more enlightened by her fatisadstale of loss and humility. In fact she was
more piqued, and something was bothering her tenab "But Papa, did not Magnus Cherbon
wish to aid in your plight after you had helped rgature his own demesne? Surely he would
repay you."

Walter chuckled. "Oh, no. Magnus was more than hayth the station | had been given.
Although he'd heard that | had given up the swibralways turned in his mind that | would one
day take up my blade again. In a bigger hold, lI¢tave revolted against him and usurped his
place.”

"Papa, truly?" Michaela said skeptically, althouigivas not like Walter to boast.

“Truly. | could have disposed of Magnus Cherborhimita week's time had | the will."

Michaela was stunned. And a little perturbed tratfather had sentenced them all to this
poverty and humbling station. Surely God did natiwihem to suffer so?

"You will marry one day, Michaela," Walter contirdie¢’ And when you do, you will be removed
from this place, into your own life. The life yowed at Tornfield was not yours—you were only
borrowing it. You will forget what you now feel fdword Alan.”

"How | wish | could,” Michaela sighed. Although siWeuld have vowed she hated Alan
Tornfield, she missed him desperately already,batdd herself for that. And Elizabeth...She
felt a burning desire to repay Alan for shatterrey dreams and ripping her away from sweet
Elizabeth. "I hate him, Papa. He is a cruel liadt Be played me false."

Walter tilted his head as if what his daughter said interested him. "Did he, though?"

She did not want to meet his probing eyes and \aaswhen another knock sounded at the door,
and Agatha entered, carrying a woven basket.

"Oh, Michaela!" Agatha set the basket at the bexlaitl grasped her daughter's hands. "You
have come out of your burrow, at last!"



"Only for a moment, Mother,” Michaela said as Agaémbraced her. "I still have yet to decide
what | am to do."

"Of course, of course. And until you do, you maytigimugh your things from Tornfield. They
were sent over this morn by Lady Juliette with gentvasn't that thoughtful of her ladyship?"
Agatha waved a hand toward the basket on the floor.

Michaela groaned and fell back onto the mattresskiyng the covers over her head once more.
She wanted not one piece of anything she had st smitouched at Tornfield. It was bad
enough that the now-hated rose-and-green gown ¢algled in the corner of her chamber. Her
mother's voice taunted her from beyond the blanket.

"Oh, here are your nightclothes, and a pair of aprand— what's this?" Michaela heard the
crackle of parchment. "My goodness, it looks a talgree, 'tis so fancy!"

Michaela peeked out from the covers to find herhaoholding a wrinkled piece of parchment.
She immediately knew what it was, and memoriesaf intimate night in Lord Alan's chamber
flooded her so that she thought she would stamgrgnce more. Oh, she hated, hated, hated that
man!

"Burn it," she said, hiding once more. She had rghwo see the pathetic plea that had prompted
Lord Alan to marry that wretched, nasty, beastljedte. And, un-Christian or not, she did not
care in the least if Lord Roderick Cherbon evemnfiba wife!

Michaela snatched the covers down once more armlitipped the parchment from her
mother's hand. She stared at it a long time.

And then Michaela smiled.

Chapter Six

If there was one positive thing that had come fialan Tornfield marrying, it was that his
wedding feast had prompted three more ladies teedonCherbon in hopes of becoming
Roderick's very wealthy wife. Roderick suspectesitlomen had been dazzled by Hugh's
handsomeness and charm and had hoped that Rodeud#t be equally as engaging. But of the
three newest ingénues, one had not had the cotoagene over Cherbon's drawbridge after
glimpsing the dark castle, and one had made it tmtize bailey and the entrance of the hall
before losing her nerve, leaving only one to susftdly hear Hugh's interrogation and have her
trunks installed in a chamber.

She had been here a pair of days, this new womaratewd#r she was called—and Roderick had
kept his distance, hoping that the girl would hapace to accustom herself to the dank and
morbid air of Cherbon before he thrust his own bgagesence upon her.

But time was running out for Roderick, and so tvagysiwas all he could allow her. They would
meet today, and perhaps the face Roderick looked would be the face of his bride.
Obviously she possessed more fortitude than thergthonly one had been in residence more
than two days, and that woman had been nearly ftu@e—her hearing and eyesight failing.
Remembering that desperate spinster caused Rodertkickle darkly.

He found his chair at the lord's table in the gresdl, pleased that his orders to have a roaring
blaze in the square, open hearth had been obeges@ly. He knew he was strict and
unyielding with the servants, but Magnus Cherbaosh dlaviously been correct in his method of
handling the manor staff. The instant he'd diedlafidCherbon unattended, the folk had turned
savage, vandalizing and stealing from the verylealsat had been their home.

A firm hand was called for, and Roderick was impimental condition to rule over his past—
everyone and everything in it.

He stretched out his left leg to take the presstirkis knee in the quiet of the hall—he'd
commanded that he was to be left completely aratlythlone when he was about during the
day, unless he specifically called for attendance.

"Bellowed, rather," Hugh liked to say exasperatngl

As if thinking of his best friend had produced hifuygh came through the arched doorway that
led from the east wing, Leo spinning his plump legsr the smooth stones before him in his
typical dash-about fashion.



He would be three very soon, Roderick marvelednusklf. Three years—nearly one year since
he'd left his mother behind in Constantinople, song that Leo had stopped crying for her long
ago, likely remembered naught of her. But Rodehia#t not forgotten Aurelia—how could he?
The little boy's joyful eyes over his wide smilemieded Roderick of Aurelia in that instant, and
his heart did a traitorous skip.

"Wod-wick," Leo called, flying to the table's edged catching himself just short of Roderick,
his little fist gripping a table leg to swing tstp. He always looked so eager. "Gooday, Wod-
wick."

"Good day, Leo," Roderick said.

The boy edged closer, stretched out a hand teabati@nd patted Roderick's left leg gently. His
face was hopeful. "Ee-oh sit now?"

"No," Roderick said, his discomfiture causing horfriown. "Not today. I.. .1 am quite harried
today with keep business. I'm sure you understdrmegaid gruffly, his words echoing in the
empty room, across the empty table and empty floor.

"Run along to the kitchens, Maggot," Hugh saidirtgkhe boy's hand and turning his face
toward him. "See if you can't wheedle a biscuitrfrBook to go along with your meal.”

"All wite, Hoo," Leo said cheerfully, but looked ddato Roderick before he left, his face
growing solemn once more. "Gooday, Wod-wick."

"Good day, Leo," Roderick replied, and watchedlibg dash to the opposite end of the hall.
"She's on her way," was Hugh's morning greetingeasleft them. "Leo and | passed her in the
corridor. Are you unnerved?"

"No, I'm not unnerved,” Roderick scoffed. "Why wdulbe unnerved?"

Hugh shrugged.

"Is she comely?" Roderick asked suddenly.

"l daresay no," Hugh said, an eyebrow raising. "€hé seems to have most of her teeth, so that's
something."”

Roderick huffed a mirthless laugh. Oh, what he lbeeh reduced to! More money than the
church and yet he was naught but a beggar in thrsaa

Then Hugh set to his usual round of criticism. "Gddeth, Rick, must you wear that blasted
cloak, always? And | thought you were to have Kartrim your hair last night.”

"That was your idea, not mine. I'd no sooner letlisgnear me with a blade as | would dash
through Henry's court in my skin."

"Now, that | would like to see." Hugh chuckled.

"l wear the cloak because it's mine and | wish it."

"You wear it because you are ashamed. At leastrltiveechood when you're alone or with me.
Christly goodness.”

"l warn you, Hugh, you go too far." But Roderickosied the hood back onto his shoulders,
feeling uncomfortably exposed. In truth, he'd bee@o accustomed to his costume that he
donned the covering out of habit and never notited

"Someone must," was all Hugh said, quickly. Thendyies darted toward the kitchen and
Roderick turned to see a tall woman in a drab ditesgolor of old bones. Even from this
distance, the figure was skeletal.

Already Roderick imagined that sharing a bed whn woman would be like being tossed onto
in a pile of sharpened sticks. He sighed. In higd@on, he'd never bed her any matter.
"Please, Rick—I beg of you—do not trouble yourselfrighten her. For all our sakes."

The journey to Cherbon was a long one—the milestlh@dhours tangling together and rolling
along the rutted dirt road under Michaela's feet. tBe time between when the sun had risen two
hours into their journey untilnow when it was higtthe sky had given Michaela time at last to
think upon her impetuous—and perhaps childish—amtis

She was offering herself in marriage to the Cherbewnil. Well, the son of the Cherbon Devil, at
any rate. A scarred beast of a man now, accordidan and the rumors slipping from
everyone's tongues. It was to be a repayment, ory,n@any levels, in Michaela's mind, for not



only would it crush Alan Tornfield should he noharit Cherbon, but it would take from the
coffers the coin Michaela felt was long- owed to tanily.

Blood money. And no matter how grotesque, how foaly brudsh Roderick Cherbon turned

out to be, Michaela had vowed that she would miairry. She had to. There were debts that
demanded repayment.

Michaela was bone-weary of letting her own life her over. She had tried to be a good person,
a good daughter—obedient, meek, kind. And all @ gatten her was kicked and stepped on.
Well, no more. She was a different woman now, \aitfifferent life just waiting for her at
Cherbon.

Even so, wild imaginings of what awaited her atdbenesne seat ran through her mind as if she
were a young girl once more, scared of a summemstar the shadows across her bedchamber
floor. And this new, mature woman was heartenetitibth her parents accompanied her in the
family's small wagon on the long journey, Walteanenbering the way still, although he'd not
laid eyes upon Cherbon in years.

They topped a small rise and, ahead, looming lifaggy, black specter even in the brightness
of midday, the jagged battlements and craggy ikeep of Cherbon rose out of the surrounding
gende countryside like its own malevolent mountaimge.

The wagon rolled to a stop and all three Fortute®d at the castle in silence, Walter being first
to speak after a long, tense moment.

"Are you certain, Michaela?" was all he asked.

Michaela swallowed down the lump in her throat. SYBapa. I' m certain." But, please, let's go
before | lose my resolve.

In just shy of an hour, they clattered across Chesolowered drawbridge, passing through vine-
covered walls of the barbican that were easily tyéset thick, damp with fog and moss and
foliage as if enchanted. Here, at ground levelf seemed to hang as if they had passed from the
real world of the surrounding English countrysidwia dark realm of fairy lore.

Though no one had called out to them as they appeubthe castle or passed under the raised
gate, prompting Michaela to wonder that the whdée@ wasn't abandoned, they saw serfs
aplenty about the bailey, busy with a myriad oksa8ut the wide inner grounds were eerily
somber; no one spoke or shouted or called to adrieo workday songs were sung. Even the
clangs from what sounded like a smithy's shop wedly muffled.

And everyone completely ignored the three peogdlengothrough the bailey in the cart.

Walter was maneuvering their conveyance aroungabéh side of the inner compound when
the stilted silence of the bailey was breached byéled shriek.

The door to the keep flew open and a tall, malstd- looking woman burst through the
doorway in a billow of drab skirt, frantically shing up the thin material while dashing away
from the keep. She ran toward the cart seemingfgsisas she could command her legs, her eyes
full of terror and her mouth pulled wide. She faiilew past the Fortunes with nary a glance, and
Michaela turned to watch the woman disappear imeadark throat of the barbican.

She jumped back to attention when the keep doorskd shut, echoing in the bailey.

None of the serfs had made a move to assist theawpamly stared in mild curiosity until she
was gone. And then they had taken up their worleanore.

"Michaela..." Agatha began in a warbling, worriezce.

But Michaela knew that if she allowed her mothespeak aloud the fears racing through her
own mind, she would never descend from the cartdanghat had to be done. She gathered up
her skirts, the now-wrinkled decree from the LofdCberbon still gripped tightly in her fist, and
hopped to the ground.

"Wait here,"” she tossed over her shoulder to hesrps, and was proud of the calm, assured tone
that came out of her mouth. She straightened hee gmd marched toward the keep, ready to do
batde with the devil.

And suddenly, the door was before her, tall andevaidd thick and solid. And suddenly again, it
was more than a door. It was her unsure future.

She knocked.



Michaela's hand had barely ceased rapping wheddbebegan to inch open and a man's voice
called out.

"Oh, changed your mind, have you? Well, that's §rtgo bad. You'll—" A sliver of a face
appeared in the opening, half hidden in shadowirHyes seemed to travel past Michaela and
scan the bailey behind her, as if looking for tleel ivoman. Then she was pinned by their gaze,
sparkling in the darkness. "What do you want?"

Oh, he was going to be a nasty one.

Michaela gathered her courage and offered the weigsithe crack in the door. "Lord Cherbon, |
presume?"

The parchment was snatched from her hand and ionaemt the man gave a shout of laughter.
He seemed to address the hall behind him.

"We've another contestant yet, Rick! Poor littippet—she thinks I'm your The door swung
open wide. "Welcome to Cherbon, Miss Fortune."

Roderick still stood in the shadows, where he heghlen route to his chambers when Hugh's
greeting of their unexpected visitor reached hrs.ea

Was it some specter come to call? Hugh's odd s&rtsemor often prompted outrageous bits of
nonsense from his mouth, but surely he would rgitge about welcoming misfortune to
Cherbon.

They'd had enough of that bastard already.

But then the door swung wide, emitting the wealgfogunlight from the bailey, and Roderick
saw the woman silhouetted in the doorway. He siémaek onto the lowest riser of the stair,
disappearing completely into the darkness of theoaridor.

"Well, come in, come in!" Hugh commanded exaspeitgtesweeping his arm wide.

The woman hesitated and glanced behind her. "Mktramy parents..."

"Are you of age?" When the woman nodded hesitaHdgh gave a put-out sigh and leaned past
her to shout through the doorway, "I've no timalbto deal with you. Yes, yes, she'll be fine.
Just toss the trunk over the side, then, thanked@lay." Then he pulled the woman in by her
arm and closed the door firmly.

Hugh all but dragged the woman to the lord's tgtdering toward the corridor where Roderick
was hidden away. "Oh, you've just missed him," Hiaghented to the woman—Ilittle more than
a girl, Roderick now saw. Hugh spun a low stoolbeeleased the woman's arm and patted the
seat. "Here you are," he said as he turned angdlbmto Roderick's own chair, already
reaching for a stack of parchment and quill.

The woman stood there for a moment, as if unsueensiuld stay, and Roderick took those spare
seconds to look at her.

She was.. .enchanting. Her hair was blond, noeddish—no, blond, tied back at either temple
and then together into one long plait. She wasleotder, but not plump, her back smooth and
trim in her gown. Perhaps a bit shorter than awerag

Her profile mesmerized Roderick—softiy rounded &seenlored with a flush of disconcertment,
brow wrinkled delicately, her mouth pinched intstengy bud. Her ears were like tiny shells,
pale and perfect.

Surely she could not be here to answer his call.

"Well?" Hugh demanded. "Are you going to sit orrérgou? If you've already changed your
mind then you should run, run, run —your parengslikely over the drawbridge by now. I'm
certain it's a long walk to"—he looked in disdatrhar simple gown —"wherever it is you're
from. Not Tornfield any longer, | reckon.”

The woman stood there a moment longer. "Thank goydur concern, but | think | shall stay."
Closer now to Roderick's ears, her voice soundeddibreeze over a rippling stream—
refreshing and light and sweet. She sat.

"Very good." Hugh took the quill at the ready. "NePnl assume you are not legally called Miss
Fortune.. .are you?"

"Lady Michaela Fortune," she supplied. "My pareants Walter and Agatha. We are vassal to the
Tornfield hold, on the south most edge of the shire



Fortune, Roderick thought to himself. | know thatreme.

"Ah! So you are actually Miss Fortune." Hugh seemeite pleased with that bit of information
as he scribbled. "Age?"

"A score and one, come January." "So, one SCok,"'no

Lady Michaela's mouth pinched again. "Yes. Sorry."

"Have you been or are you now married?"

"No."

"l daresay | already knew the answer to that orky'l? Ha! Children?"

"None."

"Sickness?"

"l beg your pardon?"

Hugh sighed. "The clap, leprosy, weeping sorey, é¢gz—are you ill?'

"Oh. No. I'm quite healthy."

"Wanted by the law?"

"l should hope not!" she exclaimed as if horrified.

"I must ask, you understand. You'd be surprised-rawy matter." Hugh lay down the quill and
leaned back in the chair to

scrutinize Lady Michaela Fortune. "The terms of dlgeeement, as you likely have already
read—you can read, | assume?"

Roderick saw one slender eyebrow raise. "A bit,"yes

"Very good. Ninety consecutive—that means all-ireas one- after-the-other—days at Cherbon,
while your suitability as a potential bride is deténed. During that time, you will assume the
duties of lady and evaluate the compatibility beswgou and Lord Cherbon. If, at the end of
ninety days—which | must tell you | doubt highlywwill endure—all the criteria have been
met and it is agreeable to both you and the lood, will be wed. Your prize will then be legally
recorded and dispensed. Do you understand?"

"Yes, |—"

"Good. Any questions?"

"Well, may—"?"

"Fine. Sign here." He shoved the parchment and guihe young woman who took them and
quickly scribbled along the bottom of the page.Thieigh snatched the items away once more
before shooting from his seat and heading towarer&Roderick still hid. "Come along, come
along—I will show you to your chamber."”

Roderick stepped from the stairs and ducked undénrtbe cubby behind them just before Hugh
and a trotting Lady Fortune

entered the corridor and swished above. The aindghe woman smelled like freshly mown
hay.

"But my trunk—" the woman was arguing with Hugh&ck.

"Yes, yes, I'm sure there are many valuables Wé!ll have it sent up. In the meantime you can
make do with what the last one left about the cheamb

Roderick stood in the darkness, his heart poungiagnding, while the fresh, green fragrance of
Michaela Fortune hung in the shadows around himdikvarning.

Chapter Seven

The chamber was absolutely dreadful. Though sunusty@ppointed with expensive fabrics
and furnishings, Michaela felt smothered by fedinfdespair and fear as soon as she followed
Sir Hugh Gilbert through the doorway. She shivesediolently that she stumbled on her feet.
Hugh Gilbert cocked a wry eyebrow at her beforetiooing in the lecture he'd begun in the hall
below. "Meals are taken thrice a day. Lonely affgiiut the food is passable. Necessary rooms
are down the hall past your door about three sst@@s. I'd use the one on the right if | were you.
The servants slip into the left-hand one—as ifii'tthkhow—and their diet leaves a rather
unpleasant atmosphere to follow."

There was so much to take in, almost as if Michhathlanded in a foreign country and had only
an hour to learn the customs of the natives. "Nsargooms?"



"Oh, you know." Hugh sighed, and rolled his eyethtceiling briefly before leaning forward
and saying in a loud whisper, "Where you go tolarik

"Oh. Oh!" Michaela flushed. "When will | receive tdbCherbon?"

"When will—" Hugh broke off in a rather loud anddeulaugh. "You won't receive him at all,
poppet. When he is ready to assess you, you wilip@moned. Until that time, simply go about
your business."

"Assess me?" This man was grating on Michaela'sl gpaces. "Like a cow, you mean."

"Oh, no, my lady," Hugh said, appearing horrifigdtbe suggestion. "More like a horse."
Michaela wished for a large rock to chuck at thexma

"If there is anything you have need of that théf lannot accommodate—which would not
surprise me as they're hopelessly inept—simply sesrd. Sir Hugh Gilbert shall scurry-scurry
to your side most obediently.” His tone was mockmthe extreme.

"Sir Hugh Gilbert?" Michaela asked pointedly, eygthe man's fine costume. Beyond fine—it
was magnificent, with embroidery and deep velvétfere for royalty than a lowly crusading
knight. "Is that—"

Sir Hugh's eyes sparkled like deep, icy water aadbéautiful lips thinned. "Yes. Sir. 'Lord of
Nothing' is hardly impressive, is it?" He gave hdarght smile. "If you'll excuse me, I'll see that
your trunk is brought up.” He gave a mocking boMiss Fortune.”

The chamber door closed.

Michaela growled and spun on her heel, lookingafoy convenient object to hurl. But her loose,
worn slipper slid from beneath her heel and tangidte rug underfoot, wrenching her ankle
and sending her to the floor with a cry. As shel&ath) she heard the odd sound of a musical
giggle, like a child would make, and she rose upenhands, searching the low shadows from
floor level.

"Who was that? Who's here? Show yourself!" Michdela her breath and listened, but heard
not another whisper. A feeling of being watchedotgal between her shoulder blades on icy feet.
Was Cherbon Castle haunted? It would explain thbidsurroundings, but Michaela did not
think she could resign herself to sharing a bedd®arwith a spirit, no matter how outrageous
the prize.

How would she ever get undressed with any modesty?

"Hello?" she called quietly. She swallowed, anddbend was loud in the vast room. "Are
you.. .are you a ghost?"

The giggle sounded again, from behind her. Michaataip quickly and turned just in time to
see the little boy dash from behind a drapery ¢odior.

"Wait!" Michaela called, and struggled to gain Fest.

But the dark-haired child wrenched open the doarfeed into the corridor on bare feet, leaving
the door swinging wide behind him.

Michaela sat on the floor, undecided. Probablycthiéd belonged to some servant of Cherbon,
brought to the castle by his parent and warnedaip@ut of sight—it would explain the hiding.
She looked about the dismal room, the despair segtoiseep from the veiy walls, then to the
open doorway and black corridor beyond.

The boy, more familiar with the Castle than Miclaaelas likely already to the stone keep's
heart on his swift feet by now. She'd never cataoh h

Go about your business, Sir Hugh Gilbert had said.

If she was to become Lady of Cherbon, wasn't theams children—their whereabouts and
unruly behavior—her business? Besides, she must {ba passages of her new home eventually.
And finding the boy might lend her some insight@the strange and unconcerned behavior of
the villagers. Perhaps she would even encountegrirad and lordly Lord Cherbon in her
explorations.

Her stomach did a nervous wiggle.

Michaela gained her feet and marched into the @orrieaving the door standing open.



Roderick limped straightaway to his chamber, caritdhat Hugh would soon follow, and he
was not disappointed. His handsome, dark-hairetidricame through the door, chuckling, not
long after Roderick had settled into his chair bedan the struggle with his boots.

There would be no further need for the damned thungilnightfall, when he could move about
the keep on his own, now that one applicant hatidled a new one—much to his surprise—had
been installed. And this woman was one Rodericki@nothing to do with at this point.

She was dangerous to him, he could feel it. Dangetout also essential to his survival.

Hugh closed the door, and as soon as the actiomevaplete, he doubled over, his hands on his
knees, laughing.

"l take it you find the new girl amusing?" Roder@agked. He knew his tone was pissy, but he
didn't care. His heart still pounded in a strange f@reign way from seeing Michaela Fortune,
and it unsettled him. Roderick told himself it wascause the young woman was likely his last
hope to win Cherbon, and not at all

because of her smell, her voice, her oddly coltwad how she had seemed bold yet naive in the
way she'd answered Hugh's probing and—Roderickdvadmit—rude questions. Perhaps it
was simple honesty Roderick had seen in her, lgairdéess, it was unsettling.

"Oh, good lord, yes!" Hugh gasped. He draggeddes tio the side of Roderick's bed and
collapsed on it. "This is just too, too good, Rickee!"

"Are you going to tell me the why of it, or juseélthere cackling on my bed?"

Hugh took a deep, steadying breath, chucklesesilaping him. At last he seemed to gain
control over his mirth. "I know the chit, Rick—I'yest seen her, four days past, at the Tornfield
feast.”

"She was at Tornfield?" Roderick yanked off hig, stiff left boot with a "Gah—you bastard!"
He tossed the boot to the floor. "As a guest?”

"Since she was seated at Tornfield's own tablegdigghter between them, a guest of honor was
my first assumption.”

“Not so?"

"Not so." Hugh sat up, leaning on one long arm—+gt arm, Roderick couldn't help but notice.
Roderick could see the flexion

of his elbow through his tight sleeve. "She wa$annfield's employ as companion to his
daughter.”

"She was his servant?"

"Yes, and no," Hugh said, a chuckle creeping batk his voice, as if the memory dckled him.
"Elizabeth Tornfield has been mute since her m&tlteath some dme ago. Miss Fortune
managed to coax the girl from some rather antisbelavior and Tornfield was so thrilled that
he offered her a posidon in the hold in lieu of parents' dues. It seems the three of them grew
rather...c/ose. So close in fact, that Miss Fortame the girl were under the assumption that
Tornfield would many her."

"l vow you gossip more than the kitchen maids."

"Oh-ho, Rick, you disparage me unjusdy! | did neine by this knowledge from gossip—
Tornfield's daughter stood up in front of all thelland objected to his marrying the Osprey
woman in favor of Miss Fortune, just as the cereyn@as to commence! Everyone was
completely humiliated!"

Something sharp twisted in Roderick's stomach. "¥ion't feel this was aught which | should
know?"

"Why would I?" Hugh protested. "I thought she wai & servant with rather ridiculous ambition.
It was not more than a humorous anecdote at thes aimd | know how little use you have for
humor these days. I'd no idea until today thatveag of noble blood."

Roderick grunted. Fortune, Fortune.. .Again, hedead his mind for a reference point for the
name. He knew he'd heard it before, in connectiin ks father, but he could not place it.

"So what now, Rick?" Hugh asked, getting up from Ied and gathering up Roderick's
discarded boots. He poured a chalice of wine aadepl it in Roderick's hand. "A pair of days,
and then you will meet her?"



The suggestion caused Roderick to break out imrteddien a cold sweat. "I think not, Hugh,"

he tried to say evenly. "The longer we put this ofiethe better."

"Hmm?" Hugh swallowed the mouthful of wine he'degakrom his own cup. "The reason for
that being...?"

Roderick stared at the floor, his head on hisHaftd, swirling the contents of his cup with his
right, concentrating on the mastery of his muscteamanding the cup. After a long moment, he
explained, although it pained his pride. Who elzgla@ he confide in if not faithful Hugh?

"She is my last hope to gain Cherbon,” Roderick gaietly. "My thirtieth birthday is one
hundred eighty-eight days from today. Should Mi¢a&®rtune not stay—"

"So you were watching!" Hugh said with a grin aschaght that Roderick had remained long
enough to find out the girl's full name.

"Should she not stay, should something about nigherbon not suit her, Alan Tornfield will

gain all."

"Would that be so very bad?" Hugh asked quietlyfaalishness gone from his tone as he knelt
by Roderick's chair. "To let him bloody have itf?dte this place, Rick—you hate this place

"l don't hate—"

"Yes, you do!" Hugh said. "I can see it in your gyeo walk where your father walked, to live

in the rooms where your mother died, where you senfis and servants beaten and killed, where
you yourself were so mistreated—it's eadng youedliv

"It spurs me on,"” Roderick argued. "You can't ustierd, Hugh. It is my life's prize to call
Cherbon my own. | must. | must right things—"

"Right things?" Hugh stood. "By engaging in the saactics your father used?"

"I have not."

"You have! There is no forgiveness in you, Rick, tfte servants, for me, or for yourself." Hugh
spread his arms. "And Leo! God's teeth, he lovessg and you act as though he doesn't exis—

"Enough!" Roderick bellowed, and Hugh fell siletitwill not warn you again, Hugh."

Hugh stared at Roderick a long time, and Roderiekl to see anger there, but he only

saw.. .pity.

"l do apologize,” Hugh said at last. "Forgive m&kRYou may meet Miss Fortune when you
feel it is the right time, of course. | am heraltoyour bidding."

Pity, pity, and more pity. It disgusted Rodericle Hisgusted himself.

Roderick dragged himself from the chair and Hugk wamediately at his side as Roderick
grabbed for the tall poster at the end of the bldwaved Hugh away. "I've got it, Hugh— leave
me." Roderick swung his body around with his arm amded on the bed.

"Very well, Rick. Is there anything you've needuattil you emerge this evening?" It was said in
a light tone, but Roderick knew his friend was @esi—and correct. He wouldn't venture from
his chamber until darkness had a firm grip on &mel|

Roderick shook his head, but then as Hugh stantedigh the doorway, he called out again.
"She's very comely, isn't she, Hugh?"

Hugh froze in place, glanced back over his shoulder

"Miss Fortune, as you call her," Roderick clarifié8he's—"

"She's odd-looking," Hugh said shortly. "If you Wiy honest appraisal. Clumsy. Desperate.
Likely vengeful." He paused. "She should fit in el

And then Hugh was gone.

Roderick turned over on his right side, but his @notested and so he flopped onto his back
once more. He stared up at the shadowed canopyt wad not dark enough to suit him, so he
covered his eyes with his forearm.

And he waited for night.

Michaela turned right outside the chamber doorteatied down the corridor in the opposite
direction from which Sir Hugh had led her, suppdgéaward the rooms where "you go to
tinkle." Michaela had taken advantage of the ganokeat Tornfield Manor, and she was pleased
that Cherbon boasted not one, but two of the caeménooms. Since becoming used to living at



Tornfield, Michaela now considered the appointmetisolutely necessary, and she took a
moment to duck her head in the doorways of bothpat to see if there were actually two.
There were, and Sir Hugh was correct—the room erdft had a most unpleasant odor.

She continued down the corridor, although she'd seefurther sign of the dark-haired little boy.
The passage was wide, low ceilinged, and wounddikg, discarded wood shavings from a
carver's tool. And like the rest of Cherbon tha'dlseen so far, the corridor was dark, dark, dark,
even in what Michaela knew to be only late afterndthere were sconces along the wall at
convenient intervals, meant to be lit and dispeldloom of the interior, but only every fifth or
sixth staggered set was in use, the ones in bethv@dmg waxen stems that looked as if they
had been deliberately broken off near the basec@wlichaela slipped when cylindrical pieces
of wax rolled beneath her feet.

The absence of adequate light made for long stestohcorridor draped in complete darkness,
the glimmer of a faraway candle Michaela's onlydguiThe stones seemed to breathe cold, and
whisper sinister, moss-wrapped secrets that Miehdiel not want to hear. She hurried between
the light, not knowing if the darker shadows shesead were doors to other chambers, or black
ghosts, waiting only for her to pause long enowgtttiem to reach out cold, black arms and pull
her into the stones to be devoured.

The corridor shrank into a narrow, steep stairvagit] Michaela would have most certainly
tumbled to her death had she not been for oncengayich close attention to the stones beneath
her feet. Around the bend of the stairs, she sdwadbbing glow of light, she could hear muffled
conversation, and the clanging of metal, slamsgbatrashes. She could smell the lingering
odor of bread that had been baked hours ago, amgttwling stomach—and the promise of
absolute light—spurred her feet down the steps.

She came out of the stairwell rather abruptly, @atlim the kitchen, and ran straightaway into the
biting corner of a wide, long planked table set pfé center in the room, where two women—
one short and round, the other tall, thin, and -greyprked at chopping what seemed to be a
mountain of vegetables.

And on a tall, spindly stool at the fat cook’s sithe dark- haired little boy who had ran from
Michaela's chamber sat, munching on a carrot.

Three heads spun to look at Michaela as she afeliuinto the table, sending several turnips
wobble-rolling onto the floor, and within a blinke little boy had hopped from his stool and
streaked through the opposite end of the kitchen.

"Wait!" Michaela called again, rather pointlessdg, the boy had shown her the soles of his feet
before she even spoke. She pressed a hand to is¢miare surely the morrow would find a
long bruise from the table edge, and turned tawllewomen, who stared at her as if she was
nothing more than a chunk of firewood, stood oreitd. "Whose child is that?" she demanded.
Neither of them so much as blinked, although tHettan woman's lips grew even thinner.
"Hello?" Michaela waved her hands in front of hemdface. "Have | gone invisible?"

"No, m'lady. You're quite solid. Good evening," 8terter woman said at last.

The gray woman dropped her eyes back to her tasisjrzg a turnip most viciously.

"That boy was lurking in my chamber, and would he¢d me when | called to him," Michaela
explained. "I would speak to his mother."

Now, the shorter woman began chopping as well Mictiaela felt as though she had just been
left in the domed-ceiling room alone. The womettisuales were sorely gradng on Michaela's
good graces, but she held her temper—they liketiyrftaidea who Michaela was. But since Sir
Hugh had given her leave to assume the dutiesay b&dCherbon, Michaela felt it best that she
start with these women. It would not do for thed'®hmistress to allow this sort of disrespect.
Careful, a meek little voice warned inside her hgad thought to be Tornfield's lady, as well.
And that did not quite work out as you planned, itid

"l am Lady Michaela Fortune,” she offered. "I'ver@to marry Lord Cherbon."

Neither woman looked up from their work.

Michaela pressed her lips together for a momehis Possible | will become your mistress not
long after the new year has come."



The round woman looked up briefly at Michaela vatimost tired pity in her eyes. "l wish you
well, m'lady."”

The gray woman did not raise her face but snodéter stingily.

Michaela's patience was nearly gone—the snort baé @. She had been laughed at her entire
life, and refused to begin her life thusly at ClweriCastle. She was a new woman, after all.
"Now listen here," she began. "I don't know who traged you on the proper manner in which
you speak to the mistress of the household, bssur@ you that | will not tolerate this kind of
insubordinance. Sir Hugh has given me leave torasshe duties of lady in this keep and |—"
The gray woman slammed her knife down on the wodaaleletop, causing both Michaela and
the round cook to jump. The narrowed eyes she dioneMichaela looked cold and mean.

"My lady, " she said rather nastily, "should | take time to bow and scrape to every classless,
destitute chit what's come through Cherbon's drakt| would complete not one of my duties."
Michaela felt as though she'd been slapped, bugrdnewoman continued before she could think
of anything smart to say.

"Do you know—my lady—that you are number.. .nmnhphe see... ninety-seven, | believe. Yes,
ninety-seven. Ninety-six women have come beforewithh hopes of seizing Cherbon's riches,
and ninety-six have fled in terror after no morartttwo days. It is a disgrace to the Cherbon
name, to parade strange women through here asnifmy a brothel, and I, for one, will not
tolerate it!"

The round woman had stopped chopping, but shestobd at the table with her head down.
Michaela thought she whispered something like, lislgr'tis not your place.”

"It is my place,” the gray woman spat, directing Y'enomous words not to the cook, but to
Michaela. "Regardless of Roderick's argument tactierary, and | will not shirk my duty. |
never have and | will never! Now, to answer youesfion—my lady—the little boy you saw
hiding in your chamber, the one who would not hgaar commands, is none other than Leo
Cherbon, Lord Cherbon's son. I'm sure you undeddt@énlack of attention to you, when he has
had no fewer than ninety-seven women vying to Beneiv mum!"

Michaela stood there for a long silent moment, siwaknside at the dressing-down and shocking
information she'd just received. And although slamted desperately to retreat to her dark,
depressing chamber, or perhaps simply walk froncd#stle completely, Michaela was still
determined to stay at Cherbon no matter what. Was only a small bump in her road. No
matter at all, really. So she straightened herespimd looked the gray woman—Harliss—directly
in the eyes.

"Is that so? Well, then I thank you, Harliss, felaying the information to me. It is most
enlightening. However, until number ninety-eightgs my place, you would be well-advised to
address me with the respect due to my stationtedame of Cherbon. |

do not expect you to cow before me, but | will taierate rudeness or disrespect of any kind."
And it was here that Michaela took a leap. "Shgud spout such venom at me at any time in
the future, | will see that you are dismissed."

Harliss looked as if she were carved from stonehbueyes shot flaming arrows at Michaela.
"Do you both understand7" Michaela asked loudlinty to keep the quiver from her voice with
volume.

"Of course. My lady." Michaela was surprised thenvam's teeth didn't fall from her lips, her jaw
was set so firmly. The round cook at her side hatdaised her eyes still, but nodded quickly at
Michaela's question.

"Very well," Michaela said. "Now, where is Leo'srae?"

"He has no nurse, m'lady," the cook offered quickly

"No nurse? Who cares for him?"

"Sir Hugh, m'lady."

Michaela frowned. "There is no children's nurs€laérbon?"

The cook looked vasdy uncomfortable and gave nwvans

"There is a children's nurse, only she has be&wvesl of her duties," Harliss said.



"Well, that will not do at all,” Michaela said. "TT¢his nurse to come to me after breaking the
fast in the morn. | will see that she is reinstatetier proper duties at once. Lord Cherbon's son
can not be allowed to run about like a wild thing."

Harliss looked rather surprised, and Michaela tibgge might have seen the corners of her thin
mouth rise the slightest bit.

"l could not agree with you more. My lady."

Chapter Eight

Michaela was awoken from an uneasy sleep by @lerrashing on her chamber door. Her bare
feet were on the painfully cold floor and she wasghing toward the sound before her eyes were
truly open.

She fumbled with the unfamiliar latch. "A momenisg§a moment!" she shouted, trying to
command her stupid fingers to work. At last thet8sbtl free and the door was shoved open,
knocking into Michaela and sending her to her baeken the floor. A very angiy-looking Hugh
Gilbert stood in the doorway.

"Who in the hell do you think you are?" he demanskedightaway, and Michaela noticed from
her position on the floor the little boy snakeduard Hugh's legs, his eyes red and puffy, his
cheeks streaked with tracks of wet. Leo Cherbonhmatbwer lip caught between his teeth and
his chest was hitching back quiet, dwindling sobs.

"I—" Michaela stuttered, sleep slipping from hezZied brain too slowly to take in the events.
"Sir Hugh, what—"

He took a menacing step toward her, and pointeéifgsr. "Gather your pitiful belongings and
be gone from Cherbon within the hour, or | swearGad as my witness, | will throttle you
myself! Come along, Leo—we'll go have a good smpéiad some biscuits.” He turned to go.
"Wait! Sir Hugh, please!" Michaela scrambled to fest and flew to the doorway. Hugh stopped,
but did not turn to look at her, although Leo Clwerlvatched her with hurt, wary eyes.

"What is it?" he growled.

"Why are you dismissing me? What have | done?ld&en in my chamber the whole of the night!
| don't see how—"'

"What have you done?" Hugh asked incredulously,thad spun on his heel to rush at Michaela,
Leo still attached to his leg like a barnacle. 8hd to steel herself not to stumble backward.
Once upon her, Hugh jerked Leo forward by his anah jpulled the hem of his gown up from his
legs. A half-dozen thin welts marred the smootim siithe baby's outer thigh, and Leo squirmed
to the side, trying to escape Hugh's display.

Michaela gasped and her throat clenched painfaltheasight of the tiny boy's injuries. "Oh, my
heavens—who—surely you don't think | did that toHi

"Not with your own hand, no, but you may as welN&d Hugh growled. He let Leo pull away
and hide behind him once more. "It is quite obvitume, Miss Fortune, that you have no desire
to

fulfill the requirements of the station of Lady®©herbon by sentencing Roderick's child to such
a devil, and your discernment in the arena of dglag duties to the servants leaves much to be
desired."

"l don't know what—" And then Michaela recalled ttanversation she'd had last evening with
that wretched Harliss and the quiet cook. "Wassitnurse? | told Harliss she was to have
Cherbon's nurse report to me this morn, not sirtgdhyher to re- assume her duties!"

"Harliss was Cherbon's nurse,” Hugh clarified. "Ah$"—he gestured toward Leo's leg—"is
her preferred method of reprimanding a three-ydémto will not wear his shoes.”

Michaela felt she might vomit, and her fingertigsre up to press against her lips. "Oh my
God," she whispered, her eyes finding Leo's fadechvhe prompdy hid in Hugh's fine tunic.
"Leo, I'm so sorry—I didn't know...Harliss didréiltme..." She broke off and dropped to her
knees before Hugh's legs, ignoring the knight now.

"Leo," she called gendy, and in a moment, theslibtby rolled his face slighdy outward to
appraise her with one eye. "Leo, I'm sorry.” Skeeetl her palm on her chest and tried to hold



back her tears at the sight of the small, hurt faefere her. "Lady Michaela is very, very sorry
that mean Harliss struck you. | will never let derthat again, | promise, promise, promise!"
The little boy's shoulders hitched and he sniffétarliss hurt Ee-oh. No soo0s."

"I know, I know." Michaela's own chest hitched, antury rose up in her. If the gray woman
had been standing in the corridor with them in thament, Michaela truly believed she could
have killed her. "But she will not do it again." éhiaela looked up at Hugh. "Leo was hiding in
my chamber after you left last eve. | chased hitinéokitchens and encountered Harliss. She led
me to believe that Leo's nurse was someone othartér. | was only trying to do what |
thought was right, Sir Hugh—you must believe meVvé&tenvould | want harm to come to any
child! Especially one so small."

"When Lord Cherbon finds out about this, he will—"

"I will tell him myself,” Michaela volunteered imrdately. "It was my mistake, my wrong. |

will admit to it and accept my punishment.”

"He has no wish to entertain you at this point,$viertune," Hugh reiterated, and although he
still stressed the hated nickname, Michaela thouogddt of his anger had dissipated. "Leo and |
will inform him straightaway. If he wishes you dissed—"

"Then | will go," Michaela agreed quietly. Then ghened her attention back to Leo. "But | do
hope | stay. I'd like for the two of us to becomierids, Leo. Do you like to sing?"

Leo stared at her for a moment and then noddedsevsiighdy.

Michaela smiled as if this bit of information sugad her gready. "l do, as well! Perhaps we can
play a bit later, if Sir Hugh agrees. We can godavalk about the bailey and sing songs together.
Would you like that?"

Leo nodded again, more enthusiastically this dnmenTto Michaela's amazement, he reached
out a chubby hand and touched her hair brieflyf @snight burn him.

"You hair yong," he said shyly.

Michaela smiled a bit wider and gave him a winke8Yit is long. And a mess likely, since I've
just come from bed." She looked up at Leo's keepdirright, Hugh?" she asked quietly.

Hugh grunted. "Come on then, Puke. Perhaps youuiséaywvith Miss Fortune later this
afternoon, after you've had your lie- down." Hened to go but halted as Michaela rose to her
feet, and his words were meant for Michaela's ealg "If you ever do anything to endanger
this child again, | will flay the skin from youthink you're a walking disaster as it is, and ot t
last out the week. But | will give you the courtexya warning this one time only, Miss Fortune.
Do we understand each other?"

"No, we do not," Michaela whispered back. "I madaistake, Hugh, and one that | will rectify
to my own satisfaction this very morn. | don't cérgou are Lord Cherbon's man—do not
threaten me again, or accuse me of aught whichdgawot know as fact, or you would be wise
to lock your chamber door upon retiring at nighydu are too put out by the duties your lord
has charged you with to tolerate my presence, yoermay tell him to deal with me himself, for
the only way that | shall ever leave Cherbon isrupgsword. Good day."

Michaela turned back to her chamber and closeddbe before Hugh could respond. She threw
the bolt for good measure.

Then she walked calmly back to bed, lay down cédlsefand let her trembling overtake her at
last.

"She is turning Cherbon inside out,” Hugh said dsdgdly, as he helped Roderick in his daily
stretches. "I'm telling you, Rick— she simply wilbt do."

"Argh! Hugh, not so far—my leg is pulling from is®cket!"

Hugh eased back immediately. "Sorry. | was throwiagout this morn, after the incident with
Leo. I would have, too, did | not know how connigiHarliss can be. I'm giving Miss Fortune
the benefit of the doubt."

"Very kind of you," Roderick said dryly.

"It is, yes. Although | must say that I'm impresséth how she handled Heartless."

Roderick raised his eyebrows, waited.

"She is now Cherbon's garderobe mistress."



Roderick chuckled darkly. "Fitting. Would that Ichéhought of that myself.”

"Ingenious, | agree. But still, | fear she will rata.” Hugh released Roderick's knee and gestured
for Roderick to twist his hips toward him now. "Ske .strange. Not at all what | expected."
Roderick lifted his knees up and over to his lafigl sighed at the stretch. This side was always
so much easier. "Cherbon is not exactly a den ohatry, Hugh."

"True, but | don't care for her, any matter. Shiere&zen. And quite mouthy."

"Perhaps you see a bit of yourself in that?"

Hugh snorted. "She demands to see you on everytunéde occasion of our meeting."

"That's not so strange," Roderick offered. "Havah'the candidates expressed such a wish? To
see the man they would marry?"

"They have, yes," Hugh said with patience. "Bugliéwve Miss Fortune actually means it."
Roderick's pride stung a bit at that. But he Igioit Hugh was honest and blunt, and Roderick
appreciated those qualities in his friend in evaher aspect of their lives at Cherbon. He told
himself he could not pick and choose where Hughdcand couldn't be honest. Roderick was no
simpering maid who required his truths coated indyo

"Where is she now?" Roderick asked, seeking toghame subject lest he be plunged into one
of his dark moods.

"She is out in the bailey with Leo, picking floweasd singing,” Hugh sneered. "I would have
disallowed it, but he insisted. | doubt Miss Foeauwnill let any harm to come to him after my
terrible dressing-down this morn—she seemed prgphidstised. And it gives me a moment's
peace. Let Cherbon have a respite as well, | dag/sSiot stopped since Harliss—ordering
cleanings, whitewashings, new candles!" Hugh shoslead and chuckled. "There is such a
thing as overenthusiasm."

Roderick grunted his assent but held his tongueutitr the remainder of the stretch. He was
intrigued by Michaela Fortune, and damned his ¢egself for preventing him from seeking her
out in the light. He had little hope that she wostay, but her so- labeled overenthusiasm for
keep affairs was heartening, and Roderick wantebbtoothing that might frighten her away. He
wished he was more improved, more mobile, lesgesdand hideous. Perhaps if he had the
lights put out for the evening meal, and came #hwod...

But no. That would likely frighten her more. He idsimply have to wait.

He could still see her in his mind, though, frora hiemory of her arrival, and his nightly
forays....

"l think it is good that she seeks to spend timénweo," Roderick said as Hugh helped him
from the floor and to his chair. "You're no childsrse, Hugh."”

"The two of us get on just fine."

"I know you do," Roderick said, accepting the abalof wine that also held a powdered herb to
help with the stiffness and pain he always fekalftis daily torture sessions. "And | do not fault
your care of him in the least. But your social léaves much to be desired. You needed to beat
the women from you in Constantinople—what sport/do have here?"

"You 're to lecture me on entertaining lovers?'gHsaid. "Besides, you're forgetting the
Tornfield feast—I fared quite well there that nightie winked at Roderick, and Roderick
laughed.

"Good on you, Hugh. I should have known." He satsiveral moments, contemplating his cup
and waiting for the warm, tingling sensation of gvder to take effect. Perhaps there was more
he could be doing to better his physical conditPerhaps more work, more practice. "What do
you think if | were to increase my exercises, Hudin® asked suddenly, before his nerve could
leave him. "Perhaps | could get around a bit b2tter

Hugh's eyes widened. "Do you jest? Rick—that i€igedy what you need! I've been thinking of
other things that we might do besides the stretélueslia showed us—things that are actually
relevant to your station!" Hugh set his chalicedlasand dropped to one knee at the side of
Roderick's chair. "We could make use of the squpeactice!"

"Do we have any squires?"



"No, of course not,” Hugh said, and waved his hdBdt the soldiers' quarters are still
possessed of the rings, the dummies, the woodepomed It would—"

"You'd have me play with chdd's things?" Roderickvned.

"Think about it, Rick! The lighter weights, the fitity of the exercises—your body knows
how to do these things, we only need strengthén it!

Roderick did think about it, and the more he dm#, inore the idea made sense to him. A crazy
little bubble of excitement welled up in him, b tecognized it and burst it.

Hope had no place at Cherbon.

Hugh grasped his shoulder. "What do you say, RWkKPyou give me permission to have the
props brought out?"

"Brought out, yes, but not in the practice arerdon't wish for anyone to see—"

"Of course not," Hugh rushed. "I'll have them broulg—" "No, no—you bring them, Hugh. At
night." "Yes, yes. | see. Where shall we—"

But Roderick already knew the perfect locationtr childish, painful, humiliating practice
before Hugh could finish his question. Where he swag his father could watch Roderick take
back the life he'd tried so hard to destroy.

"Take them to the ring on the knoll, near the salil

"...and they rode all the way to London town!" Magha ended the song on a clap and Leo joined
in enthusiastically.

"More!" the little boy demanded with his beautifuhile.

"Again? Leo, we've sung it a dozen times already!"

"No more?" He scrunched up his nose and then,ths iflea had just come to him, he grabbed
up the scraggly bunch of mangled and wilted stemalstrust them at Michaela. "Fowwers?"
Michaela laughed. "I think we've picked all to edhitoday.” The ragged greenery was little
more than frilly weeds—all that was readily avaiéas winter bore down on the land, but the
picking of them had given the boy such joy, andMiela felt her load

lighten at just being with Leo Cherbon. The bogsyexistence had been a shock at first, but
Michaela was thrilled by the lord's young son ahe lsated to leave his company.

"Mayhap we can go about again on the morrow if-&igh will allow it, eh? But right now, |
must return to the keep. | have chores to attepdrtd you likely are wanting of a morsel to eat.”
The boy's round face fell again, but only for a nemrbefore he suddenly bolted to his bare feet
in the grass and ran past Michaela, shouting, ;'Fned"

"Fire?" Michaela twisted around with alarm, butyosdw Leo dashing toward a rotund figure in
a brown robe.

Friar. It was Friar Cope, a man Michaela was masstiliar with, having seen him recendy at the
wedding of Alan Tornfield and Lady Juliette.

She had hoped to escape that memory here, andasttered with dread what the holy man was
doing at Cherbon.

Leo hurled himself at Friar Cope's knees, and theé knan laughed and patted the boy's head.
"Good day, Leo! What are you doing about alone? M/ieSir Hugh?"

"No Hoo. Aid-ee Mike-lah! Ee-oh pick fowwers!" Lemnounced, thrusting his bouquet at Friar
Cope and then pointing backward in Michaela's timec

The friar allowed the little boy to take hold oktand and pull him closer, and Michaela
groaned inwardly at the pidful little smile thedirigave her.

"Good day, Lady Michaela. | see the rumors | hewece sadly correct.”

"Good day, Friar. It's nice to see you again."diswt. "What business have you at Cherbon?"
she asked, choosing to ignore the subject of harmaw residency there.

"No business, my dear. Only coming home, at lasin@the demesne seat, Cherbon is the base
of my ministry."

"Oh, I didn't realize,” Michaela said lightly, buiside she screamed in temper, pounded her fists
and stomped her feet. Now she would be faced Wwealdamning memory of Alan's betrayal and
her own humiliation on a regular basis. "Welcomenbkpthen."



"Thank you, my lady. May | sit?" The friar indicdtéhe flattened patch of dead grass Leo had
recently vacated, as if asking permission to direegrand table.

"Of course," Michaela said, although Leo was alygagging the man onto the ground by
pulling on his hand with both arms.

"Fire sit—Ee-oh pick more fowwers!" And he was af§hort distance away, perusing the buffet
of weeds and grass for anything remotely blossamlik

Michaela and Friar Cope sat side by side for s¢weoaents, watching the three-year-old in
heavy silence.

"Michaela, my dear, what in Heaven's name are yoigdat Cherbon?" he asked quietly.

"What am | doing here?" Michaela reiterated quigtlyfling a palm over the crackly grass near
her hip. "What am | doing here? Well, | hope tesheging my parents from poverty, is what I'm
doing here. Since | was so recently relieved ofposition at Tornfield. Which you obviously
already know all about.”

"You were not relieved of your position,” Cope adwently. "I've just come from Tornfield

and you still have a home there, should you wai@hterbon is no place for you—Roderick is no
man for you to be setting your sights on."

The mention of Tornfield caused Michaela's headi¢och. "Why? Because | am the least of
nobility in the whole of the land? Is silly Miss fane not worthy of such a grand home as
Cherbon? Lord Roderick too lofty an ambition?" &hew she sounded defensive, but she didn't
care—she was.

"Not at all," Cope answered. "You are very specral,child. | have known that since your birth.
But this place is—" He broke off, looked around tieserted grounds, and Michaela knew he
was seeing the vine-covered walls, the gloomy, dbaad atmosphere. "Haunted, for lack of a
better word. Many sad and terrible things haveriglace at Cherbon. And Roderick—he was
not always the hard man that he is now. Indeedyrbédfe left

on his pilgrimage, we all had great hopes for thg \when Roderick would take his father's place.
A kind man, gende, then. Fair in word and in dé&ad.| fear he has come to resemble his father
in actions and rule so much that there is littk ttould be done to redeem him. He is scarred,
and not only from his physical injuries."

"l didn't know Roderick Cherbon before | came, diaf | meet his father. So | shall reserve my
opinion of him until I know him well enough on mya."

"But, my dear," Cope insisted, "so many women—nmaste experienced than you, if | may be
so bold—have tried and fled. There is—"

"Ninety-six, to be exact,” Michaela said lightlyupking a short, rough leaf from the grass and
rubbing it between her thumb and finger. "I amnivety-seventh."”

Friar Cope was quiet for a moment. "Your parengsvamrried for you. Your father, especially.
He knew Magnus Cherbon—"

"Magnus Cherbon is dead, though, Friar," Michaetarrupted. "And | am getting along well
enough so far. | must succeed here. There is rey bttpe for my parents, or for me."

Cope reached into his robe. "Mayhap this will sway?" He handed Michaela a folded scrap of
paper.

She didn't want to take it, but she did, and urddld carefully. Her throat tightened at the
familiar, dainty, scribbling script of Elizabeth firdield.

Dear Michaela,

Why did you leave? | am sad. Lady Juliette is lubri

hate her. Please come home. Please.

Elizabeth Tornfield

Michaela hastily brushed at the tears on her fiatged the letter back and returned it to the friar
"You don't wish to keep it?" he asked, his eyesawid

"No, I don't. Thank you." She swiped at her nostnwhe back of her hand, not caring if it was
uncouth. "Lord Alan would likely be much put-ouatthis daughter sent me that message. |
assume you read it?" It was not an accusation, @shatement.



"l did, yes. And | do doubt that Lord Alan minds—ép&ve his blessing for me to carry the
message to you."

Anger welled up in Michaela at the thought of Ataattempted manipulation. "I shall forget |
ever read it. And if you by chance happen to beds& carry another to me, please do not."
"Michaela—

"Leo!" Michaela called in a loud, shaky voice, stang and cutting off Friar Cope's sympathetic
tone. The little boy turned his bright, eager faxwéer. "Come along—'tis time we returned to
the keep."

Friar Cope too stood. "Do not begrudge Lord Alasmdtioice, Michaela. He was doing what he
felt was best for all at Tornfield.”

"Certainly. Which is why | am no longer at Tornfiél Leo dashed to Michaela's side, swinging
himself about on her skirts. She reached downiedes hand and began walking away from
Cope without so much as a glance. "Good day, Friar.

"Gooday, Fire!" Leo twisted about to call back avalve over his shoulder. Then his little voice
seemed directed upward. "Aid-ee Mike-lah ky-in'?"

"No, Leo." Michaela sniffed and did not look dowtrtlze boy lest the tears spill over her lashes.
"I have something in my eye, that's all.”

Chapter Nine

Something had greatly upset Miss Fortune, and Raddeould not help but wonder at the cause,
as he was fairly certain it was not him.

She had cried herself to sleep; he could see gt i@ the almost complete absence of light of
her bedchamber, staring at her still form on thétmess through the cleft of the bed curtains. Her
face was turned toward him on her pillow as sheolayer side on the very edge of the
mattress—as if she had stared longingly out— aedcitched a length of the coverlet to her
face. The murky light from the faraway window illumated her cheeks and hair just enough for
him to see the puffiness of her eyelids and therdeavd turn of her mouth, even in the darkness.
Damned to shadows as he was, Roderick's nightrvisad become quite spectacular.

As he crept about, he had found no evidence fodiséress in the chamber that had housed him
through his boyhood. Everything was in its placghimg strewn about in a pique of anger or
despair. And perhaps 'twas only the hopeless fableaoom

Roderick had always and still hated, but he didhirtk so. Miss Fortune was unhappy.

He wanted her to be happy here. But he didn't khnow to make it so. Indeed, in his longest
memory, no one had ever been happy at Cherbonnsayleap his father, and he had been a
demon who found happiness only in others' misery.

Magnus had likely died ecstatic.

Roderick took a chance and crouched awkwardlyeab#uside, his left leg held straight, his face
mayhap only a foot away from the sleeping Miss twets. In all the dme since women had been
coming to Cherbon in hopes of becoming his wifed@&ak had never made use of the secret
panel of his old room. But since he'd first seeriiela Fortune, it was as if he could not stay
away from her. Although he could not bring himgelgpeak to her face-to-face—quite possibly
sending her screaming from the keep in mad telikarthe last woman—this way he could look
in upon her, mayhap glean some small piece of imdéion that would aid him in keeping her.
His injuries had made him like the animal peoplaoved him to be—his night vision was
superb; his hearing—despite his temporary deafinesse ear—was sharper than a bat's; his
sense of smell so keen that he could tell an aak ft beech with his eyes closed. And he could
smell her—Iloudly, it seemed—from where he crouclhitst. fresh, green scent, like the newest
heather crushed underfoot, and her sadness. lawaget smell, but rather sorry, like wet hay
stacked in a stable and then forgotten.

"What happened?" he breathed, his own fine hednamgly even registering the words.

But she stirred, hummed a bit in her sleep, and ¢vat sound was despondent.

Roderick waited until she was still again, and thaese to his feet slowly, soundlessly. He was
pressing his fortune—ha!— staying here, daringvienebreathe in her presence. Should she



awaken and find him—a beast of a man, scarred eoléeb—a black monster, she would be
rightly terrified. Roderick was ashamed.

He slipped behind the well-oiled panel and intotthg cubicle that led to the corridor of his

own wing.

A week passed, and although Roderick continuediglsly visits to Miss Fortune when she
was least aware, he was relieved to note that sthenger seemed to be crying herself to sleep.
But a pair of faint creases had begun to etch tbbras between her delicate eyebrows as if life
for her at Cherbon was exacting a great toll aqdired her complete concentration.

He hovered over her for only a pair of minutes gaule, trying to absorb as much of her as he
could in the quiet dark, as if it would lend hinsight to her person, her very soul. He wondered
at her motives, both in coming to Cherbon andayisty, when no other woman had been able to
bear the Castle or its lord. But there

was no revelation to be found on the smooth susfatéer eyelids, and so each visit only left
Roderick wanting, and this night was no different.

Hugh and Leo were waiting for him when he returteetis chamber, and as soon as he swung
open the door, Leo scrambled to his feet from wiherand Hugh had been lounging on the thick
rug on the floor and ran to greet him.

"Good ee-binning, Wod-wick," Leo said, catching ket just before he barreled into Roderick's
legs, but his smile was pure and wide and brigktlddked back over his shoulder at Hugh as if
for approval, and Hugh nodded and winked at the boy

"Good evening, Leo. How was your day?"

"Fun! But Aid-ee Mike-lah no pick fowwers and sinlg@if me today—busy-busy. But no soos.
And no bad Harliss."

Roderick nodded seriously. Could it have been bab had upset Miss Fortune those handful of
days ago? Perhaps something the boy had said? y$¢enous tears haunted Roderick still, and
his concern of them troubled him even more deeply.

"Does Lady Michaela enjoy herself when the paiyai go about?" he asked the boy.

Leo nodded. "Sometime her get somefing in her e, and then her go to bed. Wod-wick pay
soul-jer wif me and Hoo, now?" The little boy readtout tentatively, as if to take Roderick's
hand.

"Not tonight, Leo." Roderick winced inwardly as Letand stopped in midair and he snatched it
behind his back. "I must speak with Sir Hugh fen@ament and then I'm going to bed, as well.
Should you also be?"

Leo was looking at the floor now. He nodded sloay then turned to dash back to the rug and
throw himself down amidst the wooden toys scatténede, his little back to Roderick. Hugh
reached out and ruffled the boy's hair as he stood.

"You may play for a bit longer, Snot, and thenaffto bed with you."

"All wite, Hoo."

Roderick collapsed in his chair and Hugh draggest another to join him. "It seems our Miss
Fortune has received a letter.”

"From whom? | saw no strangers about today."

"How could you? You didn't leave your chamber uatier the evening meal, when most
everyone had quit the keep."

Roderick shrugged.

"Any matter, the letter came last week, when Caperned from Tornfield. He carried with him
a message from Tornfield's young daughter, Elizabet

Ah. So there it was.

Roderick would not admit even to Hugh his seciipstinto his childhood chamber, and because
he knew Hugh could not keep even the smallestrstivgossip to himself, Roderick could feign
disinterest.

"How lovely for Lady Michaela," he said, letting artra crinkle of sarcasm muss his words.
"They want her back."



The chalice Roderick was bringing to his lips paligeit only for an instant. He didn't think
Hugh noticed.

"Oh?" He drank.

"Mmm-hmm. Seems Tornfield was more than a littlpssed that Miss Fortune took off like
she did. Apparently he wanted the chance to spé&hkher, explain some things."

"Well, too bad for him, then, isn't it?" Roderickysed. "Is she going back?"

"No. She's told me and Friar Cope as much. Sayk stag here until you throw her out.”
Roderick released the breath he hadn't known ted holding.

"Apparently her family is in such dire straits, amel pride was so badly bruised, she wouldn't
have Alan Tornfield on a silver platter. She's deiaed to win you."

Roderick thought of Leo relating that Lady Michab&d gotten something in her eye and then
gone to bed. Whatever was in the missive from thifleld girl had obviously been the thing
that upset her, and Roderick was angry that hgusasiow hearing of it.

"Why are you telling me this at this late date, HadBesides your usual penchant for salacious
gossip?"

"I'm only warning you," Hugh said mildly, sippingoin his own chalice that had been set aside
earlier, assumedly when he'd brought Leo in foirthighdy play. "And | only found out myself
today. If Tornfield decides to press his suit andsvFortune is as in love with him as | suspect,
she could be worn down. Perhaps she'll returnrtoditer all.”

Roderick grunted, and his heart pounded. "What#vEoout her days as a child's nurse?"
Roderick scoffed.

"No, Rick—likely as his mistress," Hugh explaineatipndy, as if the information did not faze
him in the least. "Or whatever Miss Fortune demaBésides her being modesdy good-looking,
| suppose, if you like the pale-faced, shephertgss you're not the only one keeping track of
the days until your thirtieth birthday. 'Tis likeyypur dear cousin would try to woo Miss Fortune
away if only to be certain you do not inherit Chanty

"That's ridiculous," Roderick spat. Then he look¢dtHugh. "Isn't it?"

Hugh shrugged, took another sip. "I daresay | wowltdbe surprised if more messages begin to
arrive. And then it will be gifts, and minstrelsychon and on." He waved a bored hand.

"No more messages—for anyone at Cherbon—beforedtieye through me. | will approve all
correspondence.”

"Miss Fortune is a step ahead of you in that dReek," Hugh said. "Her feminine pique already
prevailed of the fat friar to deliver no more megsato her from Tornfield."

"Oh. Good." Roderick felt very unsure. "We shoularsmy increased practices soon though,
should we not? Perhaps if I'm well enough—"

"l do think it would be best. And who knows? Perhdfiss Fortune will not be repulsed by
you."

"Thank you, friend," Roderick said, and quirkedegebrow.

"Now, Rick, come on—you know | didn't mean it irattway." Hugh reached over and gripped
Roderick's forearm, but Roderick shrugged it awl's only that—"

"I know, Hugh." Roderick bent over and began thghtly struggle with his boots. "I tire. Do
you move the squires' toys tonight?"

"Yes. As soon as Leo—"

"Very well. Good night, Hugh."

Hugh sat for a moment longer, as if he wanted yossaething else, but Roderick's glaring
glance caused him to rethink the wisdom of it. iad instead.

"All right, Rick. I'll leave you to your sournesdde rose, setting his chalice on a side table.
"Come along, Grub. Nighty- nighty, doggies bitegySour good night to Roderick."

Leo reluctandy got up from the floor and dashestémd before Roderick, who had to drop the
laces of his boots to keep the tyke from barreiimig him. As soon as his hands grasped the
boy's small upper arms, Leo took it as an embraddlaew both hands around Roderick's neck.
"Good night, Wod-wick. See you 'morrow."



"Good night, Leo." Roderick felt awkward with theybhung about him, but he patted his
slender back dumbly before setting Leo from hinuriRlong now," he said gruffly.

At the door, Hugh was smiling strangely. He heltl@uarm, shepherding the boy as Leo flew
past him. The lad was forever running full tilt.AQ nearly forgot,” Hugh said, and leaned into
the corridor. "Boil! Leo, stop! Wait for me, rigtitere. Don't move."

Hugh reentered the chamber and crossed to Rodeciadtir, reaching into his fine tunic. He
withdrew a folded sheet of parchment. "From norneiothan Miss Fortune herself. | told her
you wouldn't, but as I've said, she is quite imfmes' Hugh handed the square to Roderick,
saluted him, and then left the room, closing theram his shout of, "Leo! You little arse-dck!
Come ba—"

Left in the disconcerting silence of Leo's imprompmbrace and the unexpected letter from the
woman he'd just been spying on, Roderick sat gairthe missive for several moments. He
took a deep breath and opened it.

My lord,

| do think it unseemly that | assume the role afly.af Cherbon without your input on some
matters. It is my most sincere wish that we anmodhiced properly, and discuss several aspects
of my duties. | will await you in the great hallradon, as Sir Hugh has told me of your
abhorrence for mornings.

Respectfully, Michaela Fortune

Roderick read the missive through several timesoh®save Hugh dared demand Roderick do
anything anymore, and for the better part of arr hwhile he struggled with his boots and
removed his heavy clothes, Roderick fumed at tHes giudacity.

But then he recalled the tear-streaked face imthenlight, and the instance of the Tornfield girl
begging her to return—telling the old friar, nodeso desperate was the hold to have her back,
and Roderick was torn.

Should he meet with Miss Fortune in the light, sorsafter her arrival, it was very likely she
would pack her belongings and be off to Tornfieyoshnset.

Though should he refuse her, he could very wefesuhe same outcome. For how long could a
wounded bird such as she beat her beak on a colgiling? Especially when a comfortable
nest called to her? Roderick knew she had notweltomed at Cherbon, by the serfs, by Hugh,
and especially not by Roderick. Perhaps she foontedittle joy in Leo, but Leo was only a
child. He could not be expected to carry the wiodl€herbon on his young shoulders.

You were, a small voice reminded him. Who had & éar your childhood? Not your father. Not
Harliss. Not your poor, young-dead mother. But Imgt $he voice behind the heavy, black door
beyond which it lived.

If Michaela Fortune had been so heartbroken by Alamfield, and if she was as impossible
and headstrong as Hugh related, Roderick did reoheereturning to his cousin anytime soon.
And besides, Miss Fortune need learn that no onmer@nded the Cherbon Devil. Not now, and
not ever again.

The morrow's noon would find her waiting.

Chapter Ten

It was a strange feeling, sitting in the great halhe lord's table all alone. The room was
beginning to look much improved already since Math® arrival, ten days past: the stacks of
tables and benches and armchairs at the far erelneemore, the furniture now pulled out,
polished and orderly before her. Candelabras sfronethe center of each table, only waiting
for a flame, along with small pots of lavender ansemary each to either side. The floor was not
only cleanly swept, but had been recently washed tlae room smelled a little like a wet cave—
the scent was not unpleasant, but made Michaelarshll the same, as if remembering some old
nightmare.

The fire in the massive, square open hearth iridloe crackled at an acceptable level, built so
that it could be grown at a moment's notice. Stliedrdered new draperies for the walls to adorn
the whitewashing between the plaster murals, &yt would not be ready for several weeks. She



was content enough though, not having to look wgye@eping cobwebs, macabre swags of dead
vines, and the black smudges of old soot.

So the great hall was well on its way to beingaest to what Michaela suspected was its former
glory—it was clean, orderly, and smelled pleasBat.it was obnoxiously empty.

It was noon, at least, she guessed. Likely mu@r thin noon, were she to be honest with
herself. Michaela had been sitting at the tabldterbetter part of an hour, waiting for the
appearance of Roderick Cherbon, with no luck at-#l had sent no reply to her message, either
yea or nay, and so she had gathered up her optiemsimvaited. She must speak to him, about
her duties, their future, Sir Hugh, Leo.. .evemythiShe was more than a little proud of herself
for outlasting by far any other woman who had cam€herbon, and she felt it was now past the
time of initiation, when she should be grantedpheilege of an audience with the lord of the
demesne. Not an unreasonable request, and orghthtiought she was owed after the hell
Cherbon's other residents had put her through.

And still she sat alone, facing the doorway sheesetgrl him from, as the seconds turned into
minutes and the minutes turned into another lagrggd hour. Servants passed through the hall on
swift, busied feet, and a pair of them had evewimegl of her needs—a great improvement from
ten days past. Still, Michaela was beginning td degte foolish the longer she sat alone, with no
obvious purpose in the room, and no task to busyaeds.

What would she do if he simply did not come? licheed so little that he would ignore her
request? What would she do? Leave Cherbon? AndARetiurn to the Fortune hold until the
family was thrown out?

Would she go back to Tornfield? To Alan, to swémtely Elizabeth? How she missed them all,
here in this dark, hopelessly grand Castle, fuBltddowy past.

Then the sound of hinges squeaking drew her adtgenibut not to the corridor she faced. The
main entrance door to the hall opened behind heshe turned in her seat, wondering at the
change in Roderick Cherbon's habits, to be outadnodit the keep grounds before dark. Michaela
felt a queer mixture of dread and relief that slas at last to meet her intended.

But contrary to the twisted monster of her imagorathat rumors had led Michaela to expect, it
was a quite able-bodied man who entered Cherbah:sfblond, mustachioed man, sweeping
aside his rain-dampened cloak as he strode swiliftlyn the main aisle of tables toward her. A
handsome man, with his jaw set, his eyes pinnéeto

It was Alan Tornfield.

"You will gather your belongings immediately,” heagto her before he had even come to stand
before the table, his voice surprisingly angry antlke anything she had ever heard from him.
"If you hurry, we can be returned to Tornfield befmightfall.”

Michaela sat staring dumbly at him for a momengrate not believing he stood in Cherbon's
hall and at the same time so very happy to see'Mrhat are you doing here?" she asked faindy.
"Don't be ridiculous, Michaela—I've come to fetabuyhome. Now, do please hurry." He then
walked around the table and reached down to seizbdnd in his warm, strong fingers, and
tugged her. His eyes darted to the far cornersefdom. "Come —where is your chamber? |
shall help you."

And then the memory of when she'd last seen Alanfied crashed back upon her, and she
snatched her hand away, leaving Alan to walk a gesteps before realizing he no longer had
hold of her.

"I will do no such thing! You have assumed too muuly lord, if you think me to accompany

you anywhere, especially to Tornfield to residengkide your new wifeF'

Alan threw his hands up in the air. "So that is wby've run away!"

Michaela gaped at him. "Was there ever any questigour mind, the reason why? And | did

not run away, | simply left! After the humiliatifgow you dealt me before all the land, can you
fault

me?"

"No, you ran away, not giving me the chance to aixpbr the courtesy of a farewell!"



"Oh!" Michaela shrieked and shot to her feet. "Yeauld speak to me of courtesy? Truly? Were
you courteous when you decided to marry that westaliloman and bring her into our home
without so much as a hint to me or your daughter?"

Alan stormed back toward her, his eyes afire. diwhat | did for us—for you.1" he insisted,
slamming his knuckles down on the tabletop befere es, Lady Juliette convinced me of the
scheme, | admit—her own funds were aught that weale Tornfield! If | had taken you for my
wife, Michaela, and Roderick had married, how wonld dues be paid, hmm? That lucky ring
you wear ‘round your neck, mayhap? Is it made &?Yyts it silvered?”

Michaela was so furious and hurt, she could ndteyad sufficient response before Alan
continued.

"No. No, it's not. And then Roderick would have demed his due, as is his right, and where
would that have left us, Michaela? Tossed out ahiield Manor, that's where. Penniless. Who
would care for us, support us, then? Who would t@rgour parents? My Elizabeth?

"But now, we can be free, without poverty's shadh@unting us ever again! All you have to do
is come home. Come home with me, Michaela."

"l can not—I will not—love another woman's husbénd.

"You prefer Roderick over me, then? Is that it? Alformed beast of a man who would take you
as his wife only out of desperation?"

"Is that not why you married Juliette? Out of deapen? Or are you in love with her?"

"It is not the same."

"Itis."

Alan shook his head. "It isn't," he said quietlykiiow you, Michaela. Unlike any other who
walks this earth do | know you. | know your minduy dreams—"

"Stop it!"

"—your heart. Roderick can never care for you tlag Wdo, not if given a hundred lifetimes to
try. | know that, as well."

"You are right. He will never care for me the wayuyclaim to because he will make me his wife!
You don't know what it's like, Alan, to live yountre life on the edge of acceptance, never
being invited in or wanted despite who or what goe. Yes, Roderick Cherbon would likely
have taken any of the other women who came tddep had they stayed. But they did not stay,
and /am here now, and | believe there is a reasotiét. That is all that matters to me."

"What of Elizabeth? Would you see her punishedgrsins? An innocent girl who loves you
like she has loved no other woman save her own en®th

"Get out."

"What do | tell her, Michaela? That you care stdifor either of us that you'd choose the
Cherbon Devil over us?"

"Get out!"

"She loves you. And | know you love me—I can sda ijfour eyes." To her surprise, Alan
dropped suddenly to his knees before her, andaaekof her hands in both of his. "Please,
Michaela. Please. | beg you—come back to Tornfigtti me."

Michaela stared down at the handsome face sheithgso accustomed to, his features blurred
by the tears in her eyes. Wasn't this what she/dya wanted from Alan? A confession of love,
a helpless plea for her to return to Tornfield?

"You only want me now because | am here, Alan,"whespered, and each word pained her for
its truthfulness. "It's not about how you or Eliziibfeel about me really—it's about Cherbon.
It's always been Cherbon."

His brows lowered and he opened his mouth, butrbedtan could speak, a rude bark of
laughter from beyond him caused Michaela to jurng raise her eyes, spilling tears down her
cheeks.

Sir Hugh GUbert rocked on his heels, his handpeld$ehind his back. "How touching. He's
skipped the gifts and minstrels and went straightoobarging into your home himself, Rick. |
believe | do stand corrected.”



At Hugh's side stood a massive, crooked figurelong black cloak and hood, like a giant Grim
Reaper, shadowed and frightening and dangeroush#tllwas missing was a gleaming scythe
and glowing red eyes.

Michaela realized she was seeing Roderick Cherbiothé first dme, and her breath caught in
her chest like a barbed hook.

He had not ignored her after all.

Roderick ignored Hugh's sardonic words, too caughwith the sight of his physically perfect
cousin—his rival for Cherbon and now, very obvigudllichaela Fortune—kneeling before the
woman in his own hall.

She was in the same gown she'd worn the day shie¢/ddi her hand still gripped by a surprised
and foolish-looking Alan Tornfield. Her cheeks wevet with tears, and each streak slashed
outrageous fury in Roderick.

Speak, you fool! he told himself.

But the sniveling man on the floor beat him ta#,he rose and turned toward Roderick, and the
shock on his face as his eyes blatantly roamed fiadecostume was humiliatingly apparent.
He dropped his eyes to the side and bowed stiffly.

"Lord Cherbon, forgive me this intrusion.

"I will not,” Roderick managed to growl at last,dane was dismayed at the gravelly, choked
sound of his words. His voice belonged to a mon&S#hat business have you at Cherbon?"
Hugh swept a hand between the two men. "Why, li/®asly come to pay the dues he owes,
Rick! Why else would a man, so deeply in debt ®dverlord, dare come within a stone's throw
of his sire's keep? He'd be daft!"

Roderick knew this was not the case, and he kneghHecognized it as well. But for once,
Roderick felt inclined to go along with Hugh's cidh goading.

"Leave your coin and go then," Roderick invitedddl not hold court this day."

To Roderick's delight, Tornfield looked instantiyaasy. "I have no coin to leave you as of yet,
my lord."

Hugh laughed. "Forgotten your purse, have you?"

Tornfield's eyes flicked hatefully at Hugh beformring back to Roderick. The sop managed to
pull his spine straight. "I've come for Lady Micleaé

Roderick put his walking stick to use and drag-ségpthe ten or so feet separating him from
Tornfield, the woman still standing at the tabléibe Roderick's cousin, as if shielded by him.
That suited Roderick's purpose perfectly.

"You've come for Lady Michaela?" he reiterated tjyjestill keeping the damaged side of his
face turned into his hood.

Tornfield's throat convulsed and Roderick wantedhockle at the large gulp that came from the
man. "Y-yes. That's...that's right!" He tried tared up even taller, but although Roderick leaned
on his cane, Tornfield was still the shorter byeaerous two inches. "She belongs to Tornfield
Manor, and | would that she accompany me therediys'

"Huh," Roderick huffed. Then he did chuckle lowgdeaned closer to Tornfield's face, so that
his quietest words would be spoken directly toldlwad man.

"Lady Michaela...is my betrothed." Roderick barktgathed the words. "And therefore.. .she
belongs... to me." He paused. "Would you steal froen.. cousinT

"O-of course not, my lord," Tornfield stuttereddaseemed to want to step back a pace but
remembered the woman standing behind him. "Butsym understand that Cherbon is no
place for a woman such as Michaela—she is..." Telcthbroke off, swallowed again. "I have a
young daughter, Elizabeth, who misses her terrdotg—"

"I, too, have a child, who has grown close to Latlghaela,” Roderick said easily. "A son.
Cherbon's heir." He let the statement dangle pdinte

"Is that so?" Tornfield squeaked.

Roderick nodded slowly.

"Well, ah..." Tornfield cleared his throat. He sehto gather himself and attempt to puff out his
chest. "Well, I'm very sorry to tell you, my lorait Lady Michaela is in love with me. She came



here only to punish me over a quarrel we've hatishe doesn't wish to be here any longer. | do
apologize if this is an inconvenience."

"Oh, but it is an inconvenience,"” Roderick insistegetly. "A grave, grave inconvenience to me,
Tornfield." Without looking away from the blond maRoderick said, "Do you wish to go, Lady
Michaela?"

From behind Tornfield, he heard her musical, itupagtt, reply. "I most certainly do not! This
man is married."

Roderick let the visible part of his face relaxoitie closest proximity of a smile he could
muster. "There you are, then. You have your answer.

"No. No! I do not accept that answer!" Tornfielcdusaked. "She is only cross with me! Given
time—"

"The time you will be given is the time is takes taeount one to five," Roderick said, letting
the forced smile fall from his mouth. "If you ardiere when ‘five' leaves my lips, | will fall
upon you and teach you some of the exquisite panltwas learned of in my recent travels. | do
vow that the experience will stay with you a vergry long time." And with that, Roderick
turned his face fully toward Alan Tornfield, andidbted in the blanket of horrified fear that fell
over the man's pale face.

"Oh my God!" Tornfield choked.

"One," Roderick whispered.

"Surely you do not mean to—"

"Two..."

Hugh stepped forward and leaned between the two thean assure you that he does not jest.
Not even the slightest sense of humor, this one."

Tornfield looked to Hugh, then to Roderick, andrthet his eyes flick over his shoulder at the
silent woman behind him still.

"Three..."

"Shall | throw you—pardon me—show you out?" Hugfeodd courteously. "I would so hate for
blood to spill on those fine, fine boots of yourgherever did you get them, Tornfield?"

-

"Four..."

Alan Tornfield spun on his heel and skipped—walkedr{rom the hall, Hugh following along
leisurely and calling to him.

"Are they calfskin? The color is divine! | havelsost pair in crimson, myself...."

And then Roderick turned to face the woman befare remembering too late that his scars
were no longer hidden by his hood.

Her clear blue eyes widened, she gasped, and hdslil@w to cover her slack mouth.

Roderick waited for her scream.

Chapter Eleven

Michaela was unsure what she had thought Rodefteklion would look like, but it wasn't the
figure that stood before her now.

Instantly, memories of overheard rumors melded wighreality in front of her eyes, and the
wild tales of his injuries were largely confirmede walked—putting to rest the false rumors that
he could not—with the assistance of a long, blagksped, bentwood cane with a wide palm
rest that he gripped with his left hand. But thgéa square boots on his feet witnessed that his
legs had indeed suffered the lion's share of injutye Holy Land. Especially his left knee,
which seemed to be turned outward, whde the baatgubstraight ahead.

His right arm was also bent and held against klis, siis fist clenched as if it were made that
way, had never felt the freedom of fingers uncurldéel was dressed all in black and dark gray,
as if he'd searched the land for clothing boastiagieepest absence of color in order to attire
himself wholly in the shadows he was rumored t@de of. His tunic was ebony, his undershirt,
pitch;

only his face and the thick, corded column of hi®at flashed in the dark recesses of his hood,
the cloak of which was also black.



And within that diamond-shaped cave of raven woas whe fabled countenance of the Cherbon
Devil. Hollow-cheeked and pale, square of jaw biihw jutting, clefted chin. His lips were full,
a hairline scar diagonally breeching the curvedrsess if it had once been thought to stitch his
mouth closed forever. His nose was longer than mest's, topped by a pair of bumps on the
bridge, and Michaela knew it had experienced setvatema. A thick, flat scar found its
wellspring between the craggy peaks of his nosg sarept over Roderick Cherbon's right
cheekbone just past the outer corner of his righat A clean wound made with a sharp blade, it
seemed, but the scar it left was long and puckaneldwhite, and ran off to God knew where on
the rest of his head.

Above the high cheekbones—one scarred, one smoathkes eyes regarded her as a wary
animal would appraise an unwelcome visitor to ais IAnd it was there that Michaela became
hopelessly mesmerized, fingertips pressing herdipgst painfully into her teeth while her heart
pounded, pounded, pounded, until she thought shid &ear its echo in the silent hall.

They were green, yes, but that humble word wagnough. His eyes were a spring leaf; the
palest emerald; a tidal pool cupped by white santie morning sun. Sparkling, clear green,
jeweled, dewed, glassy...

"Do | shock you?" he growled at her, and his toelkel Imo little self-deprecation, aided by the
slight lift of one corner of his mouth. It was &fé found her reaction amusing.

"Yes," she whispered, the word muffled still by hands. She felt not at all like herself, and the
only thing she could compare her state to was vehenwvas lost in a song. She let her hands
slide slowly from her mouth. "You..."

"I1?" he prompted, his tone turning slightly harsfies, Miss Fortune? What is it you want to say?
That | am hideously crippled? Scarred? Yes. | ant.d8rely you'd heard the rumors before you
came."

She shook her head faintly. Why couldn't she seegather her wits? "No, you—"

He arched the eyebrow over his ruined cheek, se¢onedn his scars toward her more
deliberately. "I'm not crippled?”

"Well, yes, you are, but—" Michaela squeezed heseshut for a moment and shook her head.
When she looked at him once more, she felt onghdly more able to speak coherently.

"You have the most beautiful eyes I've ever segng"breathed, and then felt her face heat as his
features grew even more hard, shuttered.

"What are you about?" he growled. "Is it your gamé&y to play me against Tornfield? Is that
why you're here? For if it is, you may pack youngs and be the hell gone from my sight. | do
not engage in such sport, especially with thosed fo be beneath me."

Michaela felt her head draw back as if he'd stitumk Suddenly, his eyes weren't quite as
beautiful as they had been only a moment ago.

"l beg your pardon?"

"You can beg all you damned well please, but lesisthhat missive for one purpose and one
purpose only: to gain me Cherbon. If your presesrggages some other itinerary of your own
creation, you can bloody well take it elsewhere."

"Why are you angry with me? | did not call Alan Tbeld to Cherbon. I've stayed longer than
any other woman who had come here dared, anddesat shat time fulfilling my duties in a
keep and with servants who have been left to rdeh. Wassure you, my lord, that if my motive
was to return with Alan Tornfield as his mistress—"

"It was good enough a position for you before heried," Roderick scoffed.

"You know nothing about my time at Tornfield!" Miabla insisted. "And | find your
assumptions quite distasteful!"

"Oh, there are likely many things about Cherbon-htibe man and the keep—that you will find
distasteful, Miss Fortune."

Roderick almost chuckled. "Would that you accusymurself to it now to save yourself any
future insult."



Michaela pressed her lips together as she strugglezfyain hold over her temper. "Lord
Cherbon, | requested your presence here becawuse Mant to speak with you about our
arrangement and the running of this hold. | thao for coming, albeit quite tardily—"

Then he did laugh. "My appearance is not in ansagour summons, Miss Fortune. And our
arrangement, as you call it, was set forth quiarty by my missive and Sir Hugh Gilbert. There
is nothing more for you to know." His eyes flickablout the cavernous room. "You are fulfilling
your duties satisfactory, thus far. If there islaugpu do that | do not agree with, rest assured
that | will have it undone." He took firm hold ofshwalking stick. "Now, if you'll excuse me, |
was en route to other business before | stumbled ypur touching encounter with my cousin."
He turned to lurch away.

"Lord Cherbon, waitf' Michaela stamped her foottloa last word. He paused but did not face
her. "I find it most unusual that a man would bedsinterested in the woman who is not only to
be his wife, but stepmother to his son! Especialhoble man who has kind intentions toward
his future family. I—I must insist that we have wéy communications if we are to both find
success in your endeavor to hold Cherbon."

The black-cloaked figure slowly turned, and whernduked at Michaela, his face was a stone
mask of fury that caused her to back up a step.

"Mayhap it has escaped your notice, Miss Fortung) bm not a kind man, not a noble man.
You would do well to guard your person about meeiad of worrying what | intend for my son,
like some beggarly, weeping, useless nun. | careme bloody shit for what you insist. If the
way | run Cherbon does not please you"—he extehdedane past him—" there is the door. It
works perfectly well as an exit as it does an emed' He clack-stumped his way from the hall,
lurching like a black, mythical creature.

Michaela stood alone once more in the silence®ftiand and somehow melancholy room and
wondered what in the name of God she was doindnatl®on Castle.

As soon as Roderick had passed through the dodramythe great hall and lurched into the
bailey, he regretted his harsh words to Michaeldupe. More than regretted them—he felt as if
he'd just personally ended any chance he'd eveothaekping Cherbon. He stopped at the well
and braced his hand against the timber support.

And he could still see her cheeks pinkening indteerwise creamy face, as if each hateful word
he'd said to her—about her— had been a blow iif.itse

Not that he cared that he had possibly hurt héimfge It wasn't about that, of course. Only
Cherbon. Only his obsession.

Roderick turned back toward the hall and recrosiseghort span of dirt he'd already come
over—what would have taken an able-bodied man se&tpnds, took Roderick more than a full
minute. He flung the door wide in his self-fury astdmped inside.

The hall was empty. Of course.

He thought for a moment of following her to her wier but quickly dismissed the idea. She
was likely packing her things now, and by the tileemade the long and arduous journey to his
boyhood room, she would be gone. He couldn't vezly ghase her, as Alan Tornfield had done.
And besides, he could not think what he would agiakfor. He was what he was now, for good
or for ill, forever and ever, amen, if you wouldisHime in the Holy Land had sealed that
covenant.

Roderick made his way back outdoors and up thetin@nso meters along the south wall to
come around the corner of the keep. Across theraskpanse of bailey, between bustiing serfs
who never once glanced his way—as they had beemedagainst— Roderick saw Hugh
coming through the north-east gate of the outel,welng one horse and leading another.
Roderick would be worsened physically by the riteeknew, but mayhap it would clear his
mind.

Any matter, he would take any chance he couldde over the lands that would now likely fall
from his possession very soon.



Michaela slammed the chamber door so hard thatihted in its frame and swung back open to
crash against the wall. She attacked the slab ofiwmarched it back into its proper place, and
slid the bolt so forcefully, she scraped blood fritnree of her knuckles.

"Oh—dammitr She yelled the never-before-used ek@etnd brought her fingers to her mouth.
She decided then and there that she should cunseafien. In all her life, she had obeyed her
mother's instructions on a proper, chaste mannkriong. What a lady did and did not do. And
where had it gotten her? No one had ever treatetikeea lady. Where were her riches, her due
respect? She had been laughed at, ridiculed, dewmilaer home village, whispered about at
Tornfield. Now she was in the company of a manaHast realized was the beast he was
rumored to be, and she had no choice but to staypanup with it.

Cursing had felt good. And so she would continuiger® And she would strive to learn even
more vile words to add to her vocabulary. Surelyd.Gherbon would prove useful for
something other than a heavy coffer, after all. YW it matter if she cursed and blasphemed?
Who would hear her?

"Bloody shit," she tested on a whisper, borrowing phrase from her surly intended.

No bolt of lightning struck her dead in the dism@dm. No thunderous reprimand from Heaven
caused her to fall prostrate to the floor. So, eadred, she thought to raise her voice a bit.
"Damn bollocks, then!"

Again no fiery pit opened beneath her slippers,alittle giggle from behind her did cause
Michaela to shriek and jump.

Leo Cherbon sat cross-legged in the middle of leel his hands over his mouth and his eyes
laughing louder than his chirp.

"Leo, what are you doing in here?" she demandadialce heating like a fired iron.
Immediately, the little boy's forehead creased aaoncern and his eyes shone as if an unseen tap
had been set free behind the thick, black lashes.

"Aid-ee Mike-lah cross wif Ee-oh?"

"Oh, no, no!" Michaela rushed to the bedside andlzd upon it to kneel before the boy. "I'm
not cross with you. You just surprised me. Are gapposed to be in here?"

This brought the mischievous smde back to his &ckhe shook his head slyly. "Ee-oh no lie-
down today. Hoo gone!" He held up his hands an@¥es widened as if it was a grand mystery
where Sir Hugh could have possibly vanished to.

"Hugh's gone, eh?" Michaela looked sideways at bumh couldn't help but grin. He was
irresistible.

Leo nodded. "Ee-oh have his lie-down wif you." Ahe boy flopped down on his side and
snuggled into Michaela's pillows.

"Oh, why not?" Michaela sighed, and climbed uphi® lhead of the bed. Immediately, Leo
inched closer to her and reached out a little argtasp hers. He slid his head back to look at
her and smiled as if she had just given him a pmwered in cakes.

"Why cross?"

"Why am | cross?" The little boy nodded and snuggteeven further, as if he expected a
wonderful story. Michaela sighed. "Well, that isexry good question, Leo. Why am | cross?
Let's see. Well, | suppose | am cross with yourdat

"Wif Wod-wick?"

"Yes, Roderick." Michaela frowned. "Is that whauyeall him —Roderick?"

Leo nodded again. "Wod-wick big."

Michaela thought there were several words she caddbito the boy's description of the Lord of
Cherbon, but she refrained, once again falling lwacker mother's lessons of propriety. He was
only three, after all.

"Yes, he is. Leo, do you not ever call Roderickneator Papa?"

Leo shook his head. "Wod-wick."

"Why?" Michaela could not understand this strangleithbetween a father and his very young
son. Mayhap if Leo were ten or twelve, but not ¢are

Leo shrugged. "Wod-wick say, 'My name Wod-wick.t Bioo say ‘Wick."



Michaela nodded this time. "Yes, Sir Hugh does ol Rick, doesn't he? But would you rather
call him something else?"

Leo seemed to think about that very deeply forjaseout of swaddling. "Ee-oh wathersay
Papa."”

"Do you think you would be scolded for calling hirapa?"

Leo shook his head and giggled. "Wod-wick neveids&e-oh. Ee-oh love Wod-wick."”

"Well, then, if that's what you wish to call hirndaLord Roderick doesn't mind, then you should
call him Papa.”

"Yes?" Leo asked, his face brightening as if it hagler occurred to him.

"Yes, | think so. Most certainly.

Leo nodded as if they had decided something veayegr'But Ee-oh no see Wod-wick."

"No?"

"He no pay wif Ee-oh. Busy, busy, all time."

Michaela felt her eyebrows raise. "Would you likespend more time with Lord Roderick?"
The little boy's eyes were huge and sad and heawbsldwly. "Love him," he reiterated. "Bess
of all."

He loves him best of all. Michaela felt her heaaisviboreaking. The poor, misguided, abandoned
baby.

"Well, then," she said to the little boy, drawingihclose and cuddling his warm body to hers,
"the two of us shall work on showing him that tdget What do you say to that?"

"Yay," Leo yawned. "Shh, Aid-ee Mike-lah. Ee-ohge®w, all wite?"

And it was all right with Michaela, for she had myahings to think about. She stroked Leo's
silky hair as he began to snore quietly.

A plan was forming in her mind.

Chapter Twelve

She was still at Cherbon.

When Roderick and Hugh returned from their rided&ak made use of the secret panel to
confirm his suspicions, not taking any great painsis increased stiffness to be quiet. He'd
shoved open the wood trapdoor ahead of his can&@mged inside, expecting to see a
chamber abandoned with the detritus of flight.

His breath caught in his chest and brought his plamfootsteps to a gritty halt. What he'd seen
instead was Miss Fortune enjoying an afternoon haparm protectively around Leo. Both were
snuggled together like rabbits and sound asleegps Fortune stirred only slightly—rubbing her
red-gold hair on her pillow—but amazingly did nctke.

Roderick dared not take another step into the rdowas late afternoon, and should either of
them wake, they would clearly see the Lord of Cbherbaught before the open panel like the
cowardly sneak he was. But although he would nterdarther, neither could he retreat. He felt
his brows lower into a hard frown, and strange,calhmauseous feelings swirled in his stomach.
Perhaps it was only the pain resulting from hisigling ride; perhaps it was missing the noon
meal. But Roderick definitely felt a thick, mucousynp stringing from his throat to his gut.
Staring at the pair on the bed seemed to causgibiv, a curiosity to Roderick, to be certain.
What a fool you are, Miss Fortune, he said in hisdnclearly hearing the derisive pity of his
silent thoughts. For a breath of time, Roderick &kost respected Michaela Fortune for having
the nerve to stand up to Alan Tornfield's machorai But now, after Roderick had spoken so
hatefully to her and still she remained, his opindbanged.

She must be a greedy, desperate, prideless fobR&ierick could perhaps relax a bit again—if
Miss Fortune had stayed through his scathing retafés likely she would stay through the end.
The lump grew again, and this time, it had theetastfear swirled inside of it, but for what
reason, Roderick could not fathom. He had no tiongaink upon it though, as a pounding
exploded upon the chamber's proper door.

"Miss Fortune!" It was Hugh. "Miss Fortune, opee ttoor immediately! Miss Fortuner



Roderick slipped behind the panel and out of tleargust as Miss Fortune's feet began to pedal
the light covering from her legs. Hugh had partednf Roderick upon their return to seek out
Leo and was obviously distressed that the boy wa#rhis chambers

as expected. The image in Roderick's mind of thenaroand child curled together and in the
glowing afternoon light accompanied him from heamiber, and the lump in his stomach
seemed to lengthen into the long rope loop of aeaoo

It wasn't that Michaela was beginning to like Sudh Gilbert at all, but she did smile at the
memory of his handsome face, more than a bit ass When she had offered to take Leo for the
remainder of the day.

He had agreed, and even though he'd left Leo wituti admonidon, "Mind yourself, Vomit,
that | do not receive a report of bad-lad behafrmm Lady Michaela."

"All wite, Hoo."

Michaela would have wagered her portion of Cherbdohes that the knight already missed the
boy.

And how could he not? Michaela had only known Lewolittle less than a fortnight, and she was
delighted by him. After their shared "lie-down,ethtook a turn about the bailey for more
"fowwers" and a song or two. On a knoll past Chalbavall, near the stables, and crowned by a
low, spreading, bony tree and one spindly crosshisitla had spied a black, hulking oudine,
crouched on the ground in the glowing afternoohtlig

It could only be Roderick.

His posture was odd, still, and Michaela wonderéatzalled him to that desolate knoll to
assume such a reflective pose.

Graves, perhaps? His father's?

But then Leo was tugging on her hand, dancing imap#y in a bent-knee squirm, and so
Michaela reluctantly left the bailey to escort Ligmto the garderobe for a tinkle. There was no
sign of Roderick when they descended to the kitelelhfor a washup before the evening meal,
which they ate side by side, chattering all thelevhs if they were contemporaries discussing the
business of the day. Michaela pushed the imagleeofitilking man and his mysterious activities
from her mind and gave herself over to Leo's fti##ration.

She was fascinated by this young person, no loagénfant but not yet the solid little boy he
would become. A wonderful combination of learnimglahnocence and Michaela drank it up
like honeyed wine.

Although she sought to concentrate on Leo in tiesgmt, she could not help wondering about
the boy's mother—where was she? What had happeriakie her out of her son's life? What
had been her relationship with Roderick Cherbont?LiBo was little more than a baby who was
unable to answer such adult inquiries, and so Milzhtuicked her curiosity away as she took his
small hand and led him from the hall. Night wasmu@herbon, and ‘twas time to seek out Sir
Hugh for Leo's bedtime, as she had promised earlier

"Ai-dee Mike-lah sing to Ee-oh?"

She smiled down at him in the dim light of the @wr—many of the candelabras had been
supplemented with additional tapers at her reqestthere were still gaps.

"If Sir Hugh agrees, certainly.” The stones in kieep were beginning already to radiate their
sinister chill and so she turned the boy down threidor to her own chamber. "Let's stop so that
| may get a wrap and then we shall ask him togéther

They were nearly upon her door when Michaela ndtitstanding wide-open. She pulled Leo to
a halt, and crouched down with a ready Shhl whetuhred questioning eyes to her. Together
they walked quietly to the doorway and stopped.

Michaela felt a sick fury billow up in her at thiglst of Harliss riffling through her trunk,
muttering crossly, and Leo immediately ducked beéihchaela's legs upon seeing the skinny
old woman.

"Harliss!" Michaela barked, causing the hag toeaip with a start and bang her head on the
propped lid of the trunk. "I assume you have a wgrgd explanation for being in my chamber,
not to mention snooping in my personal belongings."



"l beg your pardon, my lady,” Harliss said stiff§he closed the lid of the trunk slowly,
deliberately, and began to walk toward Michaelah."Aa chamber maid has misplaced

her.. .ring. And | thought mayhap she had droppedile tidying your chamber."

Michaela's eyes narrowed. "As no one has any reel@an the inside of my trunk, | doubt the
ring would be there. If there even was a ring," atlded pointedly. "Which maid has made this
claim?"

The woman attempted to sidle past Michaela in ttewlay. "I forget what she is called, my
lady. Excuse me. I'll be about my dudes.”

But Michaela stepped before Harliss, denying heaps.

"I don't think | will,” she said. "Excuse you, that I've had enough of your lies and tricks,
Harliss. If you value your place at Cherbon, yol teill me the truth of why you were in my
chamber.”

"It was but a misunderstanding, my lady," Harlissisted, and then tried to move past Michaela
again, going so far as to push a shoulder into her.

Michaela reached out and stayed the woman withha g¢jrip. "You're not going anywhere until
you admit you were snooping on me! Are you a thgefvell as a liar?"

"Take your hands off of me, you filthy beggar!" Hss screeched, jerking away from Michaela,
all false servitude gone from her voice. "I caré aree whit for what Roderick and that beggarly
Hugh Gilbert say. You are not my mistress and | mok tolerate your whorish pawing! | was at
Cherbon before you were

even whelped, and | will take no further ordersrirgou! You are a disgrace to the Cherbon
name!"

Michaela was disquieted by Harliss's sudden funy decause Leo was still at her side, quaking
in fear, Michaela sought to rise to her station.

"Attending the garderobes not suiting you?" sheedskildly. "You should have better learned
your place, then."

"It is you who does not suit me," Harliss growl&8ind make no mistake, as soon as | am able, |
will see you thrown forcefully from Cherbon—disgedul, disrespectful Roderick and his little
dunce of a bastard as well! Then we shall see wiss what."

"Oh, I think not," Michaela chuckled, although théd look in the old woman's dull eyes was
more than unsettling. Michaela was beginning tokhhat Harliss was quite disturbed. Whether
it would be considered overstepping her dutiesoby Michaela did not want such a dangerous,
unbalanced old woman anywhere near Leo. "l ammtteo to bed. When | am fmished, | shall
seek you. It would be best if you had your beloggialready packed, for next time we meet,
you are taking your leave of Cherbon. Permanendi, ov without your possessions.”

Harliss cackled. "You have no power here. Go bagfour sty, sow, and wallow in the filth
Roderick has spread while you can. There is nocav@Eherbon who can move me—I'd like to
see any who claim to, try!"

A dark voice rumbled from the shadows of the camidl do believe | shall take that challenge,
Harliss."

Michaela spun to face the voice as Leo dashed henskirts, crying, "Wod-wick!"

He stepped from the blackness of the stone passggéig awkward footsteps only now audible.
His hood was back and for the first dme, Michaala bong waves of thick, chestnut hair. His
green eyes sparkled maliciously in the flickeriagdlelight.

Harliss made a strangling sound before laughingnagdou'll lose! | have tenir here, set out
years ago by your father. My place at Cherbonésiigeas long as | live, whelp!”

Roderick, too, chuckled, and if Michaela had thdugarliss's mirth to be evil, the Lord of
Cherbon's was positively black.

"Your death can be arranged," he suggested.

Harliss gasped. Her gray eyes narrowed. "You d@ve the bollocks!"

"While there are many parts of my person that adeed damaged, | can assure you that those
are not," Roderick said, and Michaela felt an uniwotable heat wash over her face at his crude
words.



Roderick angled his chin slighdy over his shouldidty revealing the twisting scars over his
face in the candlelight. "Hugh!" he bellowed.

In moments, the sharp clickity-clickity of Sir Hu@ilbert's boots came from the blackness.
"Yes, Rick? What is—? Oh, for fuck's sake!" He waliing his eyes as he emerged from the
deepest of the shadows and stopped near Rodeuttkeb stayed wrapped around his father's
leg. "Which one has done it this time?" he askeokihg pointedly between Michaela and the
seething old maid next to her.

"Take Leo to his chamber—Lady Michaela and | negditto a rather unsavory matter that |
would rather he not be witness to."

"Oh?" Hugh said interestedly. "Tsk-tsk, Heartld3sne it now, have you?"

"Shut your filthy mouth, you—you.. .hanger-on! Lee€ommon slut!"

Hugh's eyebrows rose as he pried Leo away from fidand scooped the boy up to sit in the
crook of his arm. "I rather like that last one. Mayse it?"

"Hugh,"” Roderick chastised in a low voice, as ifrmiag him not to further antagonize the mad
old woman.

"Yes, yes—all right. Let's go, Slug. Nighty-nightigggies bitey." He turned to duck back into
the shadows, but Leo stretched out an arm towaaoth&dila.

"Aid-ee Mike-lah sing to Ee-oh, Hoo!"

"Not tonight, Louse. She and Rick have rubbishispalse of. You'll see her on the morrow."
"Night, Aid-ee Mike-lah!" Leo waved.

"Good night, Leo." She tried to give him a smilat lt was hard, knowing that in seconds she
would be left alone in the dank passage with thenvest frightening people she'd ever known.
"Happy dreams."

"Good night...Papar Leo's smile was as wide afois, and Michaela saw Roderick Cherbon
freeze, his own features emotionless.

The man seemed momentarily stunned, but recoverietllg. "Now," Lord Cherbon growled,
bringing his attention back to the gray woman, "ldoyou gather your own things, or shall |
have them thrown out after you?"

"You are stupider than you appear,” Harliss sne€'te@ already told you, your father has set a
tenir for—"

"I know about your tenir," Roderick cut her off. 8 indeed have a servile position in the
Cherbon demesne as long as you live."

"Ha!" Harliss crowed in Michaela's face. "See?ntk be going anywhere, Misfortune!" She
didn't even bother making the derogatory moniker words.

"Oh, yes. | daresay you will," Roderick said smdnthl've decided to kill two crows with one
boulder, as it is. You'll complete your tenir witherbon, Harliss—at Tornfield Manor."”
"What?" Harliss screeched. "You can't—"

"l can, and | will, and consider it already donerffield is Cherbon's and therefore fulfilling of
your charter. You may live out the rest of your tehed days there, or be off Cherbon's lands
forever. Your decision.” He shrugged and then ldagainst the stone wall, to give his leg some
relief, Michaela suspected, and she wondered afldipained his injured arm to press against
the cold stones so. "But know that if you decidéate your leave of Tornfield, you will be
breaking the charter, and | will be under no olil@ato preserve your position—or your life."
"Your father was right—you are a vile, loathson@nsless worm!"

Roderick shrugged again, the motion awkward ag#émesstones. "Then you should be glad to
be quit of me. You have a

quarter of an hour. Lady Michaela and | shall meet in the hall then, and see you gone."
Michaela started and her eyes widened, but sheatbdkce sagely, as if she had been in on the
scheme all along.

"You will regret this,” Harliss hissed, pointingoany, gray, trembling finger at Roderick. In an
instant, that cadaverlike appendage was aimed etdédia. "You, as well, Misfortune!"

"I may regret many things, Harliss," Michaela seadimly, "but your departure from Cherbon
will never be one of them."



"We shall just see!" And with that, the gray oldman spun on her bony heel and scurried into
the blackness.

Michaela's heart beat one hundred times before fiéd€herbon spoke. "Shall we carry on to
the hall, Lady Michaela?" he asked courteousli) & growling voice full of forced patience. "I
would not miss Harliss's leave, and | have comagtee with your idea that the two of us should
speak."”

Michaela swallowed. "You have?" She hadn't meanthfe words to come out in a squeak, but
there they were.

He nodded, straightened his posture, and then seenpause. Whatever had given him a
second thought was obviously of no import, for k&lout an arm for her to proceed him.

"After you.

Michaela nodded swifdy and set her mouth in a dire as she started off down the corridor,
Lord Cherbon's stumping footfalls chasing her.

She prayed that she would not trip in front of hifihe enormous man fell on her, they would
both have need of a cane.

Chapter Thirteen

"So you plan on seeing this through to the endyal®" Roderick had not wanted the words to
come out as an accusation, but he was unpractitbdpeaking to a woman—indeed, he was
unpracticed in speaking to any other, save Hudteor—and so he let the words hang without
apology.

Lady Michaela's forehead creased. "Well, yes, ofs®. Why else would | still be here?"
Roderick merely nodded and grunted. He realizetlhisehood was still thrown back onto his
shoulders, and his hands clenched against theefleeach up and jerk the heavy black wool
over his head. What did it matter now? She had kaenn the hall at midday, and just now in
the candlelight of the corridor. The damage wasedon

Still, Roderick felt painfully exposed.

"l saw you with Leo—unlike Alan Tornfield, | do nekpect you to take the position of nurse at
Cherbon."

"l understand that. | enjoy being with Leo, thouHle. seems to benefit from a woman's company,
do you not agree? With.. .ah, with his mother..itihdela let the sentence dangle unfinished and
her cheeks flushed, obviously curious yet uncorafle with the subject of Leo's mother.

"Yes, | do think time spent with you will benefiin." Roderick was not even remotely
interested in broaching Aurelia with this strangeilyg woman yet. "You have my blessing to
keep his company as much as it pleases you. Whetirgoof him, send him to Hugh."
Michaela's frown returned, this time intensified ifashe was not at all pleased with Roderick's
generosity with the boy. Then her eyes narrowedioinstant before her mouth turned upward
in a sunny smile.

"Perhaps you would care to join us in the afterspomy lord? Leo speaks of you ceaselessly and
| know he would be delighted with your company. @abit has been to walk about the bailey,
but we could go anywhere—"

"Are you slow, Lady Michaela?" Roderick growleds Istrained decorum creaking and
splintering at her outrageous suggestion. She wdrite to walk with them? Walk? In the
bloody afternoon ? Surely she was not so dimwitietb have missed his staggering, lurching,
humping gait, his twisted leg, his walking sticks destroyed face, his weaker arm. Was she
deliberately goading him into admitting his failsref person?

"Am | slow? Well, yes, | suppose, | am." Michaedaked nonplussed and seemed to think for a
moment. "Certainly, | can't go very fast because'd &2gs are so much shorter than mine, but
oftimes he does run, and then | daresay | am guicker."

Roderick stared at the naive look of hope on hes far a long moment, and then laughter burst
from him before he had chance to squelch it.

Slow! Oh, bloody hell!

"l don't see what's humorous about that,” the wosmadfied. "But I'm glad | amuse you, my
lord."



Roderick swallowed down the foreign sensation afcgtes, even though her prickliness did
make him want to laugh all the harder. What kinevofnan was this?

"You do amuse me, Lady Michaela," he said, his wandce more acceptably gruff. "Which is
the only reason you still remain at Cherbon. Aldsar the running of the demesne leaves me
little time to play about the bailey with a womamdaa child, but, please, do so yourselves as
often as you wish."

The woman's head drew back slightly. "Very wellefitshould we meet in the hall?"

"What? When?"

"On the morrow? At the noon meal? The day aftet®’ Beld her palms toward him, as if
offering him a compromise. "Or we could talk in yathamber, or mine, or—"

"About what?"

"About what?About...well, about everything."

"Aren't we doing that now?"

"Well, yes, but the everythings do vary day by diythey not?"

"You want us to speak on a daily basis?"

The woman frowned at him and folded her arms adies®osom. "Don't you?"

"No!"

Her mouth dropped open. "Well, that is simply nateptable,” Michaela Fortune said, and then
set her lips to match the tone of her words.

Roderick couldn't help but laugh again. The thitigg came from this woman's mouth!

"I am sorry if you find it thusly, Lady Michaelaubl have neither the time nor the inclination to
converse about matters that have no bearing onudgs’

"No bearing on your—" Now her fists went to hersipYour son has no bearing? The woman
who is to be your—have you forgotten that we arbeaanarried, my lord?"

"I have not, no." How could he forget, especialbywy facing her with her color high, her oddly
colored hair shining in the candlelit murkinesshed empty hall? She was innocently sensual in
her anger, and it only served to remind Roderickisffailings. He wondered suddenly if Alan
Tornfield had enjoyed her in his bed. Obviouslyhla€, to have come so boldly for her.

Who would not covet a face and body such as hers?

She stared at him for a long moment, and then mgeraseemed to fall away. "Lord Cherbon,
certainly we would not pretend that either one ©fte in this situation out of tender feelings for
the other. | answered your announcement out okd fesave my family from poverty—from
Cherbon's own fines, ironically—and, yes, a pett pf me wants to be certain that Alan
Tornfield does not inherit the demesne. Your gedbisee your home secured to your name."
"l had nearly forgotten. Thank you."

Her eyes narrowed. "l would make a point. Even ¢fowe have been brought together for dire
reasons unique to each of us, | will not sentenggefhto a lifetime of estrangement from the
man who is to be my husband and the father of eyssin, who | am very quickly coming to
adore. | will not do it."

Roderick was confused. "What are you saying, Ladghisiela?"

"l am saying that if you can not bring yourseligiee me the modicum of respect that your
family deserves on a daily basis"— she took a deepth—"then I, too, shall take my leave
with Harliss."

"Surely you jest."

"No. I do not. Lord Cherbon, although this is ialty a marriage of convenience for both of us, it
would still be a marriage, and | see no reason wighould not foster at least a partnership
between us."

She had him by the bollocks now, and Roderick wasmée when it had happened. In all of his
meetings with Michaela Fortune, it had been hiraantrol, his holding the prize of Cherbon's
riches, which she so desperately needed, overdaat. How arrogant was he to not have thought
her to turn the tables on him and realize his neexie just as desperate—if not more so.

He needed Michaela Fortune, and in truth, he wagjued by her. He wanted her to stay. He
wanted to see her with Leo—even if from a distameamted her to continue working her magic



on the cold, dark keep, its grandeur long-ago fibegoin place of misery and tragedy and
sadness. But her challenge also transported Rédeaizk in time more than four years, when his
father had given him his own ultimatum.

You will go to the Holy Land, make something of yself, or you will be set from Cherbon. I'll
not have you useless here—battie will strengthenordill you. | care not which, but one

would be preferable over the other. Coddled, sdpileak as you are—you deserve not one
stone of Cherbon.

The memory of those stabbing words, which aftefetirhe of scorn should have not so much as
pinched, wounded him again, angered him, brougti bz resentment.

Roderick noticed he was clenching and unclenchigdists, and the longer Michaela Fortune
stood there with her chin tilted at him, her gazsotute, the more her image blurred and melted
with the memory of Magnus, standing in nearly tame spot. And instead of hearing Lady
Michaela's reasoning, he heard his father's daomati

He was before her quicker than he would have thohigHameness would allow, so quickly that
Michaela had no chance to flee. He grabbed herrigopes and pulled her to him, startled for an
instant at how petite she was when just beneatpazs. She tilted her face up, and although
there was a flash of fear in her eyes, her stubjaeviremained set, as if she was not going to let
her intimidation of him show.

Roderick had to break her. He could not let heelthe upper hand—it was too dangerous to his
mind by far.

"You want to be my wife then, in truth. Is that'it?

She swallowed as if preparing to speak, but thexplsi nodded.

"You'd have me in your bed?" Roderick leaned hisithamear her cheek and the scent of her
exploded around his head, making him dizzy. Heateil she was holding her breath, and he
pushed his suit farther, leaning so close thalipgswere only a whisper away. "A beast of a man,
ruined, savage, who would tear you to pieces befdiad word fell from his lips?"

Her breath shivered out of her and to Roderick’priae, her shaking voice sounded in his ear as
loudly as bells from a Roman cathedral.

"Not a ruined man. My husband."

He pushed her away as if she were afire, and Rddeheart galloped like wild horse hooves.
Michaela Fortune's chest heaved, and he coulchsently, curling tendrils of her hair trembling
where they had escaped around her face.

Not a ruined man. My husband.

"She's tried to abscond with the silver, Rick." Hisgvoice cut in like a bucket of icy water on
the coals of Roderick and Lady Michaela's confrbata and they both turned to see Hugh
Gilbert with a large woven sack in one hand anttuggling, cursing Harliss in his other. They
were standing in the far doorway that led fromgbevants' rooms and Roderick wondered how
long Hugh had been there.

Neither Roderick nor Michaela spoke, and so Hajtidsed free from Hugh's grasp and stormed
toward the pair, a much smaller sack in her owwltka fist. She said not one word as she
swept by them and to the door, although her eyesfieiming arrows at them both. She swung
open the heavy oaken slab and vanished into th.nig

She didn't bother closing the door.

Hugh ambled over, a curious look on his face aoblk in the pair. "I gave her leave to take one
of the old mares—hope you don't mind, Rick."

"No," Roderick answered. He could not meet Michd&algune's eyes, but he could not take his
gaze from her, concentrating instead on the lopg i hair that swept over her shoulder, near
her chin. "It's fine, Hugh."

Hugh smiled his most dazzling and bowed low belMiehaela. Roderick knew more than a
pinch of jealousy as he was once more faced wéHabt that his best friend was handsome,
charming, and whole.



"Miss Fortune, | must relay Leo's appreciation ofiytime with him this day. He barely stopped
chattering about Aid-ee Mike-lah and fowwers anchsmonsense long enough for his eyes to
close. So, for your generosity, you have my thaaksyell."

"l enjoy spending dme with Leo very much. Theraasneed to thank me as if I've performed
some distasteful chore," Michaela said, her nos dighdy in the air. Then, without warning,
her gaze pinned Roderick, and the question in y&s was unmistakable. "l imagine we shall be
in each other's constant company if | become bjsnsother.”

Roderick felt impotent here between these two bedutindamaged people in his home.
Challenged, dared, pressed. Was he a fool? Perhaps.

"l shall see you tomorrow evening, Lady MichaelfieALeo is abed. In your chamber.”
Michaela nodded once, and a ghost of a smiledligigout the corners of her lips. "I look
forward to it."

Roderick wanted to flee as quickly as he could, lrdursed himself for leaving his chamber
without his walking stick. As he limped past Hugis left arm swinging wildly to balance his
lurch, he gave not so much as a good night toretththem. Hugh's eyes narrowed suspiciously.
Roderick heard his father's triumphant laugh indws head as he slinked from the hall.
Michaela fell into the nearest chair feeling asuiio she could vomit as Roderick stomped from
the hall. She knew her demands had not pleasaddheand she was so, so very glad her ruse
had worked.

What a stupid, stupid, foolish risk she had takgmsbuing that rash ultimatum! And to have
been brought face-to-face with—in the very clutcbesthat large, powerful man with his
sparkling green eyes, talking in that low, gravethesmerizing voice about the bed they would
share, and whether he would rip her to pieces withi

She was completely surprised that she had noefhint

She was also surprised when Sir Hugh Gilbert—whbenhe&d forgotten about as soon as
Roderick had left—scraped back a chair across fienmat the table. The look on his face was an
odd combination of interest and confusion and,cefrse, amusement.

"You think you have him figured, do you?" Hugh agkgiietly, propping a high, sculpted
cheekbone against his fist.

"What? No. No, | don't think that at all,” Michaejeumbled, thoughtlessly mirroring Sir Hugh's
pose.

"Good. Because you don't,” Hugh said without appldgichaela flashed him a glare before he
continued. "You want to try and win him, is th&at"it

"Would you please go away?" Michaela groaned. Viehao desire to discuss my personal
motives with you, Sir Hugh."

Hugh held up both palms and leaned away from thle tédFine. | am simply trying to help. |
would think you to welcome assistance from the person at Cherbon who knows Rick better
than any other, but"—his chair skittered back andtones as he stood—"I can see that my help
is neither desired nor appreciated. So, forgivdeneny impudence and good night, Miss
Fortune.” He turned to go.

Michaela sat with her head resting on her fistresrgluctantly mulled over Sir Hugh's words.
Of course, the exasperating man was right—wholeisey Roderick better than the man who
had lived through battle with him? Traveled fromaiagay foreign lands back to Cherbon, and
who now stood by his friend's side faithfully, helgto raise Leo as well as resurrect Cherbon
from the ashes?

Michaela raised her head. "Were you offering tgphmee?" she called into the shadows after
Hugh, half hoping that he was already too far tarhmeer.

He was not.

The man materialized from the gloom like silky srapkut remained on the perimeter of light.
"Well, | wouldn't have brought it up otherwise, wadud?"

Michaela frowned. She still did not like Sir Huglilsgrt, although she didn't know why. So she
asked the first question that came to her mind.

"Why would you want to?"



Hugh slowly walked back toward the table, his hamdslen behind his back. Again, he was
dressed as if for a morning at the king's courd, ichaela had to admit that he was a beautiful
man, although she was surprised to realize thatoslmel Hugh GUbert's appearance lacking
next to the Lord of Cherbon's. Hugh was perfeatled, charming; Roderick Cherbon was
towering, dark, breathtaking.

"If Rick loses Cherbon, | have no home," Hugh gpidetly. "I took debt upon everything |
owned to join in the crusade, and when | came battknothing to repay my creditors..." Hugh
shrugged then the sardonic smile was returnedstéabe. "l fear | have few skills useful to trade.
| dress fairly well, | can pen a decent rhyme, bsidl a horse better than any man in this land.
But, where would that take me, eh? A travelingdmgkr, perhaps?" He chuckled and shook his
head. "I am but a frivolous decoration anywhereeothan Cherbon."

Michaela nodded. It made sense, although it diklestrer as darkly humorous that so many were
dependent on Cherbon Castle for their very livesh&ps the lord himself, most of all.

It was possible that she had judged Hugh Gilbertstwon and too harshly.

"A friendship between us may be to the benefitllpf Michaela mused aloud.

Hugh's eyebrows rose. "It may, indeed.

"All right, then. What can | do?" Michaela asked.

Roderick was just finishing up his fourth cup ohwiin little less than an hour when Hugh
rapped lightly on and then opened his door.

Roderick knew his friend would come. Hugh could possibly retire for the night without
sharing some comment about the evening's events-ekplode before the cock crowed.
Although Roderick valued Hugh's friendship—indelddgh was the only friend he had since
coming home to Cherbon— Roderick dearly wisheddwdcspend the long dark hours alone,
mulling over his predicament with Lady Michaela fooe.

Miss Fortune, indeed.

"Never a dull moment, is there?" Hugh asked brigltbming to flop in the chair next to
Roderick's and helping himself to the carafe. "Mdwv, Rick, there is more intrigue here than at
Aurelia's brothel."

Roderick snorted, and drained his chalice. Hugigetdlhim with more wine.

After Hugh took a long, noisy drink, he sighed @méedly. "So, are we to continue the exercises
tonight? | know you're likely sore from the rideytlt will do you good to warm up your muscles,
perhaps ease the stiffness."”

"Not tonight, Hugh," Roderick said, having complgt®rgotten about their new schedule of
creative torture. "I'd be useless in the ring—nyy.1&

"Your leg, my arse," Hugh scoffed. "I do believesdliFortune has you in a humor."

"No, she doesn't," Roderick argued childishly, wathing to discuss his feelings for the woman
with Hugh.

"No?" Hugh challenged. "Any matter, that one's hleyuRick. | know our time is running out,

but | believe you would do better to cut Miss Faguoose and take your chances on another
arrival— any other. Many the next one immediatékay, warts and all."

"What have you against her?" Roderick asked. "Slmelager than three score, not hideous, and
she's here now. It appears to me that she is abagany other. You've nagged at me enough
over driving women away—I find it odd that you wdwncourage me to do that very thing with
this one, Hugh."

Roderick's friend was oddly quiet for a long momé¥xbu find her attractive, then?"

"What?" Then Roderick snorted again as he realegdfriend had picked up on only one thing
he'd said—that Michaela was not hideous. "Of conmiée'

"Planning to take her to bed, are you?"

"Hugh," Roderick sighed.

"Your pride would be all that prevented you," Huglt in. "But, whatever you say, Rick.
Besides, | don't think Miss Fortune would actu#isow you out of her bed."

Roderick's head spun around quickly. "No?"

"Oh, don't look so hopeful. | do believe she is sanat of a trollop."”



Roderick laughed. "Oh, bloody hell, Hugh!"

"Laugh if you will, but..." Hugh shrugged and raida@s chalice to his lips.

Roderick grew solemn once more. "What would lead tgobelieve that? Desperate as he is, |
doubt my cousin would be so eager to have a tratidps home, keeping his daughter
company."

"Well, Miss Fortune slept with him, and they wetenarried —not even betrothed, so..."

"How could you possibly be certain of their intig&¢ Roderick demanded, wanting to think
that perhaps his fears about Miss Fortune's relstiip with Alan Tornfield were unfounded.
"Oh, come on, Rick—it's all anyone at Tornfield btalk about at the feast! Why do you think
she was so humiliated when he wed that other worey were quite predictable—Tornfield
accompanied Miss Fortune to her chambers each, @ifjat the daughter was abed."”

Roderick said nothing, tiying to digest this newdfiinformation. After a while, he said,
"Whatever happened between Lady Michaela and Teldhliefore she came to Cherbon has no
bearing on the present or the future. She choswmeturn there, so | can assume anything
between them is over."

"Assume all you like, but Miss Fortune is in lovéwhim,” Hugh said easily. "If you marry her,
it will put you in quite the awkward position, hagi your wife take your cousin for a lover."
"You are too dramatic, Hugh."

"Am |I? What of when she begs you for Alan Tornfiglgardon for his dues? When she flaunts
their affair both here and at Tornfield? You'llthe laughingstock of the land. For all we know,
her presence at Cherbon is naught but an intrgdteme concocted by both she and Tornfield."
"She won't go back to Tornfield." Roderick didnidkv how to explain it, but he felt in his gut
that whatever feelings Michaela Fortune had fomAlarnfield had been but juvenile daydreams
which he had dashed in a most rude, adult mannenwwk'd married another. And Roderick
simply did not believe that Alan Tornfield woulahd it in his own best interest to plant
Michaela— as a lover or otherwise—in the lair af tbherbon Deuvil.

"All right, perhaps not Tornfield," Hugh concedéBut a woman like that likely won't keep a
lonely bed for long."

Roderick shrugged. "I care not. She can take a libgbe so chooses, as long as she's discreet.”
"And bear another man's child for you to rear?"

Roderick sent Hugh a swift, dark look.

"I'm simply saying, Rick, your generous nature oaty be tested so far.”" Hugh stretched out his
legs and drained his cup. "Trust me, Miss Fortuirssorder of business will be to have you
wrapped securely around her bitty finger, underitiéant ruse of the two of you becoming
best mates. It wouldn't surprise me in the leashé went so far as to seduce you."

Roderick laughed harshly, even though the ideaichikla Fortune's seducing him to her bed
sdrred his manhood. He shifted in his chair. "Gdip doubt she'll go that far."

"l don't know, Rick—she seems quite desperate,"nsaid, and Roderick felt as though his
friend had punched him. It was one thing for Rodeto think such low thoughts of himself, to
himself, but quite another to hear them from thaith@f his best friend.

But Hugh swept right over the slight as if it hagl/ar been. "You know—I'll wager one silver
piece that when next you two are alone she trigetgou to kiss her."

"What?" Roderick laughed, thinking to himself holese he had come to doing that very thing
before Hugh and Harliss had appeared. And how mergh Roderick had wanted to kiss her.
"Hugh, you are too much."

"Scared you'll lose? Or scared I'll win?" Hugh teahwith a grin. He dug inside his tunic for his
small leather purse and then jerked open the [dCesne on then." Hugh slapped the small
silver coin down on the table between their chdsit your coin where your convictions hide,
Lord Roderick Cherbon, you devil!"

Roderick couldn't help but laugh. "All right, aight! | will take that wager, Sir Hugh Gilbert,
Lord of Nothing."



"Bloody right.”" Hugh held his hand across the tadpeand coin toward Roderick, and Roderick
readily grasped it, sealing the bet. "Now, off yause—I have torture to inflict, and you sorely
deserve it after the way you treated poor Heartlestss go, Rick."

As Roderick struggled to his feet, he realized ancee how lucky he was to have Hugh for a
friend. Blunt and crass or not, it was becauseamfthat Roderick lived now. And Roderick
would forgive Hugh Gilbert any little slight.

Chapter Fourteen

Although having Leo for the afternoon was a grestiraction, Michaela could still feel the
thorny knots cinching tighter and tighter in hermstaich as evening drew ever nearer.

She had demanded this meeting, and now she haartinbyadea what they were to talk about.
Of course Hugh Gilbert's advice gave her a goad: Steek to be his friend. Ask questions about
his past and show interest in his family, his fatlaad the time he was away from Cherbon. Be
bold with his person. He might balk at first, Hugdd warned, but she must be relentless in her
pursuit.

Very well. Michaela would be relentless.

If she did not collapse in terror at his first gtow

"Aid-ee Mike-lah sing to Ee-oh tonight, yes?" titdd boy demanded from beside her on the
bed, drawing Michaela blessedly out of her own h&hey had been playing with Leo's
collection of wooden animals, and a menagerie of-fegged creatures lay scattered across the
covers.

"Yes, of course," Michaela acquiesced. "But yoyrge to come and speak with me once you
are off to sleep, so we'd best have a song or &we, n my chamber, before Sir Hugh comes to
fetch you. All right?"

"All wite." Leo dropped the cow in his hand and ggied closer to her, laying the side of his
face against her bosom, and it brought a warm simiteer face. He was so precious. "Sing about
the aid-ee and the sip.”

"The lady and the ship?" Leo nodded against thedalb her gown. "It's rather morbid for
bedtime, but all right.” She cleared her throat bedgan the song by humming the refrain before
singing the first verse.

"There was a young maiden from Surrey, who lovgdung man of war. He went far away in a
hurry, on a ship that followed a star. She beggeddnd cried for his leisure, but the young
soldier paid her no heed; he left for a promistredsure, his heart had been conquered by greed.
"Hoo-lah, hoo-lah! My lady awaits him, down whehe tsea meets the shore; Hoo-lah, hoo-lah!
She'll wait there forever, for a ship that willlshiere no more."”

Through three more verses, telling of the loyaldeaiand her greedy lover's fate—the violent
storm, the watery grave for the heartless fellowghdela sang the sad song, and Leo grew more
limp against her. She held him close and droppeddiee to nearly a whisper as she finished
the final refrain. "Hoo-lah, hoo- lah! She'll wiitere forever, for a ship that will sail there no
more."

"Well, if that doesn't give the lad nightmarespht know what will."

Michaela jumped, causing Leo to stir in her armg sihup. She had been so immersed in the
song and the feel of the little boy against het #fe had not heard her chamber door open or
Hugh Gilbert enter. Her stomach did a funny tumiieen she saw Roderick Cherbon looming in
the doorway behind him. Fledgling friendship or nislychaela sent Hugh a disapproving frown.
"What?" the knight implored, coming to the sidelwé bed and holding out his arms for Leo.
"We knocked. You obviously didn't hear us withyadur caterwauling. Hello, Slime. Had a good
day, have you?"

"Yes, Hoo. Papa!" Leo pushed aside Hugh's armskahdrom the bed on his backside, his feet
running toward Roderick before they had met therflaroperly. The little boy once more
launched his arms around Roderick's long legs librika cloak, and although Michaela saw the
pained look on Roderick's face, she was oddly pléésat he dropped a hand down to Leo's
back. The pats were awkward, but they were pats.

"Leo," Roderick replied gruffly, "why are you calg me Papa, of a sudden?"



"You my papa, Papa," Leo said simply and Michaetddose the silent breath she'd been
holding against Leo confessing her part in the Raysness. "And Aid-ee Mike-lah say call you
what | call you. Papa!" Leo tilted his head back gnnned up at Roderick.

Michaela cringed as Roderick shot her a questiolnok, but she was spared any further
comment as Hugh took firm but gentle hold of thg.baet's go, Weevil. Nighty-nighty,

doggies bitey."

"Night, Papa."

"Good night, Leo."

"Night, Aid-ee Mike-lah."

"Good night, Leo. Dream happy dreams."

As the man and boy quit the chamber, Hugh gave &éilzhan exaggerated wink and a smile,
and it bolstered her courage.

Until the door closed and she was left alone indagk, quiet room with the Cherbon Devil.
Relentless, Michaela reminded herself.

"Good evening, my lord." She sent him what she Hopas a friendly smile, although her nerves
were making her lips tremble. If he looked too elgsat her, he would think she had palsy.
Even though he had spoken readily enough to Lex Cherbon's reply was little more than a
growl. He still stood near the door, as if he expddheir initial meeting to last only moments,
so that he could make a ready escape.

"Won't you come in?" Michaela asked, indicatinghnohe hand the small pairing of table and
chairs near the hearth. Michaela had ordered tadfiilt to blazing, so that even though the few
candles illuminated the darkest corners of the ddearand the bedside where she and Leo had
played, the brightest spot in the room was the veatm

And also the most intimate.

Roderick Cherbon's permanent scowl was barely leisibthe deep recesses of his hood, but
Michaela could see the crevasses on either siless @houth deepen. His arms were crossed, and
his walking stick dangled from the crook of an elb6Forgive me if | do not,"” he began. "Is
there aught which—"

His hasty excuse was cut short by a soft rappinthermoor, and Michaela sent up a silent prayer
of thanks for the interruption —some of the sergantthe hold were actually beginning to heed
her on nearly a regular basis.

"My lady," the voice of the maid called through theor. "I've the tray ye called fer."

"Pardon, my lord." Michaela smiled sweetly as slue@d nearer to Roderick, causing him to do
the very thing she expected

—and desired: he moved away from her, farther m@iochamber. Before she opened the door,
Michaela saw Roderick turn his back to the rooroinig the roaring fire.

Michaela took the tray from the maid with a smitelanurmur of thanks and kicked the door
closed with her heel before walking carefully tod/#ne giant black shadow near the table. She
stumbled over the edge of the rug, but caught Heveta a gasp as plates rattled threateningly.
She had to remind herself to smile despite the togell her trembling lips inward and bite

them still when he turned to apprise himself of pi@gress or impending crash.

"Here we are," she said cheerfully, setting thg afafresh bread and wine and a slab of white
cheese on the table.

Lord Cherbon's hood twitched as he glanced dowiineatable, and then the dark oval of shadow
faced her. "Did you miss the evening meal?"

"Ah, no. No." Michaela tried not to stutter. It wasite difficult —the man was the most
intimidating person she'd ever met, not to mendderéained alone in her bedchamber. "But |
know you have the habit of dining late, and | thoiugerhaps we could enjoy a light repast
together while we talked."

"I'm not hungry." He turned back to the fire, hssfure rigid.

Could he really dislike her so much, already?

"All right." Michaela struggled to keep hold of heerves. She reached for the carafe. "Perhaps
some wine, then?"



"/ don't want any bloody wine, either!" Lord Chernbloarked, causing Michaela to jump and the
wine coming from the mouth of the carafe to oveddhibe chalice and splash over the entire tray.
The vessel slipped from her hands, despite hanptteto grip it even tighter, somersaulted over
the bread, and clanged to the floor, where it dolevay in the darkness.

"Now look what you've made me do!" she shouted ghnelparrassment spurring her words before
she had time to think upon the implications of them

"I made you do naught,” Lord Cherbon growled. drdi wish this meeting, and | don't wish to
be here now. | do not appreciate being dictated toy own home, and you can be assured that
my generosity is at its very end. Save your hobpitd.ady Michaela, and if you have aught to
say to me, | beg you, do get it out.”

It was the final straw for Michaela. Despite hesalee to be a stronger, more willful woman

now that she was at Cherbon, the strain of beimng Wwas simply too much on her brave facade.
Alan Tornfield had been right: Cherbon was no places woman such as she. And that thought
set loose the first tears. Covered in wine, trentpbfrom fear and nerves, at her own end and not
caring what Lord Roderick Cherbon thought abouvlithaela sat down hard on one of the
chairs and dropped her head onto her arms, sobdbingr deepest humiliation.

"You are a h-horrible, h-horrible man!" she wailatb the tabletop. What did it matter now,
what she said to him? No one at Cherbon had amyfoanthers' feelings, and if Roderick
Cherbon wanted to throw her out for voicing heranysthen so be it.

"l don't know why you seem so shocked," Roderidl gauffly. "I told you as much myself."

She ignored his defense. "All I've done at Cherkione my arrival is try to better this hold. I've
tried to friend Leo, even that... that obnoxiougHGilbert!" She found her stride then, and
raised her head to swipe at her eyes with the loédlsth hands. "I miss my mother and father—
I've no one to talk to here save a boy who hagwen seen three years! I've put up with surly
and disobedient servants—not to mention Harlisssdie—and all the while I've had to retire to
this wretched, horrid, sad room to spend my evenaigne, wondering why the man who might
one day be my husband will have naught to do wighomhis son or anyone who does not.. .who
does not dress in red calfskin boots!"

Michaela drew a deep breath, blew it out in a whpasd wiped her nose on the hem of her skirt.
At least she was no longer trembling. She fullyextpd Roderick Cherbon to turn on his heel
and stomp from the room, but he remained befordithemotionless.

"Do you also miss Tornfield?" he asked gruffly, avithaela nearly fell from her chair in shock.
She was taken so off guard that she answered harigstb. Lord Alan and Elizabeth.. .they
grew to be like family to me. | have never beengi@pin all my life than when [ lived at
Tornfield Manor."

"Then why did you flee there? Why did you not ratwhen Tornfield invaded my home and
begged you like a spineless coward to return?"

Her throat constricted again. "That is absolutelgeof your business."”

"It was because he cuckolded you, was it not? Yerewis lover and yet he chose to marry
another, setting you aside like rubbish."”

Michaela was so outraged she could not speak.

"It matters not to me," Lord Cherbon continued fyildYou may take a lover, if you wish."
Michaela could barely choke out, "Why, thank you, lord."

Her sarcasm was obviously lost on him, for he nyesbfugged. A long pause fell between them,
and during that time, Michaela realized that th&swhe longest and most civilly Roderick
Cherbon had spoken to her since her arrival. Hehsiil not moved from before the fire, as if he
were made from the same heavy stones that compghedtearth.

"Will you?" he asked suddenly, turning that blaskaloof hood toward her again.

"Will I what?"

"Keep a lover.”

What a strange, strange place Cherbon was. And asiaange man, as well. He had her so
confused by the way his topics of conversatioteflitrom one thing to the next. Michaela
shrugged, because she didn't know what else to do.



"I've not made up my mind." She let another patistch out between them before asking, "Is it
your wish that | do so?"

The black hulking figure jerked. "If it pleases yduword Alan, mayhap?"

"Lord Alan is married, remember?"

The hooded figure seemed to look at his feet. YBut would also be married.”

Michaela nodded, and she couldn't help but feelRmalerick Cherbon was testing her, trying to
draw information of a mysterious nature from hémndéed | would be." Perhaps it was his
manner, to see the strength of her metde. If &m $fhe would return the favor to him. There was
little more damage she could do at this point.

"What if you become my lover.. .Roderick?" Justisgyhe words caused her heart to race, and
she could feel the flutter of her own pulse, likieng bird thrashing against the curtain of her
throat.

Lord Cherbon was entirely motionless, and for theetit took Michaela to count twenty, he
neither moved nor spoke.

At last she sighed. "But, alas, that would notelther."

Roderick's profile twitched her way, and his hobidted the smallest measure, throwing a bar of
stuttering gold across his ruined cheek.

"Why is that?"

Michaela smiled. "Because you would be a married,raa well."

The rough curve of his scar lifted on his chedie & craggy cliff shifting, sliding, into the rocky
field of a shadowy grin.

"Indeed, | would be," he said.

Before her bravado could slip away from her, Midaatood and stepped to stand perpendicular
to the Lord of Cherbon. To her surprise—and herfiéaxcitement—he, too, turned, so that
they stood facing each other, little more thanrdisareadth apart. Michaela looked up into his
once more darkly shadowed face, and

before she could hesitate, she reached up withtmottds and pushed the hood back from his
head.

He flinched, but Michaela paid him no heed, lettiveg arms go back slowly to her sides and her
gaze rove over his face, his scars, his full lips beautiful, dazzling eyes, sating her curioagy
she'd not had chance to since first seeing thasengitepths. The only sounds in the room were
their breaths meeting and swirling together beftaghing toward the crackling flames to be
washed up the chimney.

"You dislike this chamber?" he asked suddenly, thyiand Michaela watched his mouth as he
spoke.

"I loathe it," she admitted.

Roderick nodded. "It was my boyhood room. I, toetegted every moment in it."

"Little wonder no other women stayed, if this ises you interred them."

Roderick's mouth curved into a smile, but jerkds, if the motion was still largely foreign to him.
"You may move, if you wish."

"Why did you detest this chamber?" Michaela askeshdering at the childhood Roderick had
endured at the hands of Magnus Cherbon. She trigdagine Roderick as a young boy, a
tawny-haired Leo.

But it had been the wrong thing to ask. Roderitd¢e closed down with a nearly audible slam,
and he made to move away.

But Michaela grabbed his forearm, realizing toe ldat it was the arm that had been so
dreadfully injured. She felt, rather than heard,ihtake of breath, and eased her grip, although
she did not let go completely.

"Does it hurt?" she asked on a whisper, indicatuty her eyes where her fingers rested, but
quickly realizing that the question could mean sp/ymany things.

"At times," Roderick whispered back. "But not oft@ow." His answer, too, was infinite.



Moving slowly, as if approaching a baby rabbit @t of a huge, dangerous mass of a man,
Michaela raised her hands once more to his fatetithe, laying her palms alongside his cheeks.
She brushed his long scar with her left thumb.

"This?" she asked.

He shook his head, only a twitch.

She moved her right hand, drawing her forefinggindiy down the bridge of his nose. "This?"
Again, he shook his head.

Michaela's eyes went to the diagonal scar sparnigiouth, and she touched it with both
thumbs, looking into his eyes and raising her egefrin silent question.

"No," he answered.

Michaela let her hands slide past his ears to dok bf his neck and pulled gently. She rose up
on her toes and pressed her lips to his cheek tthieis nose, then to the thin white line over his
lips, warm and smooth and soft. Then she let him go

He stared at her for a long moment and then aratexpected snort came from him and he
shook his head.

"He's always right,” Roderick murmured.

"Who is always right?" Michaela asked with a frown.

"Exacdy." Roderick drew his hood up once more anded away from Michaela toward the
door, his walking stick cracking impadently.

"Good night, Miss Fortune," he said gruffly.

"But—"

"I'll see you tomorrow evening," he said, cuttirgy boff as he swung open the door, slipped into
the corridor, and left her with nothing but itsidadlam and a mess on her floor.

Michaela sighed. "Bloody hell."

Roderick stumped through the maze of corridors tdvaes own chamber as fast as his crippled,
useless body would carry him, and the entire wesyfdther's cawing laughter rang in his ears.
His mouth was set painfully against his teeth astbmp-dragged- stomped, his lips still feeling
the warm burnish of Michaela Fortune's kiss.

Fool, fool, fool...

Yet all the while, his stomach clenched with tresigs excitement.

Fool!

He neared his door, and threw it open into the vg&dirtling Hugh from his usual post-Leo-
bedtime lounge in one of the tall armchairs.

"God, Rick! Now look—you've made me spill wine oly tvest tunic,” he spat, brushing at the
red droplets splattered down his front.

‘Twas the second time in an hour Roderick had beensed of such a thing.

Roderick clomped to his wardrobe, jerked open alkdi the doors with his free hand, and
cleared a shelf of miscellany with one swipe, rémgehis small coffer of incidental coin. He
threw open the lid, fished out a coin, and turnadkito Hugh, leaving the wardrobe swinging
wide.

Roderick nearly destroyed the table, slamming teegoof silver down. As it was, the tabletop
let loose a splintering sound and wrenched to ithes sausing Hugh to snatch at the coin before
it slid to the floor.

"I'll be in the ring. You can join me or no." Rodxrturned to stomp from the room, not caring
if Hugh followed.

To hell with them all.

As he disappeared into the black corridor, he ndissegh clenching the coin in his hand, and
the satisfied smile that spread over his mouth.

Chapter Fifteen

"You must wear your shoes, Leo."

"No! No soos."

" Yes. A proper boy must not go about barefoot. Kéep floors are like ice—you'll catch a
chill.”



"No soos!"

Michaela sighed as the littie boy struggled fremrfrher lap and dashed across the floor to
collapse at his pile of toys scattered on the 8Ig tossed the small leather slipper into the air
and let it fall.

Forget the fool she'd made of herself with the loirthe keep last night, she couldn't even get a
three-year-old to wear his shoes. How ever wassheke a proper lady of Cherbon? At any
minute, she expected a smug Hugh Gilbert to appaatying the message that Roderick wished
her to take her leave posthaste.

She hoped Hugh would show his handsome, smirkiog fahe was in this awkward
predicament now, thanks to his insane advice. Perhi little scheme had worked flawlessly to
seduce countless simple maidens, but with an argtatree, looming, wounded man—no. Most
certainly it had not.

She had to get away from the keep for a while rdiea head, and give herself time to think.
She stood and gave a loud, dramatic sigh. "Waedh thsuppose | shall see you later this
afternoon."

He paused his chubby hand, holding a mounted sdlua had previously been intent on
leveling the surrounding toys, and turned curiogessaup to her. "Where you go, Aid-ee Mike-
lah?"

"Oh, I'm only going for a walk about the bailey.dlbad you shan't be able to come with me and
keep me company.”

Leo shot to his feet, the mounted soldier lefti® tevenge of his fallen victims. "Ee-oh go, too!"
"No, I'm afraid not." Michaela shook her head satifou see, it is too wet for a lad to go about
outdoors barefoot. And since you don't wish to weanmr shoes..." She shrugged. "But I'll come
and see you when | get back, all right?" She stddethe door.

"No, no, no!" Leo wailed, and Michaela turned te #ee little boy scavenging around on the
floor, seeking the mate to his slipper. "Ee-oh $@ss! Ee-oh has soos! Wait for Ee-oh!" He fell
onto his backside with a huff as he struggled tbguuthe leather shoe.

Michaela smiled to herself and went to him, drogpim her knees. "Shall | help you?"

"Yes." Leo all but threw the shoe at her in histbas

"Yes, what?"

"Pees."

Michaela cupped his cheek in her palm, pleased bath the boy and herself. "Very good.”
Perhaps she wasn't so stupid after all.

It was only a matter of moments before Michaela laeal were free from the oppressive
darkness of Cherbon Castle, roaming the open biilthe chilly, breezy sunshine. They were
just coming around the northeast side of the kelegrvthe familiar round form of Friar Cope
emerged from a small, nearly hidden doorway.

"Fire Cope!" Leo shouted, as usual, pleased t@ger/one he happened upon, and ran to the
holy man.

"Good day, Leo. Keeping Lady Michaela busy, | séte"raised his eyes to Michaela. "Good
day, my dear. How are you holding up?"

"Oh, quite well, Friar,” Michaela lied. "Off on ath@r mission?" she asked, eyeing the saddlebag
seated on his shoulder.

"Another round through the demesne, before weashgoon us." He looked briefly to the sky as
if expecting a blizzard at any moment. "Have yoenskord Roderick today?"

"No, not yet," Michaela hedged, wondering if sheuldosee him tonight as Roderick had
promised. She tried to stamp down the nervous@&xeint the thought provoked in her.
"Perhaps you should seek him out," the friar suggesysteriously. "He has audience with a
man whom I'm certain you will be very pleased te.se

Michaela could not stifle her groan. "It isn't Al&inrnfield, is it?" Heavens, that man had caused
her enough trouble, and if the Lord of Tornfieldll@mme to speak to Roderick again, Cherbon's
mood would be the blackest of black upon the blmadh's departure.



The friar shook his head. "I cannot say. You mumst dut for yourself—they're in the chapel.”
He nodded toward the door he'd come from and bepgamlk away, ruffling Leo's hair. "God be
with you both."

Cherbon Castle had a chapel? Of course, it made seGope made his residence here, but
there were no church services that Michaela waseaofaNo servant had mentioned it, and
neither had Hugh Gilbert or Roderick. Not even Cdpeself.

"Oh, Friar, wait!" Michaela called. She had jusnembered an important question nagging her
mind that the friar may know the answer to.

He turned, but continued walking backward, holdangalm up. "Press me not, Michaela. Lord
Cherbon is putout enou—"

"No, it's not about the visitor," Michaela rushétgnkful the words caused the older man to
pause. She pointed to the faraway knoll, just {esityer the curtain wall. "Are those graves?"
The friar's gaze turned to follow Michaela's armg &e nodded. "Yes. Eight of them."

Aha! Michaela said to herself, pleased that hetiriots had been correct. "Who is buried there?"
Friar Cope glanced at the keep, as if expectingleomation. "Magnus Cherbon, Roderick’s
father; Dorian Cherbon, Roderick's mother. Anddfitheir seven children. Good day."

Friar Cope turned once more, and in moments hagpeared through the northeast gate,
toward the stables and the place where Rodericki®hts entire family, save the son that now
stood against her skirts, lay dead.

"Lord Cherbon, | beg of you," the old man said mwdBrick with a frown. "The friar is gone now.
| know where the box is, and it will cause no haonthe altar. If you'll only let me prove—"
"Lord Fortune," Roderick growled, already at higsivend with his betrothed's father. "I care not
one whit what damage might befall this waste otsga my home." He looked around the long,
tall-ceilinged, ornate room, grander even thangtteat hall, with scorn. "My refusal though, is
twofold: I will not be party to any such religiogaperstition you have deluded yourself to be
truth. And | will not allow exhumation of an iteraitl buried by my father. He was an evil man,
and aught that he touched was also thusly. Léaytlsuried.”

"You don't understand.” Walter Fortune shook higchienpatiently. "Lord Cherbon, | knew your
father well—and yes, he was an evil, black-heam@d. But the thing he buried here, he did as a
kindness for me—for my wife and daughter. For Malaal must have it back—it cannot
remain within the same walls as her. It is too @aags, for everyone here at Cherbon.
Especially you, my lord."

"Had you forgotten of this item when you delivesgdir daughter to my doorstep, Fortune?"
Roderick challenged. "Perhaps in your haste toreduer place—and yours—in my coffers?"
The old man flushed. "No, sire. | had not forgottesimply doubted that Michaela would stay."
Roderick snorted and then studied the intense ald for several moments, thinking to himself.
Fortune, Fortune. Walter Fortune...

Something about his wife, wasn 't It? Somethinddstust or she'd cursed...?

Roderick caught a slight flash of light out of #@ner of his right eye. When he turned his head,
he saw nothing, and attributed it to one of theogances brought on by his injuries.

Any matter, Roderick stdl could not place the olamm his memory, which was no wonder—
Magnus had not lowered himself to speak to hisatem, unless it was to berate or shame him
or his mother. "Is it valuable, this thing you s@€k

Walter shook his head. "No, my lord. No value &tlgs likely turned to dust after these score of
years, yet | cannot risk—"

"Where is it, exactly?"

The old man threw a nervous glance over his shouideard an alcove where an enormous
stone carving of a winged warrior astride a reahogse loomed to the left of the chapel's altar.
"Buried under the only perfectly square stone b#nthee horse's raised hooves," Walter almost
whispered, and to Roderick's amusement, the oldlbegan to withdraw a long, thin, iron bar
from his tunic, of all places. "I can easily pretstone loose and have—"

"No," Roderick interrupted, shaking his head. tlisia part of Cherbon, it belongs to me."”



"But look upon it, my lord,” the old man rushed.ybu feel it is of value, | will leave it to your
guardianship. But | swear to you, it is uselesartgone other than m—"

The old man's plea was interrupted by the souradsaiuffle near the vestibule—where Roderick
had thought he'd seen a flash of light. Had it le®meone slipping in through the doorway?
Walter Fortune had heard the whispering, too, asgdse mirrored Roderick's.

"Who's there?" Roderick demanded. "Show yourself!"

Leo dashed from the shadows, his happy face comiandaleidoscope view from the stained-
glass windows set high into the walls. Roderickagied as the little boy ran to him, knowing
that where Leo went, also trod—

"Papa!" Michaela Fortune's face was a wash of se@nd pleasure as she saw her sire standing
before Roderick, and she rushed to the old marttaed her arms about his neck. "How
wonderful that you've come! Is Mother with you vesl|?"

"Hello, my dear," Walter said, forcing a smile aeturning his daughter's embrace, although the
look he gave Roderick over Michaela's shoulder gektm beg: Do not tell her.

"No, your mother is at home. | only thought to lankupon you and see how you fared at
Cherbon." He drew his daughter away and lookedipemnd down. "You've thinned out a fair
bit, I'd say."

"Perhaps," Michaela replied dismissively. "Leo dkesp me rather busy. Papa, this is Lord
Cherbon's son, Leo. Leo, this is my papa, Lordlrmt Say your manners."

Leo took a half step away from Roderick's legs laoted his chin down to his chest. "Gooday,
my lord."

"Good day, Leo." Walter smiled at the boy and theneyes went to Roderick's. "A fine son you
have, my lord. You must be protective of him."

Roderick grunted.

"Will you stay. Papa? A day or two, mayhap?"

"No, no, I'm afraid not." Walter Fortune lookedhag daughter, but Roderick knew the old man's
next words were for him alone. "l will be back, tigh. | cannot leave my only child's side for
long.”

"Oh, Papa."” Michaela smiled. "But you're not legvihis moment, are you? Surely you've only
just arrived! The journey home is lengthy, and woe no longer the freshest of men."

Walter Fortune sent his daughter a mock frownl.tHank you to mind your pert tongue, young
woman." Then he let his dafdy kind smile shine tigto again.

Roderick wondered how this man, seemingly so innaswand simple, could have been
connected in any way with Magnus Cherbon.

"But you are right. | would rest my bones this riighd be off with the dawn. We all might share
a meal together, in good will." Walter looked todeack while Michaela clapped her hands
together. "If it meets with Lord Cherbon's approwdicourse. There are some matters | still have
need to discuss with him."

As far as Roderick was concerned, the conversaeahhad with Walter Fortune comprised the
whole of their palaver, and he would not enterthaimpotent old fool's fanciful hunt again.
Hunt...

The word triggered a catch somewhere deep in Rddermind, but he swept it aside as
nonsense, choosing instead to address his bet®tiesl

"You need not my permission to stay, Fortune—Cheiibg/our daughter's home now, as well.
But | do not take meals in the hall, so...enjoydtRrick turned to Michaela, his eyes wanting to
land and linger on those lips, whose feel and texte still remembered so vividly from her

folly last night. "If you'll excuse me, Lady Michiag'

"My lord." Michaela bowed her head slighdy, and Back wondered if it was his imagination
that showed him Miss Fortune's eyes straying tdabation of his own mouth.

He moved, but had forgotten the accessory abowkras that was Leo.

"Turn me loose, Leo. | have matters to tend to."

"Ee-oh go wif you. Ee-oh go wif him papa.”

Roderick looked up at Michaela pointedly, expectueg to intervene as Hugh would.



She only stared back at Roderick, a cryptic smild@er full, pink lips.

"Leo, you.. .1 have—" Roderick tried to think of excuse— any excuse—that would put the
boy off. It shouldn't have been hard to think wéason that would seem plausible to a three-
year- old, but when Roderick looked down into thdeabrown eyes, so like the beautiful, exotic
Aurelia's, the greasy knot filled his throat againd it seemed to dam logical communication
between his brain and his mouth.

Roderick looked at Michaela, knowing her silences warposeful. She would not rescue him—
bloody hell, it was likely she had put the boy aptt

"You'll come and get him in one hour," Roderickghed.

"Of course, my lord. From where shall | fetch him?"

Roderick searched his mind. His only plans afténdpeid of Walter Fortune had been to retire to
his chamber—he was dreadfully unused to being aibbabe daylight.

"We shall be in my accounting chamber.” Roderidched down and pried the boy from his leg.
"Let go that | might walk without you underfoot.'bRerick started for the rear of the
blasphemous chapel in his pathetic, stomp-drag srann

The sound of clattering feet soon caught up with,f@nd Leo dashed around to his other side in
order to slip a hand into the folds of his cloak.

"We go count all you money, Papa?"

"Yes, Leo," Roderick sighed. He would have to speaugh about the subject matter he
discussed with the three-year-old. "We're goingd@and count all of my money."

Chapter Sixteen

The time between when Roderick had left Michaeld tzer father in the chapel and when she
awaited him in her chamber that night seemed to #p&e days.

Would he come as he'd said he would? Or had hisngawords to her been only a nod to
courtesy? She didn't think so—the Lord of Cherbeensed to care little for niceties or the
sparing of feelings, Michaela knew firsthand.

She'd hoped to ask him if he indeed planned otingsher chamber again when she'd gone to
fetch Leo, but the only persons she'd encounterétherbon’s monies room were Leo and a
smirking Hugh Gilbert. And while disappointed tti&tderick had vanished on her—and Leo—
yet again, Michaela had taken the opportunity tmglain to Hugh about his method of drawing
Lord Cherbon from his shell and gaining his conficie

But Hugh had not seemed put off in the least byhd&ta's angry—if hushed, for Leo's sake—
accusations. He'd assured Michaela that he kneek"Retter than anyone, and that his plan
would work.

"Relentless," he reminded her again, and then avithnk, suggested, "Bolder! Push him."

So now Michaela sat in one of the chairs by thethemce more, only this time she shivered
with every chill that raced across the floor, amcked her bare feet under the hem of her skirt.
She'd taken off her shoes.

She hoped that was bolder.

The rap on her door caused her to jump and gasmnato her chest. Michaela took a deep
breath and blew it out before calling as calmlypassible, "Yes?"

The door opened and there he was, tall and widaldéed in his draping black cloak, his
walking stick kicked out to the side of his shaddweaitline, and at the memory of the green eyes
she knew were hidden in the darkness of his hdmdrdughness of his upper lip, the tight
smoothness of the scar on his cheek; rememberengntiell of him, the largeness of his person
when Michaela stood in his shadow, the thoughhefytoung, lonely boy he used to be, visiting
the graves on a nearby knoll, caused her heartaateble.

He came in without invitation this time, Michaelaswleased to note, and shut the door behind
him.

"Good evening, my lord," Michaela said.

Roderick Cherbon grunted.

Michaela smiled at him and stretched out her |legsh@ poked her frozen toes from beneath her
skirt. She did think her feet quite pretty. Fortfed course.



His hood flicked down at the movement, and theseito address her face once more.

"Have you lost your shoes?"

Michaela felt the heat wanting to creep up intofaee, and was glad her back was to the fire—
mayhap it would shadow her embarrassment.

"No, I—I felt more comfortable taking them off thesening,” she said, a trifle defensively even
to her own ears. She felt the need to disconcenrtassive man now more than ever. She let her
voice go husky. "l like.. .1 like the feel of theefon my bare skin."

He crossed the floor in his deliberate, careful nemnshowing Michaela how much skill and
balance it took to move a body of such grand dinosiss He stopped a pair of paces from her
and with the hand not holding his walking sticksped back his hood. Immediately, the fire
threw green sparks into those breathtaking eyes.

"Then should you not turn your feet toward the father than to me?"

She thought she almost saw him smile, and Michaed&ed on her own humiliation.

"l was... they..."

But he spared her any lame excuse by sitting ircliae opposite her. He dwarfed the medium-
sized piece of wooden furniture, but his posture graceful.

Michaela wondered what the muscles of his armssaodlders looked like beneath his shirt.
What they would feel like under her palms...

"What would you speak about this evening, Miss toe?" Roderick asked, reaching for the
carafe of wine on the table. He paused, one eyebam&d. "No bread? No cheese?"

Michaela shook her head, shocked when he pouresklfim chalice of wine and then held the
carafe toward her own cup as if in question. "Yleank you. No, you said you didn't—"

"I've changed my mind," Roderick interrupted hétave a tray sent up tomorrow night. Now,
our chat...?"

"Oh, yes." Michaela was now so confused that sldenloaidea what to say to the man. He had
discomfited her to the point that she wasn't cerséie could take a drink of wine properly.

"Ah.. .how was Leo for you this afternoon?"

"Fine." He took a sip from his chalice and looketbithe flames, momentarily hypnotizing
Michaela with his profile.

"You—" She shook her head slightly to clear it. vweren't there when | came to fetch him."
"Yes. | know."

Michaela frowned. "Where were you?"

Then Roderick did look at her and his expressieanty conveyed his displeasure with her
guestion.

"Have you seen your father settied?"

"Yes. He'll take his leave upon the morn." Michaataher lip for a moment. "He said he had yet
to speak with you further. Did you—"

“"Lord Fortune and | have said all to each othet tieeeded to be said. | am certain the next time
we meet will be at our wedding."

Hearing those words from his lips caused Michaskamach to clench. Our wedding!

Well, at least as of this night, he still plannedmarrying her. And the thought of that event
blessed her with another subject to broach with him

"Shall we be married in the chapel?"

His look of distaste was unmistakable. "Do you wi8h

"Of course. It's very beautiful."

"Is it?" Roderick turned his face back to the firece more and grunted. "It can be arranged. |
care not."

"l see,” Michaela said. "You have some quarrel Witiar Cope, then."

"Had | a quarrel with Cope, 'tis unlikely he woulet be breathing, let alone making his home at
Cherbon." Roderick held his chalice just beforelips. "The chapel is simply naught but a
waste of space. A wedding will put it to some usjppose.” He sipped.

"A waste of space?" Michaela was intrigued. "Maylap would not consider it so were it used
for its intended purpose.”



The fire had taken hold of the stout logs beadsiftly now, and Michaela's toes—hidden from
the lord's gaze under the table, unfortunately—weasty warm. The chamber was growing
quite close.

Roderick laughed harshly. "Then it would serve asate of time, as well."

"What a sinful thing to say," she said, pickinghgy own chalice. "For shame, Lord Cherbon."
She took a drink, her eyes never leaving him.

"I've had my fill of religion, Miss Fortune," Rodek said evenly. "Or have you not heard of my
holy pilgrimage?" He spat the words like a curse.

"Of course." Michaela knew she was getting closahe core of this man and she clearly heard
Hugh Gilbert's voice in her ear, pushing her tohplisn. "I've heard of your bravery and
selflessness, as well."

"You have no idea," he murmured, and then dranknaga

"You're right,” she conceded. "l don't." She let filence lay between them like broken glass,
one of them not caring enough to pick up the pigitesother too frightened she would end up
bleeding. "Perhaps if you told me about it, I—"

"No."

It really was growing warm in the chamber, anddonad instant, Michaela wondered if Sir
Hugh would think her bold if she took off her ovessis. The heat was making her slightly
reckless.

"Might | ask you about your family, then?" she dri€Your mother? Your.. .your brothers?
Sisters? I'd know Leo's lineage for when he grolaerg’

"My mother is dead. | have no brothers or sisteasn all Leo needs know about.”

"But Friar Cope said—"

"Cope has a habit of dramatic embellishment."

Michaela felt herself frown. "My lord," she started

"Why do we not talk about your family, hmm?" Roa#&ts face swung to hers suddenly, and
Michaela could not help but gasp at the glimpsteadcity she saw flash in his eyes. "Since
you've come to Cherbon, your sire's name has setaneliar to me, and yet | could not place
him. But upon his visit today, | began to recall -seandal, if I'm not mistaken. Something about
your mother claiming to be stolen away by the Wildht. Isn't that it?"

It was Michaela's turn to stiffen. "That's all nense. My mother is—"

"Mad?" Roderick suggested coolly. "Or an idiot?"

"Don't speak that way about her," Michaela snappédu know her not!"

"So she was lying. There was no Hunt." Rodericklgdithe contents of his cup and leaned
back in the chair. "The servants say you were spaviay the devil himself—that 'tis why you're
called Miss Fortune; bad luck seems to follow you."

"You obviously are in no humor to have a reasondlseussion with me this evening." Michaela
stood, hoping Roderick would take her cue and leave

He did not. "Either you believe her claims, or yminot. One makes you the daughter of a
deranged old woman who ruined her family, the otliéRoderick shrugged. "Miss Fortune."
"My mother is not a deranged old woman."

"So you believe her?"

"Yes!" Michaela shouted. "I do believe her. Is tinviat you wanted to hear?"

Roderick's eyes bored into hers. "Yes."

Michaela had never been so deeply disturbed, admith the strange rumors that surrounded
her parents with this wounded, mountain of a man tdd no use for God. She felt as if
something wild and dangerous was whirling insideaf seeking a way to be free and wreak its
havoc.

"Tell me of your mother," she challenged, beyoridjabd sense. "Of the graves on yonder knoll.
I've seen you there."

Roderick shrugged, as if the subject had little mr@gfor him. "My mother was Dorian Cherbon.
She died when | was nine years old. Besides Magjnih& other graves are my sisters—six of
them, each dead before they had lived a month."



Michaela could not help her gasp.

"Now," Roderick said smoothly, quietly, as he reatifor the carafe and refdled his cup, "is that
what you wanted to hear?"

"You were raised by your father, then?" Michaelavegred his question with one of her own,
because although the answers he'd given her didrimgf her joy, they were indeed what she
had wanted to hear. "No one has so much as a kind t@ say of him."

"Because there are none," Roderick offered. "Eamgtyou've heard about him is true, and
likely worse. So, yes, | was raised by my fathiethat's what you'd like to call it. Him, and
Harliss."

Michaela pressed on. "Is that why you.. .why yoenseo distant with Leo?"

"What in bloody hell are you talking about?" hewled. "The manner in which | interact with
Leo is none of your concern.”

"It is if | am to be your wife and Leo's stepmottiehe argued quietly. "My father, he was
nearly broken by the thing—whatever it was my motiedieves happened to her before my
birth. By associadon, it has broken a part of nugresay. You.. .you have been broken by—"
"Everyone is broken, Miss Fortune," Roderick sarf] then he did stand. "It's only a matter of
who retains all their pieces still."

He came to her, standing so close she could feeddlded heat of his body, and it made her
sweat. "And | do not. | left them behind in a blggdom in Constantinople. So it's of no use
trying to fix me."

"I don't want to fix you," she said, noticing howrhvoice had gone breathy.

His eyebrow rose. "No?"

She shook her head. "I want to know you—to undedsteu."

"What | am is what you see." Roderick held his aaway from his sides and they seemed to
stretch from one wall of the room to the other @addomed before her. "A beast. The new
Cherbon Devil. Broken, scarred. Rather unpleasant.”

Michaela shook her head again, but the movemensiigts, so mesmerized was she by his very
presence, the energy rolling off of him. She stelpgeser to him, as if drawn.

"Are you going to kiss me again?" He gave her aydewus grin, the scar on his cheek going
white by his eye like a warning.

But she could not heed it. "I think | shall." Sieked her lips. "Do you mind?"

For one who was so deliberate in his movementseRaddhad taken her into his arms within the
span of a blink, and this time, it was he who kisker. Roughly, wedy, his mouth open and his
tongue invading her. Michaela could only clinglte front of his tunic, her head spinning, her
heart racing, her breath flown somewhere beyondtelee. The feel of him was intoxicadng to
the point that she felt she'd been drugged.

Then he let her go so suddenly that she nearlp¥&t, gasping, her body afire and not from the
blaze in the hearth. He turned and grabbed up &iking stick and then faced her once more.
"l believe our palaver is finished for the nightidsl Fortune. Bid your father farewell for me on
the morn." He stomped to her door, opened it, buspd before stepping through. "And be sure
to remember the tray for tomorrow night."

Then he was gone.

Michaela was at last able to move, but the bestshkl manage was to bring her fingertips to
her lips where the Lord of Cherbon's mouth hadhedders.

He was forever leaving her.

Roderick stormed through the dark, twisdng corsdarrching into and bounding off of the
walls like a wounded animal, and with great grosuisping at the intermittent candles fastened
to the walls. Alone at last, finally allowing hinisto feel his thrashing heart, his shaking
muscles, his anger, his—

Fear. His fear of the glow-haired woman he'd jafit His fear of the way she made him feel
when he was with her.



Roderick didn't want to feel. The feeling part ahtwas dead, and that suited him perfectly.
What business was it of Michaela Fortune's todrgesuscitate a part of him so damaged that its
form would be a mockery of life? Sick and twistewl alestroyed. Just like himself.

What a fool he was, behaving with her the way hald/tave behaved with a woman three
years ago. Playing the seducer, as if he had angytither than wealth to offer. As if he could
ever allow himself the whole comfort of her bed;, bedy. He had only duped himself for that
short time in her chambers—when Roderick had kisgeds a man would kiss a woman, when
she had responded to that kiss, he had foolishgotten.

He hadn't consciously known where he was goinggrahgry flight through the interior of
Cherbon until he stopped, breathing hard, befagethately carved doors of the chapel. A
single, fat candle gutted on each side of the pdotd Roderick allowed the flames to stand,
using their meager light to make out the Latin vgotdrved on the lintel:

A porta Inferl erue Domine animas eorum.

From the gate of hell deliver their souls, O Lord.

The words were almost enough to give Roderick paugehe shook off the last remnants of
superstition left buried in the deepest parts of fiom his childhood, and threw open the doors,
crashing them back against the stones and causengandle flames to flap parallel to the ground.
He stormed down the center aisle toward the altagre, he stopped, his chest heaving like a
bellows, as he looked around the murky shadowa fool.

He grasped the altar railing with his free hand laeaved himself up the step, not glancing once
at the twenty-foot-high crucifix over the taberreadh a moment, the long candle snuffer was in
his fist and Roderick tromped back down the stephé¢ left of the altar as quickly as his ruined
body would carry him. He lifted the snuffer highep\his head and swung the dangling, bell-
shaped end down in a whisde of air against the efitiee stone railing as hard as he could. The
harmless bell flew into the blackness of the chap#l a ring and diminishing clinks, leaving a
long, pointed, gleaming spear in Roderick's hand.

In a moment, he was standing before the stoneestdtiine winged rider, and save for the fact
that Roderick was not astride, Roderick knew his #ue inanimate man's poses were similar—
warlike, vengeful, each brandishing a stave meandéstruction.

"You are mighty now, eh?" he growled at the cotdpsth stone eyes. "Only wait untd someone
rams a poison-tipped lance through your leg. Sgeuf God rescues you then, or the men you
fought so hard to saver

With his last words still ringing in the stillned®pderick threw his walking stick to the ground
and stabbed the broken snuffer

precisely into the packed joint around the onlyf@etty square stone beneath the horse's front
hooves.

Roderick scraped and jabbed at the hard dirt, eedlgtdropping to his right knee, his crippled
leg stretched awkwardly before him, almost stradgthe stone beneath the rearing stallion. In a
moment, he fitted the mangled tip of metal bendaghip of the thin square and pried. It raised
easily and slid away into the darkness under ther ri

Roderick threw the snuffer aside with a clang,dresaths bursting from him like angry shouts.
He leaned forward, ignoring the screaming pullimdpis thigh and knee, to brush away old dirt,
as dry as sand, and his palm skittered across smaamid. His fingertips sought the corners of
the box buried in the floor and he worked it lofreen its grave, setting it high up on his good
thigh.

The box was not nailed shut, nor was the lid faeedlemith anything at all, so that it lifted away
easily when Roderick tested it.

Lying on the bottom of the box with no adornmert |etter of explanation or indication of
ownership, was one old, limp, brown leather shoe.

Chapter Seventeen

Michaela was hunted by horrendous nightmares omedisally surrendered to sleep. Terrifying
dreams of flying through gray-black smoke and ckosldading gloomy battlefields, catching
glimpses of death and blood and mangled bodied pitesand, on heath, on mud, in forests, and



in dark, deep valleys. Wars and revolts, screarhbattje horses and cries for retreat; whistling
arrows and flaming projectiles smashing into fieejl spread out like a disease over the earth.
Hoofbeats, baying hounds, hoofbeats, flapping oigaj hoofbeats, hoofbeats, carrying her away
forever...

She had never dreamt anything so grisly, and thiens stayed with her upon waking, so that
she was only partly present while bidding her betbfather farewell the next morn.

Walter Fortune, too, seemed preoccupied, and ptespeatedly upon Michaela to take care,
and to come home if she felt the slightest urgalat

"You need not stay here,"” Walter insisted in a laice, his usually merry eyes solemn and
intense. "The three of us, we shall manage."

But Michaela didn't know how to tell her fathertishe feared her heart was already ensnared by
the two Cherbon males who resided in the gloomtilesaand so she only agreed with the best
smile she could muster, and waved him through #ubiban.

She had just entered the hall when Hugh Gilbetetddier, coming from the doorway that led
from the kitchens, a biscuit- wielding Leo happitytow.

"Miss Fortune!" he called with a grin. Joy seemegaur from the very fibres of his fine saffron
tunic and Michaela could not help but wonder suspgly at the cause of his jubilant mood.
"Just the woman | was searching for."

"Sir Hugh. Good morn," she said coolly, and thesuched down with a ready smile before the
boy. "Hello, Leo. Have you a bite for me? I've hatl my breakfast yet and | am near to
famished."

Leo giggled and held forth his soggy biscuit. Mielzaleaned forward with her mouth opened
wide, and then at the last minute, fastened hén sa®und Leo's slight forearm.

"Mmm! Delicious!"

The boy giggled. "No bite Ee-oh, Aid-ee Mike-lah!"

"Oh, dear—I am sorry. But you are so sweet, | cotildelp myself." She tweaked his nose and
then stood.

Hugh still wore his smirk, and he bowed low to Maefa. "I commend you, my lady."

Now Michaela was truly worried. "Why? What have yanne?"

Hugh laughed. "Ah, it's not what I've done, but \u 've done. | don't know what it is, but
Rick came to his chamber in the most dreadful mastnight!"

Michaela felt her frown deepen. "Well, | don't seeat's so jolly about that. Obviously my
advisor leaves much to be desired in his tutoring."”

"No, no! To the contrary,” Hugh insisted. He tuggeda lock of Leo's hair. "Go and play by the
hearth, Stench. | must talk to Lady Michaela fon@ment."

"All wite, Hoo."

"You must continue exactiy what you're doing," Higgld as soon as Leo was out of earshot.
"You've got him on the run, I'd wager, and thatecpsely what Roderick needs."

Michaela looked at Hugh for several moments, woinderhat this man was about. For some
reason she didn't want to let him know that it Raslerick who had been the aggressor last
night in

her chamber. Certainly, it had been Michaela's fdanove a bit closer to Roderick, but he had
beaten her to the punch, kissing her like thaa Wway Michaela had never hoped to be kissed.
"Is that so?" she said evasively.

"It most certainly is," Hugh agreed with a sage.riétk barely said two words to me last eve,
and when he did speak, it was akin to a bark. Yastrtell me, what happened?”

Michaela thought for a quick moment. "Oh, little radhan what you advised. |—I took off my
shoes. Asked him about his mother and.. .and fad desters.”

Hugh's eyes widened to the point that Michaelagi@éiney might pop free of the man's
handsome face. "Verily?" he all but crowed. "Oh ygs—that's perfect! No wonder he—"
Hugh broke off, seemed to do a bit of his own timgkand then drew Michaela close by her
elbow, as if they were great confidants. "Doriaref@on was a loony and—"

"A loony? Why would you say that? Did you know Her?



Hugh looked a bit confused for a moment. "Well, twvauld you call a woman who tied a yoke
of stone around her neck and walked into the sea® Sane?"

Michaela felt the bottom drop out of her stomaalt, Hugh continued as if he'd told her only
what they would be having for supper.

"He's most nobly pissed this morn, of course," Hagia rapturously. "So much so that | am
being sent to Tornfield to collect its dues!"

"Oh?"

"Yes. And while I'm gone, you should finish him .affimust admit that Rick often depends on
me overmuch. To shield him from things he findsnpleasant."

Michaela's frown threatened to collapse her faod,she wanted to tell Sir Hugh that Roderick
hadn't seemed to find her unpleasant in the lebséwe had been kissing her. But she held her
silence.

"I'll likely be gone a pair of days—my appearanak @atch your old lover off guard and he'll
need scramble to produce such a large amount of B@anwhile, you must hound Rick, press
him to tell you more. Perhaps...perhaps—yesF' Hiedd forward with a mischievous glint in his
eyes. "Go on and invite him to your bed!"

Michaela drew back. "What?"

"What does it matter? You're to marry him any nra@ed it's not as if you're a virgin, eh?"
Michaela had slapped his face before it occurrdietao do so.

Hugh looked shocked for a bit of time, and thendamnable grin returned. "Well, that was
unexpected.”

"Don't assume things about my person, Sir Hughradther unhealthy for you."

"So | see," the man replied mildly. "Any mattedd apologize, but you see what I'm saying, do
you not?"

Michaela had the distinct feeling that were shiotiow Sir Hugh's advice, Roderick Cherbon
would close himself off to her permanently. In tiree she had come to know the man, it was
guite obvious that intimacy was aught he was unoadt@ble with, especially when it was
pressed upon him. But then why would Hugh sugdeste such a thing? What was this game
he played?

"I think 1 do," Michaela said carefully.

"Grand," Hugh said, looking relieved. "And whenrk&uses you, as | must warn you, he
undoubtedly will, that's when you should inquir@abAurelia.”

"Aurelia?" Although she was offended that Sir Hygbuld think Roderick to find her so
distasteful, Michaela couldn't help but be intrigus the mention of a woman's name. "Who is
she?"

Hugh's smile was so cool, snow would not have rdaitehis tongue. "Why, Leo's mother, of
course."

Roderick sat alone in his chamber, brooding atlirestate of his life.

He was obsessed with the woman he was to marmlyneofew short weeks.

Under ordinary circumstances, that would have latrer fortunate. However, he was no
ordinary man, and Michaela Fortune was no ordimaygnan. Roderick knew he could never
bring himself to take his own wife to bed. Could bear to see the pity in her eyes when she
would look upon his misshapen form, and the thowdlhis own awkward attempts to make
love to her left him in a cold sweat.

Clothed, and at a distance, he could still remaimaa in her eyes. But in the closeness of a
marriage bed...

And then there was the woman herself, and theggratory of her family. The shoe Roderick
had unearthed in the chapel sat in its box in lgdvobe, and seemed to call to his imagination
and curiosity.

Why would Walter Fortune be so desperate to regaiorn, leather shoe? Roderick couldn't
help but guess that it had something to do withnhiis's outrageous claims of the Wild Hunt,
but in what way? And how could a shoe—not eveniagishoes, as it was—be dangerous?



It disturbed Roderick that he was dwelling on nratte# no direct concern to him. He'd given up
empathy in Constantinople, after his last convessawith Aurelia, and vowed that once he
stepped upon English soil once more, his only thtaigiere to be of his own preservation. His
and Hugh's and Leo's. To hell with everyone else.

Which is why Roderick knew now that he most deélyitshould not marry Michaela Fortune.
Hugh had been right. Roderick should have senbhérer way immediately after their first
encounter and married the next woman to appeahati®n, on the spot. Any woman besides
her. Any other woman.

Because Roderick wanted Michaela. And he knewshatwas not the type of woman to give
and never ask for anything in return. Her needeweginy and hungry. She'd already said she
wanted to understand him, to know him. Noble enaagitiments in words, but if Roderick let
her in, there was no way she could ever truly lowe as he was. He would see the revulsion in
her eyes, the shock and the pity, and it wouldHith.

God, how he hated his weak selfl He was unfit torgnilichaela, unfit to be Leo's father, unfit
to rule Cherbon. His own father had been righaihg, damn his evil soul to hell. Dorian
Cherbon had saved herself a lifetime of this paith grief by taking her own life, but Roderick
also hated her for leaving him alone.

No one wanted him as he was. No one except hisdfiiugh, and Leo. They were the only ones
he could trust.

And so he would take out his anger and frustradioilan Tornfield, the man who had held the
one who was just out of Roderick's reach, and theown her away. The blackest part of
Roderick's heart hoped dearly that Tornfield hadoia to give Hugh—Roderick would have
his head mounted in Cherbon's bailey. And thatghguat last, made Roderick smde.

He turned his head as a rapping sounded on his dikety Hugh, forgetting a bit of this or that,
or asking one final time if he could run Tornfigtldough just for sport.

"Come."

The door opened and to Roderick's dismay, MichBettune stepped into his room, Leo
dashing around her and running to Roderick's side.

Thank God he'd had Hugh help him with his booteteefeaving.

Michaela seemed hesitantly curious about the ro®sha entered and closed the door almost to
behind her, but she kept her gaze focused on Ridéte recalled clearly his rash behavior with
her the previous evening, kissing her surprise awdner bare feet, and Roderick felt his face
warm.

"What do you want?" he asked, hearing his own ahegs. "I thought you knew my chamber
was private."

"It—" Michaela seemed to swallow. "It's a beautifialy, my lord. Leo and | would like it very
much if you would join us for a turn about the gnds."

The woman was daft! Asking him once again to wélkid as if he were an able-bodied, whole
man. Walk! Next she'd want a footrace with him.

"No, thank you," Roderick said. "Leo, lean not op—++'

"Please?" Michaela stepped closer to his chair,Roakrick thought he could see a look of
desperation that had never before darkened théslepthose blue eyes.

"Pees, Papa?" Leo mimicked.

The less he was in Michaela Fortune's presencktheyi were wed, the better. He already knew
he could not control himself around her. Hell, igntt even seem to know who he was when he
was around her. And Leo forever clung, clung to hike—

"Very well." Roderick heard a voice that soundethaekably like his own saying, "But only for
an hour. I'm quite harried today."

It was a beautiful day. The morning's chilly damgmé&aded under a benign winter sun and the
stones in the walls around the bailey radiatedtight, meager warmth back at the trio in a
protective bowl. Serfs hurried in crisscrossinghgaif chores, and several times, a servant nearly
fell over their own feet at the sight of the larglmaked man walking in their midst.



When they were halfway around the keep, Michaeththaught to shorten and slow her strides
to maintain pace with him, but was rather surpriged his gait was nearly as quick as hers,
thanks to his long legs. Leo was keeping a loob# around them both, dashing away to collect
bits of nothing from the grounds—a rock, a stickorag length of purple vine hiding in vain
beneath the south wall—and then presenting hisurea to each of them in turn.

Michaela glanced out the corner of her eye at I@hdrbon's face. He had his hood raised still,
but in the brightness of the bailey, she couldteegraleness of his skin, the tight line of his
mouth, his concentrated frown. His green eyes sddatd in the daylight, with fatigue,

or.. .something she could not give name to.

"Are we going too quickly for you?" she asked.

"Of course not!" Roderick barked, jamming the tfghs walking stick into the dirt with each
step.

"You needn't shout at me," Michaela said mildlydtin't malign you for a simple limp, my
lord."

Roderick laughed, but the sound held no real huffdisimple limp,' says she," he muttered.
Michaela's eyebrows rose, but when no further exgilan came, she shrugged and let her eyes
go to the pebbles and hoofprints in the dirt befaeslippers overtook them. They were coming
upon the northeast gate, where beyond lay theestahd the knoll of graves, as well as the
edge of Cherbon's cliff, where a path led down stiragy, rocky sliver of beach. Michaela
looked at Roderick again.

"Leo and | often sit on the rocks overlooking tlea-s-he enjoys tossing pebbles over...."

"It makes no difference to me," Roderick growleald &ichaela wondered why he had even
agreed to accompany them if he was going to hartg ars foul humor the whole of the time.
But she gave a smile anyway and the two of thetovi@d the little boy through the gate, where
the dying grass swooped in a long swag away fraidrest and along the road to where the
jagged, gray rocks stood lined like sentinels. Ria#event more carefully up the slope that led
to the cliff, but Michaela did not hover to him,adsing instead to let him make his own way
without audience. She found a rather level swefjrolind only a few paces farther and sank to
her bottom, her legs crooked to one side, and ttanéher arm.

Roderick reached her in only a moment, but remagtadding, staring out over the wind-tossed
waves of the infinite ocean.

"Stay back from the edge, boy," Roderick barked flawn deepening. "Leo!"

"All wite, Papa!" Leo's wind-softened answer fleack to them.

Michaela smiled to herself over the concern Rodtesias showing for his son, and then she
remembered what Hugh Gilbert had told her this nmgrn

Well, what would you call a woman who tied a yokestone around her neck and walked into
the sea ? Hmm ? Sane?

What a fool she was, leading an already reticemt todhe very site of heartbreaking tragedy.
She may as well have gone up yonder knoll to danjeon his family's graves. Michaela was
so aghast, she could not bring herself to speak.

His voice startled her. "Why do you believe yourthes?"

"Beg pardon, my lord?"

"Her story about the Hunt," Roderick clarified. "@tlconvinces you about the tale as truth?"
"You would have to know my mother," Michaela saiatking at stingy bits of dying grass in
front of her hip. "She is.. .the most godly womdrale ever known. Anyone who knows her
would say the same, although many do take heatakebit of an exaggeration. She devotes
herself to God, to the welfare of others. Shefia@alady of our hold. It matters not to her that
the folk whisper cruel things behind her back. Yftden't know the truth, as we do, Michaela," is
her excuse for them. Always."

"They think her quite mad, do they not?"

Michaela stopped the harsh denial before it coeddé her mouth, calling to mind once again
the terrible things Sir Hugh had said about Doftdrerbon.

"Yes," Michaela said at last, quietly. "Yes, sonee'd



"But you don't." Roderick let the statement staatileen them like a challenge.

"She has never, ever lied to me. And she beliegvas thoroughly.” Michaela hesitated only a
moment before reaching into her bodice and withdrgwhe chain. "She placed this about my
neck only moments after | was born."

Roderick stared down at her and the warm metaldetvher thumb and forefinger for several
moments before cocking his right leg, steadyingdaifwith his walking stick, and slowly
coming to rest upon the ground at her side. Witlaslking permission, he took the link in his
own giant fingers, and his eyes found hers, rafigdhe murkiness of the sea.

"Tis a piece of mail."

Michaela nodded. "She told me it was a gift frorma Hunt leader, and that | should never take it
off."

He studied the metal again, and Michaela studieteRck.

"It's old," he said. "Not English. Quite finely mad

"Is it?" Michaela shrugged. "I don't know. | docére, really. | hate it."

Roderick nodded as if he understood, and let tiieféll back on its chain. "Why are you to
never take it off?"

"Oh, some such thing about two possessions..fdigstten most of it, really.”

"You just obey her. Even though that is the verjeobwhich the folk say curses you."
Michaela nodded. "I love her."

Roderick seemed to think for a very long time, \matg Leo playing on the rocks. Once the little
boy looked back at them and waved, his fist cledche

"Ee-oh find a snail!”

Michaela smiled and waved back.

"What is the other object?" Roderick asked suddenly

"Sorry?" Michaela had forgotten what they wereitadkabout, sitting so close to Roderick,
feeling his warmth as the cold breeze rushed denater, hearing Leo's playful chatter.

"You said there were two possessions.

"It doesn't matter,” Michaela said. "It's neverméaund. Lost to time, | suspect.”

"What was it, then?" Roderick pressed, and he ezholer to lift the link from the bodice of her
gown once more, his fingertips sweeping aside hartb grasp the metal.

Michaela found that her breathing had ceased. Hisgmce, his very person, was fascinating.
His head was leaned toward her, so closely thatshlel see the threads of auburn and chestnut
in his hair, the flecks of ice in his glacier-gremyres. How she wanted to thaw those eyes!

"A shoe." The answer came out as a whisper, an@fiaécs hand stilled against her chest, over
her heart.

"What?"

Michaela cleared her throat, and wondered if he ge@sg to kiss her again. She greatly hoped
that he would.

"A shoe. My mother's shoe. She lost it that nigid & was never found."

Roderick's eyes were pinned to the metal link agjdirs palm. "And you have no idea what will
happen if this link and that lost shoe are brouggéther again?"

Michaela tried to laugh, even though a chill ovektdier and a flash of the nightmare she'd
endured last night raced over the shushing grayes/&w comb through her hair like claws.
"The Hunt will come and carry me away, | suppos&heé leaned closer to him, knowing it was
bold, but not caring. She needed his strengthvdss dark strength to keep the illogical fear
away. "Will you protect me, Roderick?"

He looked into her eyes, and something there feigedl Michaela more than the remnants of an
old superstition. A hardness, a burden, a danggrmmise. He dropped the link back against
her gown, and brought his palm alongside her jawaas rough and warm and large.

"Of course," he said, his lips dipping into a fraw®f course | will, Michaela." His eyes went to
her mouth and he leaned in slowly, placed hisuipsn hers with infinite gentleness.

Michaela eased into his chest, bringing her hartiedront fold of his cloak, and let his kiss
melt her. It was unlike either of their other twisdes, not hesitant, not demanding—real.



And it was growing deeper. Michaela could smell &ack Cherbon's skin, wanted to touch his
beautiful face, run her hands through his hair. IMerger for him was sudden and growling and
enormous. But his arm had come around her shouldeisng her to him helplessly and she
could not reach him. She felt, rather than hedwel Jaw hum deep in his throat, of desire and
arousal, and it nudged Michaela's heart over tige.ed

He wanted her.

And was she lost to him already? This wonderfulazimg, damaged man with a past darker than
Cherbon itself? The Cherbon Devil, who kept no elaies save a man whom Michaela
suspected had ulterior, selfish motives? Rodevitlq held himself away from his only son—
was it because of the way his own father had tddait@? The lack of a mother to love either of
them?

Heat crept over her skin beneath her gown, goagefleickled deliciously; she heard her own
purr....

And then they were both knocked flat as Leo februgphem, giggling, "Kissy! Ee-oh kissy, too!"
Roderick grunted and gave a soft curse as hegelh tnis right arm, and Michaela was quick to
pull the little boy onto herself fully.

"Leo, stop kicking! You'll bloody my nose!"

The boy laughed gaily in response and then reagpeudth both play-dampened, gritty palms to
frame Michaela's face before planting a wet, slipisg somewhere in the vicinity of her eye.
"Ee-oh kissy Aid-ee Mike-lah!"

She couldn't help but laugh, and bestow her ows ln the boy's mouth. "You are beautiful,
Leo," she sighed. "l love you."

The boy looked at her with wide, wide brown eyé&n?"

"Yes, | do."

"That's right," Leo said adamantly, nodding ash# $iad given him the correct answer to a riddle.
"You love Papa, too?"

Michaela looked to Roderick, who was still propmedhis side, looking rather uncomfortable.
Her heart broke a little that the man neither rdsioeput the boy's innocent question off, nor
would he look directly at her.

Michaela smiled at Leo and spoke low, as if impayt great secret. "Yes. | love your papa.”
"Me too!" Leo whispered.

And then Roderick was jerking himself to his feétrvamazing speed. He took up his walking
stick without a glance at the woman or the childl@ground. "I must return to the keep. A
number of things I—" He broke off, still not meeajiMichaela's eyes. "Good day to you both."
Michaela sat up with Leo on her lap, a heavy siglher lips. Once again he'd fled her. Fled his
son. This was no way to begin a family.

Her eyes followed Roderick Cherbon for the severaments it took him to stomp away and
disappear through the curtain wall.

"No," she said softly to herself. "No, | will nol@aw it." "What you say, Aid-ee Mike-lah?"
Michaela stood, shook out her skirts, and tookiitngs hand. "Come along, Leo—we're going
after your papa."”

Chapter Eighteen

"My lord!"

Roderick heard Michaela calling to him as he dradgenself across the hall, and he was more
than a littie perturbed that she had followed Hind the woman never know when to stop? He
didn't want to see her, or Leo. Didn't want to $peeeither of them. He wanted to be alone in
his chamber.

He was nearly to the stairs now, and did not sl@phace.

"My lord! Roderick!"

At this he did stop, turned to her, and growlede8YLady Michaela? Is there some matter of
great import just come up?"

She was walking quickly toward him, Leo's wristier grip, his little hand flapping as he tried
to wave it at Roderick. The boy was grinning. Mielaawas not.



"Yes. Yes, there is." She came to a halt before hen breasts rising and falling rapidly with her
breath. In the hollow light of the

hall, she seemed to glow: her skin, her hair, geseAs if she was a figure from one of the
stained-glass windows of the useless chapel.

Yes. | love your papa.

Roderick sent her what he hoped was his most #émawgg frown. "Well?" he bellowed.

"You promised us one hour," Michaela said. "It yage rude of you to abandon us as you did."
"Abandon you?" Roderick scoffed. "Surely you aramfant, Michaela, that | can not leave you
and be about the business of this keep. You hawedrel he has you."

"We wanted you, my lord," Michaela insisted, anthet words, Roderick didn't know whether
to laugh or curse at her for the fool she was.

Leo pulled free of the woman and stepped to Rokghiolding forth a chubby fist. "Ee-oh bring
him snail to him papa. Here, Papa."”

Roderick looked down at the boy, so eager, so hubpef

"l don't want it. I've no time to play about witittliy creatures like a child, Leo." And Roderick
heard Magnus Cherbon's tone in his own voice.

The boy's features instantly crumpled, like thearndned wall of a tower, and his brown eyes
welled with shimmery tears.

"Papa don't want Ee-oh's snail?"

Roderick could almost feel the ripple of fury compioff of the woman before him.

"Oh, that is quite enough," she said between re¢htéCome along, Leo—we shall go to the
kitchens and see if Cook has some tidbit for ydoigethe noon meal.”

Roderick's relief was nearly crushing. "Good dde"said stiffly as the woman turned with the
boy once more in her grip.

Michaela had spun back to face him in a flash. "§amd day," she hissed at him, and her eyes
were murderous. "l am not done with you, my lordc®1 see Leo tended to, | shall join you in
your chamber."

"I think not,"” Roderick said mildly. "I have—"

"l care not for what imagined tasks you've set gelirto in your hiding place. You will speak
with me."

"You don't command me, Lady Michaela," Roderick meat.

She arched one eyebrow at him and then took Leartbthe kitchens, her skirts swishing, her
voice carrying over—agaily back to Roderick as styied to the boy.

"Oh, no, Leo—of course your papa loves you. It jhat he's deathly frightened of snails."”
Roderick turned toward the stairs once more andddiup them as quickly as he could drag his
damned crippled leg. Perhaps he could reach himlobiaand lock the door before the lady
arrived.

And then he could cower inside like the wretchgihaless, miserable thing he was.
Michaela's heart pounded in her ears like angryesan the hull of a ship, but she ignored it,
drowning it out with her fist falls on Roderick Ghen's chamber door.

"It is I, my lord. Open, please."”

No response.

She was shaking, both with fear and outrage. ltquite possible that challenging this volatile
man would lead to her own destruction, but for Eesake—and for the sake of all their futures at
Cherbon—Michaela would be brave. She raised headiain and beat on the door, her other
hand turning the long, thin piece of metal. Wouié e brave enough to use it?

"My lord! I'll not go away until you speak with mgo you may as well let me in."

Still no response save her trilling pulse.

She looked down at the shank in her hand. Sir Hhaghgiven it to her before departing for
Tornfield—in case Leo was being impish and bolteddelf in his chamber. Michaela was quite
certain the man had never dreamed she would asetlte lord's own door.

Roderick would be most put out with Sir Hugh upasreturn.

"I'm coming in!" she warned, giving him—and perh&esself —a final chance.



With an exasperated huff, Michaela scraped theepiéenetal into the seam of door and wall
and wrenched it about as if she was stirring a lvlorridge. She pushed.

Nothing.

She manipulated the thin metal bar again, heatuhlathat sounded likely, but before she could
try the door once more, it swung inward suddenpping the shank from her hand and dragging
Michaela over the threshold to land in a pile ati&ack Cherbon's feet.

"Who gave you that?" he demanded, spying the l@ndying on the floor and swiping it up

with a growl. He looked at it disgustedly then thriéto the ground once more, muttering,
"Hugh."

Michaela scrambled to her feet with as much digagyghe could muster, then quickly darted
around the large, cloaked man before he could herdback into the corridor. But Roderick
seemed to have no intention of evicting her froerbom, as he slammed the door closed with
an ear-ringing crash.

Michaela had to fight down her whoosh of breath@sadvanced on her. She squared her
shoulders and raised her chin.

But he only limped past her to one of the oversamerchairs. It was as if, for all his show of
keeping her away, he wanted her here.

"What do you want, Miss Fortune?" he asked gruftijling into his chair with a grunt. "A feast?
All of us to play draughts or pony? | fear I'd la¢her outmatched, even against a small boy and
a woman."

"l want to know why you treat Leo so poorly."

Roderick's head turned to her as if she'd askedatignwater was wet.

"Why |I—" Roderick began.

"And"—Michaela interrupted—"and why you seem to.like me one moment, and then push
me away the next."

Roderick glared at her for an instant, and thekéocaway, muttering, "You're daft. | don't know
what you expect from me."

"You are breaking Leo's heart—he loves you so!h&liwants from you is your time, your
attention. To know that you love him!"

"Do | not provide him with a home? With people tre for him? Is he not safe, well-fed, happy?
He's not beaten, is he?"

"He's not a dog, my lord! He's a little boy, whiaart is broken because his father pretends he
doesn't exist!"

"There are worse things," Roderick growled.

"Are there? Do you treat him that way becauseithhow Magnus treated you?"

Roderick bolted from his chair and grabbed up hatkimg stick but, instead of using it to bolster
himself, he brandished it like a club, limping toddlichaela.

"No! Would that my father had only ignored my egiste! Instead, he hounded me endlessly,
reciting my failures, my weaknesses, until he lmaddd me on that damned pilgrimage that
nearly took my lifer

Michaela forced herself to stand steady despiteMagery knees.

"What you are doing is just as bad, my lord," shid,sand she could hear the tremble of her own
voice.

"l can assure you it's not." Roderick towered dvarnow, his hood thrown back against his
shoulders, his hair tangled over his cloak, hiseglewing green fire. "Any matter, | am no one
for Leo to idolize. | can not teach him to ride fight, to be a man. Is that what you wanted to
hear, Miss Fortune? Are you, too, like Magnusnsisting that | acknowledge my
shortcomings?"

"I am not your father. And you have no shortcomimgsy eyes," Michaela said on a quick
breath. He had no idea of his own worth. Lookingatipim this way, his large, powerful body
poised as if to devour her, Michaela wanted nothmage than for Roderick to kiss her again, as
he had by the sea.

To kiss her, and more.



His beautiful mouth drew into a sneer. "You're eith fool or a liar."

"A fool perhaps, but no liar. Why is it so diffi¢dbr you to accept that | find you a fine man?
Why do you see yourself as unlovable?"

"You're trying too hard, Miss Fortune." Roderickvga poor imitation of a chuckle. "Once we
are married, you will have your coin. There is @ to court me like some maiden."”

“I'm not courting you, you stubborn bastard!" Miekeashouted and stamped her foot. "But it
would certainly not kill you to do so for me!"

"You are wasting your time, waiting on that.”

"What about Leo?" Michaela pressed, reaching auiifocloak when he would have turned
away.

Roderick shook her off, flinging his fist still ggping his walking stick in a backhand manner.
"What of him?"

"Can you not show him the least bit of kindnessfa @au not love him?If | am but a means to an
end for you, if you could never love me, | beg ybreak this legacy of hate passed down from
your father, Roderick! Leo is your sonF

Roderick hurled his walking stick at the hearthewehit shattered in an explosion of a thousand
splinters. "He is not my

son!"

The silence that fell in the room after Roderigk'sclamation was perfect. Roderick's back was
to her now, and Michaela's head was spinning. Withhe mean? That he did not claim Leo?

"l don't understand,” she began. "Are you sayirag+H'

"l am saying"—Roderick's voice sounded in a wayMiela had never heard the lord before:
tired, beaten, sad. "That Leo is not my issue.®aohy blood. Not my son.”

"But"—Michaela felt a great longing to sit down,tlihe closest chair still seemed too far for her
legs to carry her. "Everyone says.. .Sir Hugh—"

"Everyone thinks he is my son, and that is the Wayust be. For Leo's sake," Roderick said. "I
knew Leo's mother when | first arrived in Constaofile. Aurelia. She was a prostitute. And |
did indeed lay with her."

Michaela's heart tripped at that confession, alghoshe didn't know why—all along she had
assumed Roderick had made love to Leo's motherw8hdered at the jealousy she felt now.
"But it was before | even arrived in that city thao's true father had come to her. I met him,
you know—nhe fought in my company, although I did kiwow his name at the time."

"He abandoned them? Au.. .Aurelia and the baby?"

"No. He never returned to Aurelia to know about Lide was killed at Heraclea, along with
most of the other men. Only Hugh, myself, and adharof others who were swift of foot
survived. Aurelia liked to think that—had he knowwad she sent word to him earlier—he would
have cared for them. But.. .the man was a dtladi lith a family of his own."

"But how then did Leo come to be with you and Hugni®l why would you claim another man's
son as your own?"

"When | was injured.. .the surgeon did not thinktméve. He would do nothing more than give
Hugh a draught to ease my suffering. Hugh tookangurelia, and she saved my life.”

"And then she simply gave her son away?" Michaekdh the disbelief in her own tone.
"Aurelia loved that boy with her whole heart. Newasuld she seek to be parted from him. But
she had no other choice.”

"Why?"

"She was dying." Roderick at last turned from tkearth and fell into his chair again, as if all the
energy had been drained from him. "When Hugh brooghto her, she was already failing.
She'd contracted some sort of a fever, and it peghsdl.. .spread to"—Roderick broke off for a
moment. "She opened her robe for me once—whenasté¢hst | would live and she would not.
Her.. .breasts were purple and black, and swollae.whites of her eyes, yellowed. She knew
she would do well to see us depart Constantinople.

"And who then would care for a dead prostitute'stdra? No one. Aurelia knew that. Leo would
have been left an orphan on the streets of thatmiey to the slavers and pedophiles. She



begged me to take him with me when | left. To darénhim as if he was my own. It was to be the
payment for my life, and | gladly accepted the d&bie circumstances of Leo's birth were no
fault of his. He was a babe—innocent. And yes sthre of one of the most beautiful and kind
women | have ever known."

If Michaela had thought she may be in love with Back Cherbon that morning, now she was
certain of it. Her heart was breaking for Leo, litg poor mother, for Roderick.

"But why claim him as your son? Was it not enougbring him with you? Give him a place in
your home?"

"No. If...if my own illness had suddenly returnettd had died, Leo would have no claim to
anything at Cherbon. He would be in the same mrsds in Constantinople—mayhap worse off.
| made that promise to Aurelia, knowing she woilkélly be dead before Hugh and | and her son
gained England, and I will uphold it until my ldstath. Before King Henry himself, | will

swear that Leo is my son. So be it."

Roderick Cherbon sat in brooding silence, in thmesahair, wearing the same cloak and boots,
but in Michaela's eyes, this was a different maman of such honor and compassion that she
had once thought only her own beloved papa to coenfde sacrifice he made for this woman
and her son—Ilovely, innocent, beautiful Leo. Yég, boy was precious, and Michaela loved
him, true, but what Roderick had done, he had dmoeving that if ever he had a son of his own
blood, Leo would remain Cherbon's heir.

Roderick Cherbon loved Leo more than Michaela ctwalde ever possibly guessed. What a
fortunate, fortunate little boy.

"Leo needs to know," Michaela said quietly.

"That he is not my true son?" Roderick shook hedhél think not, Miss Fortune."

"He /syour son. You are his father. So be it." Miela walked to stand behind Roderick and
hesitantiy laid her hand on his right shoulder.t'Be desperately needs to know that you love
him."

"l care for him," Roderick clarified, turning higad slightiy and Michaela knew he was looking
at her hand on his shoulder.

Michaela nodded, even though she knew Roderickdaoot see the modon. He could not so
much as speak the simple word that described hdelheso damaged was he. Let him have his
dme with it, then. Roderick Cherbon could be healads heart as well as his body.

She brought her other hand to his opposite shoudereezed. "Do you think you might also
come to care for me one day, my lord?"

She felt him stiffen slightiy under her hand.

"Perhaps," he conceded gruffly. "But if you're loakfor a proclamation of undying affection,
you might as well bugger off. 'Tis not my manner."

"l see," Michaela said easily. She was kneadindgehse muscles of his neck and shoulders,
thrilling at the wide, hardness of him. Such a geus, vulnerable heart beneath the fierce
appearance. Michaela was glad Roderick could reheeface, for she knew it must be softened
with emotion. He would likely toss her out of hisatnber on her bottom.

But to her surprise, Roderick reached up with s oight hand to grasp Michaela's. She curled
her fingers around his and let her left hand dipftto his hair, her fingers raking it back from his
temple.

"But | will try, Miss Fortune. With Leo. If it willplease you."

Michaela felt her smile to the tips of her ears ahd leaned down, placing her mouth near
Roderick's ear. "It will please me very, very mucty, lord. Thank you." She pressed her lips to
the high, rough ledge of his cheek. She pulled awatonly slightly, and Roderick turned his
face toward her.

He leaned forward and kissed her mouth, softiylipgsbarely touching hers, and so Michaela
flicked her tongue out to taste him.

In the fraction of a breath, Roderick had releagezhaela's right hand to turn her and pull her
over the arm of the chair onto his lap. Her armeked around his neck like the wild vines that
had once claimed Cherbon, and Roderick kissedsgmha would consume her. His arms



cradled her, his hands cupped her shoulder anddikynd Michaela buried her hands in his
hair, holding him to her, claiming him as her owhlast.

She heard Roderick's growl, and even though itstiigrightening to her, this wild, animalistic
part of him, it excited the untamed part of her as@ne, and she wanted to be taken by this beast,
owned by him, marked by him.

His hand cupping her buttock slid up over her stwmend covered her breast, and he kneaded
there, as she had worked his muscles. Only Rodetimlich was not meant to relax, and it didn't.
Beneath her hip, Michaela could feel the hardnésssaerection, and an instinctive part of her
wanted to swing her legs around and straddle tind @bCherbon's lap. She felt as though she
were on fire inside, and that Roderick's body viresdnly cure

After he had burned her to ash, of course.

"l want you," she said against his mouth, smashergips against his, mumbling her words,
nibbling at him, licking him. "Roderick, please..."

His hand left her breast and traveled down to tloé¢ lher trunk and legs, where her gown had
caught between her thighs. He slid a flat palm theoseam, and when he touched her there,
even through the thick wool, Michaela's whole abdnrolenched.

"Yes," she sighed. "Roderick, take me to your bed."

He said nothing, only claimed her mouth again adihgers snagged a fold of her gown and slid
the heavy skirt up, slowly, until it bunched arouret hips. His fingers found her, wet and
aching, and he touched her again, invaded het,sih@iwas arching her hips and moaning words
she could not understand into his mouth. He wawarsg her, but she could not understand
him either.

In a moment, Michaela's world went white hot, dattering and silent in the same moment that
her climax took her. As she gasped her way backndoem the pinnacle, she covered
Roderick's face in small, breathy kisses, gigglamy] surprisingly not at all ashamed at her
present state of seminudity on his lap.

Things were going to be much different around CberGastie, Michaela thought.

"Have you finished?" Roderick asked calmly.

She pulled back to look at him. "My lord?" She gaua a smile. "Why? Is there more to
come?"

"I'm afraid not. But perhaps now you'll stop actlikg a mare in heat and nipping at me
ceaselessly. Get up, Miss Fortune, my legs arepsle

A knife through her heart would have been lessfphiand Michaela quickly brought herself to
her own feet. She stood there for a moment, loo&irtgm as if hoping he would smile and turn
his words into a tasteless lover's jest.

But all he did was wipe his hand on his pants. ldeged up at her, his face ruddy. "Was there
anything else?"

"No," Michaela choked.

He raised an eyebrow and looked pointedly at tlor.do

Michaela lifted her chin and made her way fromrb@m with as much dignity as her legs—still
shaking from the release he'd given her—would alBut once in the corridor, his door closed
firmly behind her, she found she could not go arhier. She backed up against the stones
across from his doorway and slid to her bottomendéeeling so low, so worthless, in her life.
She was so stunned, tears would not come. ShesanBtaring at his door for what seemed like
an hour, shaking, shaking, at what he'd done to her

And then the first horrendous crash fell, causiagth jump and scream, but her cry could not
have possibly been heard in the din that followesounded as though a battle was being waged
in the lord's chamber—wood splintering, potterystiag, and Roderick's own ragged yells. The
screech of furniture on stone; ringing metal d®itnced off an unknown object.

Nay, not a battle—a full-on war, with Roderick Ciben playing both armies.

Michaela rose to her feet and approached the gloaping when some heavy object met its ruin
against the thick wood. She stood before it, ragspdlm slowly to place it against the door, as if
trying to feel the man beyond it.



After several moments, amazed that the storm coatinvhen there could not possibly be
anything left to destroy, Michaela backed away ftbie door and walked slowly down the
corridor, her thoughts pained and tangled, the dafinhe Cherbon Devil's anguish haunting her
steps.

Chapter Nineteen

The next morning, sitting amidst the ruin that méschamber, too fatigued to even begin the
struggle that putting on his boots meant, Rodesiak shamed to the very depths of his black
soul—a feeling he hadn't experienced in years.

When he'd taken out his anger on his belonginggité@ous night, he'd told himself he was
angry at Michaela Fortune, for pandering to hisatepce by pretending she desired him. Or for
playing the harlot with him, flaunting her sexuaperience. Or for drawing from him the truth
about Leo and Aurelia when he'd wanted no onetelkaow.

But in the cold light of morning, when the heatafotion had cowardly fled him, Roderick
knew he had been furious at no one save himseli€dwn fear. His pride. His vanity. He'd
wanted to make love to Michaela, and when she'dutlbegged him, he had convinced himself
that he would, and damn the consequences. Butgskemspread before him in the height of her
pleasure, the creamy skin of her perfect legsnthscles and flesh soft and rounded and rich, her
caution and self-consciousness tossed aside, Rkded gone stone-cold terrified.

Terrified of losing her. If not as his wife, themgply that abandoned side of her, that sensual
side that yearned for his body. Once she had deehram, she would never want him—would
never look at him in the same way again. No wonmathdver looked at him like Michaela
Fortune had, not before the battle, and certaiotyafter. The broken part of Roderick needed
those looks, those words, he feared, to survithighalf life he'd been left to at Cherbon.

He could not make love to her. And yet he couldaimise her so, he knew. And he didn't want
to—God! She was beautiful and perfect—perfectlwéd. The way she stumbled and tripped
and stuttered and dropped any item unlucky enoodfe ta moment in her grasp. Leo loved her,
and as mistress of the keep, she had excelled. &/behe was near her now—uverily, whenever
he so much as thought of her—his hunger for hew gethat he forgot himself. He said foolish
things, hurtful things, meant to drive her away anotect himself. But Roderick knew that if he
continued to push her away, to hurt her so, shddvexentually stop coming back, and she
would take with her what little remained of his otveart.

He could see no solution. He wanted Michaela, ntteaa he wanted Cherbon, more than he had
ever wanted anything. But he felt that whichevahpee chose—take her body or no—he would
drive her away. For one would leave her wantingl, thie other would reveal fully the horror that
was himself.

He must marry her quickly, then. After they weredwié she did leave him for whatever reason,
at least he would still have Cherbon—a place te tut the rest of his wretched life. A place for
Leo to be safe, until he too could flee to a breghtture than what Roderick had been dealt.
Perhaps if Roderick tried to please Michaela ireothays once they were wed.. .perhaps it
would be enough for her. With Leo, for instancedAse'd said she loved Roderick. Was that
possible? Roderick doubted it. Likely it had beehdn empty nicety to placate Leo. For the first
time since lying in the long, smoky hospital in Gtantinople, Roderick wished for a higher
power to make its presence known, to guide him.

At least when Hugh returned, he might have somémaevise him.

And what was he to do about the ridiculous old shesgting silently in its box in his wardrobe?
Of all the objects in Roderick's chamber now mashgied splintered and destroyed, the
crumbling wooden box remained intact on its stedthaps he would give it to Michaela, as a
peace offering. Or to show her that she had nataegiear from her mother's old superstitious tale.
She could take off the metal link she hated so el@gely, too—the thing that had made her Miss
Fortune.

It was a good gift, he decided. His way of a pathapology. And the only one he had to give
her.



Roderick looked down at the floor, where the thitéavy walking boots he was sentenced to
while in the keep rested, and he decided to fotegm for his riding boots instead. Yes! He may
have to go ahead of them at first, seek a stalld tahelp him mount, but he would take Miss
Fortune and Leo riding today, and give her the sheas.

He braced his only other walking stick on the flea@pared because it had been hidden under his
bed—and heaved himself from the chair after sevals¢ starts, grabbing for the posters on the
bed as he slowly and awkwardly made his way adfes§ield of detritus that was his floor.
Once at his wardrobe, he dug with his right hamdubh the pile of ruined clothing until he
touched the smooth leather of his boots. Raisindvagound himself eye level with the crumbly
old box.

Roderick tossed his riding boots to the mattre$snakehim and slid the box from its shelf. He
hopped backward to the edge of the bed and satgléys cane alongside him, the box resting
on his lap. He lifted the lid and looked upon theeagain.

It was tallish—more of a boot, really. Rich broveather— Roderick guessed deerskin—worn
nearly to the thinness of cloth. He picked it ugnirits resting place and held it before him. He
frowned. This was no woman's shoe though—the saklang and wide, the des rough and
thick, for a man's hand.

A mad urge seized him when he noticed the shodbead fashioned for the right foot—his
undamaged foot.

Looking about the chamber—as if anyone would baiatiosee him—Roderick pushed the box
off his lap to rest near his cane. Taking care whthworn leather, he pulled the boot onto his
right foot and calf—it slid on as if greased, I&eling his cock into a woman for the first time,
and Roderick groaned as a shudder overtook hinlat¢ézl the boot quickly, as if he'd done it
hundreds of times, as if he knew the crudely pudayes and turns of lace intimately.

When it was done, Roderick stretched out his rightbefore him, admiring the sight of his long,
muscled appendage in a boot cut from such plidbie Ble had forgotten what a normal leg
looked like—his own leg, no less. And his heartgadd like hoofbeats the longer he stared. The
longer he stared, he could hear the screams didises. And hounds—were there not hounds
howling? Surely there was no ringing in his deadeser that could mimic such a mournful
sound.

The hoofbeats pounded louder, harder, faster, tbearberations singing through Roderick's
muscles, and he felt himself rising from the bedttnd, even against the voice in his head
screaming, You '11 fall, you fool! You '11 fall!

Roderick stood. He stood, and then he took a #teg.another.

And on the bed, beneath the box in which the dansheé had been interred, lay his walking
stick, forgotten.

And unneeded.

Michaela was sitting at a table in the great hadbh at her side, a variety of foodstuffs and other
miscellany before them. Michaela leaned her heddeofist, her rib cage pressed against the
edge of the table as she regarded the boy andeplowith her free hand to a ragged cattail, burst
open like a summer storm cloud.

Leo crinkled his nose and then looked to Micha&Mte."

"White, yes. Very good." She smiled at him and theimted to a pile of dried raspberries. "And
these?"

"Wed," Leo answered immediately.

"Spot on. You're very clever, aren't you?"

He nodded with a grin.

She slid a circle of dried carrot toward him. "Whabut this?"

Leo's little brows drew down in concentration asharched his mind for the correct word.
"Oh.. .ohr—"

"Orange, is it not?" came the deep male voice fnotvery far behind Michaela and she raised
her head with a start, her heart tripping eveneaxs d4crambled from the bench.



"Papa!" Leo wrapped himself about Roderick's legg Hung from a slingshot, and Michaela
waited for the chastisement she was sure would dooneRoderick, but it never did.

Actually, he was smiling. A strange smile, evensatias Michaela was to seeing it. Intense,
bright—a bit frantic, perhaps.

He looked down at the boy. "It's a difficult word,it not? Orange."

Leo nodded. "Ee-oh like wed."

"I should say so...red is much shorter.” He lookpdt Michaela and those green eyes were all
but glowing at her. "Lady Michaela is a fine tuttirough. | had no idea you knew your colors."
Michaela could not return his smile, rememberirggtreatment of her the day before. Even
though she had heard his anguish, she would ngitVBohim so easily.

"We've only started lessons today."

Roderick's eyebrows rose and she realized his tvagdhrown back. In the daylight. "l am
impressed.” He patted Leo's head and Michaela titdhg boy might swoon.

He carried no walking stick, but then Michaela rembered its destruction in his chamber. His
boots were different today than the black onesvgeused to seeing. These were slimmer, with
a more pointed toe, although still more bulky tkgwical riding boots.

Her confusion deepened when Roderick Cherbon lshtknees and crouched before Leo. He
seemed to wobble a bit, but balanced himself viitle leffort.

Michaela had never seen him do that—did not thiskdft leg was capable of it. Since coming
to Cherbon, she had never seen it bent as it was no

"Leo, I've a fancy for a ride this morn. Would yand Lady Michaela care to join me?"
Michaela heard Leo gasp and she thought for a mbheewould choke on his tongue.

"Ee-oh wide on Papa's hohse?"

Roderick nodded.

"Wif him papa?"

Roderick laughed. "Yes. Now run along and fetctoalcof some sort. We'll wait for you."

The boy set off from the hall in a dead run, whogpwith joy.

"Leo, do you need help?" Michaela called, but he aleeady gone, leaving her alone with
Roderick.

He rose, slowly, carefully, but without a wobbleh& he looked at her, his smile was gone, but
still his eyes glowed like

firelit gems. Michaela's cheeks began to burn anshe dropped her gaze.

She heard his footsteps drawing near, and whelbdats came into her line of sight, she had just
enough time to notice how lessened his limp hadinec

What in heaven's name... ?

Then he crouched again, this time before Michaid,took her chin in his large, warm fingers.
"Michaela," he began quietly.

She jerked her face free from his grasp, aghakeatears she felt welling in her eyes.

He did not take her chin again, but covered botifieeed hands in one large palm. "Michaela,"
he said again. "I'm sorry."

It didn't even sound like Roderick Cherbon—notweds, not the tone of voice.

"You're only apologizing because you think me tavienow. But I'm staying—I have no choice,
do I? Your precious Cherbon is

safe.”

His other hand joined his grip on her and he sgerkéd’'m not apologizing only because | hope
you'll not leave—although that is what | hope. 8pologizing because I've treated you horribly,
and | want to make amends. To you and to Leo. Wonithelp me, Michaela?"

"That's all I've done, is tiy to help you!" She waeed her hands from him, unused to his
kindness and not certain how to respond to him.Htreshe still felt was coming out as anger,
but she clung to it, lest he switch back once nam@ smash her floundering hope. "All I've
received for my efforts is punishment."”

Roderick rose up enough to perch on the benchtoédichaela and he sighed. "You were right.
The things you said to me last night. The wayated Leo in the past was in part due to the way



my father treated me. | don't want that for himant him to look back upon his childhood with
fondness. To remember a father, and a mother"—sgthtichaela looked up at him—"who had
only his happiness in mind. You and I, we can dx tor him, can we not?"

Michaela knew she was staring like a ninny. Shadeddaintly. "What's happened to you?" she
blurted.

Roderick gave her a boyish smile, but in his greges Michaela thought she might have seen a
flash of something akin to fear. "l.. .1 don't g@uinow. Something, though. Is that all right?"
Michaela opened her mouth to speak—although what&uld have said only God knows,
because Leo came into the hall once more at ameadvearing one of Sir Hugh's fancy,
embroidered wool undershirts. The hem came tortkkea and the sleeves flapped about him
like wings as he pumped his arms. It looked likather fancy gown.

"Ee-oh weddy, Papa!* He was not slowing as he réoedrd Roderick, and Michaela felt a
collision was imminent.

But at the last moment, Roderick stood, his armsand scooped the boy up midstride,
swinging him away from the table in a circle. Leaiscoughing laughter rang in the tall, dark
hall like ghostly chimes.

"Well then, let's be off!" Roderick announced galie looked down at Michaela and smiled.
"My lady?"

Michaela tried to return the smile for Leo's sdkgt, all the while, her heart jarred her chest like
hoofbeats on a packed winter road, her throafreten tight with snow, and she was afraid.
That evening, soaking in a large, round coppeibefore the hearth in her chamber, Michaela
smiled at her earlier fear. How like her old selbe wary at a turn of good fortune in her life—
there had been so few of them, she saw any changeef better as a bad omen.

Silly, silly girl.

She still had no earthly idea what had marked sudtamatic turnabout in Roderick Cherbon,
but at this point she did not care one whit. Thi'enlay had been a dream—riding through the
country at Roderick's side, an ecstatic Leo fraphrs father's saddle. The man had been busy
with preparations beforehand,

obviously, because the horses had stood ready atdbles, and Roderick's saddlebag had been
filled with provisions for their holiday over thard: skins of wine and milk; bread and cheese
and a pudding; a whole, cooked chicken, which Rokédrad quartered for them with a small
dagger hidden in his right boot; heavy blanketspi@ad on the ground and guard them from the
chilly damp.

They were away the whole of the day, riding andaxpg, talking and laughing and taking time
down from their mounts for Leo to run wild. Now Migela's body was feeling the effects from
her long hours astride, but she relished each wvasga souvenir from her and Roderick's first
day as a truly betrothed couple. She could not baes happier.

Roderick was off putting Leo in his bed for themtigwith a promise to return to her after he'd
had his own wash. Although Michaela was more tHaaged with this change in the Lord of
Cherbon, she hoped to finish her bath and don prdpthing before Roderick appeared—
memories of their previous encounter in his chansb#maunted her, and she wanted nothing to
ruin what was left of the day.

She had only finished rinsing the last film of sdagm her when a soft rap fell on her door.
Before she could call out a warning, the door opgearal Roderick slipped through the slit of
shadow beyond, closing himself quietly inside thenn.

Michaela slid down in the tub, until the water tbad her chin and the copper rim was her
horizon. "It seems you've caught me

unawares, my lord." Her bare knees were poking fileenwater like stepping stones, but she
could not pull them under. She lamented her eamiekless splashing about.

He didn't seem surprised in the least to find hehe bath. As a matter of fact, he crossed the
room as if out of habit and sat at the small téiafore the hearth, his body comfortably
sideways to her, and poured himself a chalice aewiHis hair was damp, long, combed back
from his face and down his fresh shirt, leavingragl strip of wet between his shoulder blades.



He wore no cloak at all, and for the first time,diaela saw that his shoulders really were that
wide—it was not a trick of the black material haged himself in.

His pants fit him snugly, his left leg still twistebut oddly it seemed not as severe a
malformation as she'd noticed before. His righties perfect in the close black material. He
still wore the riding boots.

"Did you enjoy yourself today, Lady Michaela?" H®k a sip of wine, admiring the snapping
flames to his right, as if giving her time to be@accustomed to his presence.

"Certainly,” Michaela said. "And | do believe it wthe happiest day of Leo's life.”

Roderick nodded thoughtfully. "He is not difficudt please, is he?"

"No." The water was growing cool, but Michaela wasure how to go about lighting from the
tub. Would she be embarrassed if he turned to watch

Would she be disappointed if he didn't?

She snaked an arm over the rim of the tub forahg length of linen folded on the stool, shook
it to its full length in same moment as she stoodifthe tub with a fall of water.

"If you have no objections, I'd prefer for us torharried right away," Roderick said, and she
held the cloth before her just as he turned hislhea

She stood there, unwilling to risk exposing her enarvate parts by stepping foot over the tub.
A chill rushed up her back, both from the coolnefsthe chamber and his statement.

What had happened to this man after she'd lefthasnber last night?

"l have no objections. I'll send for my parentsitigway."

Roderick turned back to the fire, as if sensingriesd for a moment of privacy, and she hurried
from the tub to don a wrapper as he continued ¢alsp

"I've already taken the liberty. Cope should benstd from his rounds in a day or so. We can
be married in the chapel, as you requested, amthizde the Yule Tide season as a family.”
Michaela knotted the belt of her wrapper, her stdmraimicking the motion at the mention of
the fateful holiday that had haunted her sincedagliest memory. Her continuing nightmares,
too, did little to help, as they stayed with healhthe waking hours, vivid and terrifying, as if
warning her. She paused a moment before retriglimginen once more to address the locks of
hair escaped from the knot atop her crown. Sheetkper icy feet into her slippers and
approached the man at the table, still rubbingeanleck and face with the towel.

When she stood near him, he turned to look up ratHie face seemed to be shadowed by worry,
or perhaps it was only a trick of the flames beyond

She had to know.

"My lord, about last night..."

"Sit down, Michaela. Please." When she had satphénued, his green eyes pinned to her,
never wavering. "l am a cripple,” he blurted withaarning, and his tone was neither self-
deprecating nor defensive. "And there are partaybody which.. .which I'd rather you not
see."

Michaela frowned. "l don't understand."

"I know you don't. My behavior last night.. .1 fotgnyself, to put it quite simply."” He shrugged
and his gaze skimmed over her thin robe. "You arerg beautiful woman, Michaela. Sensual.
Desirable. Giving you pleasure reminded me of nilynfgs, and what | am incapable of as your
husband."

A thread of fear began to twist around Michaelarsat, tiny and cutting. "What are you saying,
Roderick?"

"l am saying that we will never make love."

"What?" Of all the things Michaela feared he migay to her, this had been the very last she
expected.

"We have Leo," Roderick continued in a mild torgmaring her shock. "He is my heir, and you
will be the only mother he ever remembers. | beiexe can be happy that way."

"This makes no sense, my lord," Michaela stuttetiedone breath, you tell me how desirable |
am to you, and in the next you tell me you don'htwvay body?"



"Oh, but | do want your body, very much," Rodersgid without apology. "But | would not
expose you to—"

"You look quite fine to me," Michaela interruptédnd | myself heard you tell Harliss that there
was nothing wrong with your.. .with your—you knov&he waved a hand toward his waist.
"That is true. But you cannot understand my.. sddly deformities. The sight of them would
change me in your eyes, and | cannot allow thatc#epleasure each other in different ways, if
you wish. Or, my offer still stands for you to takéover."

"If I—?" Michaela shook her head. "You think medigparage you for your scars? When | think
so little of the ones that are visible? You woudthg me the full partnership of a marriage? My
own children? You would share your wife's body vatiother man?"

"I want you to be happy, Michaela," Roderick sédldvant us to be happy. And the scars on my
face and arm are but lovely decoration comparedhiat you do not see.”

Roderick had never hurt her like this. Not in hk tharsh words he'd thrown at her since her
arrival at Cherbon, not after the way he'd discarger from his lap last night. To make her feel
as though she were so shallow that she would réfnsdecause of his injuries—what kind of
woman must he take her for?

"How can | marry you, knowing that | will never lgeur wife, in truth?" she asked incredulously.
"Our marriage would be little more than a farcethié king found out, you would lose Cherbon!"
"No," Roderick argued. "No one need know what dwegoes not go on in our bedchamber." He
looked down at his left leg. "Mayhap one day..."$teugged. "But | would that you not get your
hopes up."

"l don't know what to say." Michaela sat, starindpian, the linen cloth twisted in her fist on her
lap. "I am greatly insulted by this."

"l did not say what | have to insult you," Rodergzid lightly. "Because | enjoyed this day, as
well. And would have many more like it. Can you tette this good part of me that has returned?
Take it and let us both make the best of it?"

Michaela stood. "I don't want only the good of yRaderick. | want all of you."

"l can not offer that. For both our sakes."

She looked at him for a long moment, but couldklohnothing more to say to him. Nothing
that would perhaps convince him that what he wkmgf her was of an impossible nature. "I
need to be alone."

Roderick stood, not even bracing a hand on the tablsupport. "I understand. | do hope you
will consider it, Michaela. Would you like to go@lt again on the morrow? I'm sure Leo would
enjoy it."

"Yes. Yes, that will be fine, of course,” she sdistractedly. She felt surreal, as if nothing made
good sense any longer.

He nodded. "Good night." Roderick crossed the floith no nodceable limp at all now, and
slipped from her room.

Beneath her robe, the metal link was cold againsh&tla's skin, and she felt hunted.

Chapter Twenty

Roderick felt better than he had in years; sindereehis arrival in Constantinople, since...ever,
really. The cold winter sun shone prisms in histiydreath over Leo's— properly hooded, this
time—head, and at his side sat Michaela on herlmvse. She was singing them away from the
castle wall, down the road that led toward the agd,her voice was angelic.

She must have sung the song to the boy beforéefmjoined in sporadically. It was a lovely
duet. Roderick was mesmerized.

Not a word had been breathed between him and Migsrke about their discussion of the
previous night, but Roderick could see the faimppristreaks in the delicate hollows of her eyes,
and could feel the distance she'd placed betwesn.th

She would accept it. She must.

Because Roderick could feel himself improving. #symadness, he knew. Or magic, or devilish
sorcery, mayhap. He



didn't understand it, and he didn't care. A maduidea had seized him that perhaps once day,
his entire leg...

But he would not let his thoughts go there in thglight. He still wore the old brown leather
shoe on his right foot, under his own bulky ridimgpt. He'd not taken it off since first donning it,
and he had no plans to.

Walter Fortune would never know the boot still éxtk and to hell with his crazed ideas of the
fabled Hunt. Nonsense. Impossible.

Isn't what's happening to you now impossible?

The shoe was Roderick's now. It was in his home deen meant for him to find, he was certain
of it.

Miss Fortune finished the last chorus and Leo apjdd enthusiastically.

"Here, here!" Roderick added. "Well done, Lady Miela."

She gave a dainty bow over her pommel. "You botht@o kind."

"Oh, no, your voice has no equal. | am certairt,bfRoderick argued. "I've traveled quite far,

my lady, and | assure you it is exquisite."”

Leo nodded. "Aid-ee Mike-lah sing pity, Papa.

"She most certainly does." Roderick cupped the tiegd below his own chin with one palm,
rather amazed at how good it felt to carry the bis lap. "Where should we be off to, now,
Leo? The shore?"

"Find nuts!" The boy pointed over the horse's headhere the road twisted into the heart of the
forest, and Roderick's left foot itched madly.

As if she sensed his discomfort, Michaela turnstight frown to him, her hand going
mindlessly to her bosom. "There likely are nong le¢o. Perhaps—"

"Nuts!" Leo said again. "Pees? Ee-oh see skurls!"

Michaela was afraid of the wood, Roderick couldl #ahd the relentless sensation in his left boot
warned him. But his right boot spurred him. Theaswo need to pander to such nonsense. It
was his wood. A harmless tract of forest.

"Just for a little while, Leo," Roderick said, hagithe confidence in his voice would put
whatever worried Miss Fortune to rest. "And thénhbtack to the keep for your lie-down, all
right?"

"All wite. Papa.”

Roderick urged his mount forward with a smile foichaela, entering the woodland road as if
passing into a cave, even though the arching bemncherhead were long bare. It was several
moments before he heard the clop of Michaela's timliowing them.

A thousand eyes seemed to be watching Michaela, &wery knot of wood, every black mound
of soggy leaves. She could hear Leo's carefregechmag to Roderick up ahead, see his short arm
dart out from one side then the next of the large npointing at this or that with awe and
excitement.

But traveling slowly, warily behind them, Michaaldiead swiveled at each creak of wood, each
rustle in the underbrush, as if she was keepingiwaver the males ahead, although what she
was protecting them from, she did not know.

Her most recent nightmare bloomed fresh in her pmmate sounds than images: the pounding
hooves again; screeches and screams; dogs bayarfgaden, malevolent moon; the growls of
some hungry creature, searching for fresh, warmadla

Michaela's heart thrashed in her chest, and pdréofvanted to spur her mount forward to the
safety of Roderick's side, even though she wdshstit and angry over his ultimatum of the
night before. But another part of her warned herrha@nmother's voice, no less—to not get too
close to Roderick Cherbon in this deep, quiet wdtodas dangerous, dangerous....

And then the hair on her arms stood up as the nagnbl her head was matched by
reverberations in the road itself. Ahead of herd&ak pulled his mount to a stop, turned his
horse sideways in the middle of the road. As Mitdémked at him, she saw her own emotions
reflected in his strong, scarred face: alarm, asvihent, panic.

She was not imagining the hoofbeats. And they weteng closer.



Roderick's horse half reared on its hind legs, ioguiseo to squeal with delight, and Roderick
had to fight the beast down. "Michaela, go baclkd'chlled, his voice commanding and yet
unsure at the same time. "Hurry!"

Michaela's muscles tensed, ready to pull at thesref the dancing mare, but Leo's small face
poking out of his hood caused her to kick the héoseard, calling, "Give me Leo!" even as her
mount jumped toward them.

"There's not time!" Roderick cried. "You must flge wood now, Michaela—"

She skidded her mare sideways and the two mousbed together, pinning Roderick's left leg
from the knee down between the two barrel chestiseohorses.

Roderick did not so much as cry out.

"Give him to me!" Michaela demanded. "Give him te,mow! Hurry!"

The hoofbeats were all around them now, shakingréeelimbs and jarring the bits of detritus
on the road. Michaela reached for the boy in tlleesmoment that Roderick was pushing Leo
off his saddle by his rump, the little boy lookingwildered and frightened. He landed across
Michaela and scrambled up her front to straddle lmerlittle arms around her neck like a noose.
"Now, go!" Roderick shouted. "Go!"

But it was too late. Both Roderick's and Michaeh#ads swiveled to the bend in the road ahead,
as the swelling of hooves broke in announcemetttetrriving riders.

Michaela wrapped her arms around Leo and whispébehr God, protect us!"

The sleek muzzle of a jet-black steed strainedraddiie bend, steamy breath snorting from its
nostrils, his rider tall and slender and clothethim garb of a black knight. This craven stallion
was instandy joined by its companion: a low, shagdyte—

Pony.

"What in the name of fuck?" the black rider criadd reined his horse to a halt, causing the
stallion to scream indignantiy. He threw back log.c

The imposing rider on the dire-looking steed wasenother than Sir Hugh Gilbert, Lord of
Nothing.

And on the dainty little pony to his side rode ygurady Elizabeth Tornfield.

Roderick didn't know whether to kiss Hugh, or sglarhim. His heart was pounding so in his
chest that he thought it to explode.

Had he expected to be descended upon by the Ferfabéed Hunt? And Michaela had been as
frantic to get her and Leo away from the road akRaderick. Did she fear the same? He didn't
know, didn't dare ask. But the maddening itch sléft boot had at last faded away to nothing
once more.

"Lady Michaela!" the young girl cried, and kickedrtpony into a run.

"Hello, Hoo!" Leo shouted, and waved a chubby attihe black-clad rider.

Still at Roderick's side, Michaela gasped. "ElizhbgV/hat in heaven's name are you doing
here?"

In seconds, the two small parties of riders wenggjd. Michaela handed Leo, arms already
outstretched, to Hugh before dismounting and mgetia Tornfield girl in a consuming embrace.
The little girl was sobbing uncontrollably.

"Hello, Pus," Hugh said to Leo, and returned thgdembrace with a half smile. "The pair of
you out for a jaunt with Miss

Fortune, eh?" At these words he turned a raisedreyeto Roderick. "Very cozy, Rick. How in
holy hell did you manage to mount? Surely you didave a stable hand help you—Miss
Fortune, was it?"

Roderick waved the man's question away with a essdhand, not prepared to answer Hugh now.
In fact, he'd given no thought at all as to hownmaild explain his vasdy improved condition to
his friend. He dreaded the moment when Hugh woeddhsm walk, or insist on helping him
remove his footwear.

"What's the girl doing here?" Roderick growled,ngli;ag at Tornfield's daughter still entangled
with Michaela.

Hugh rolled his eyes and sighed. "She followed time sneaky little brat."



"Why didn't you return her?" Roderick asked in gpaaation. The sight of Michaela so
obviously happy to see the girl caused a nausesulsa$ unreasonable jealousy in Roderick. He
wanted Michaela to have naught to do with her ddaifen&ornfields— especially not now, when
they were so close to wedding.

"What? And waste more of my time?" Hugh shook feiach "I would have had to stay on
another night, and she would have only followedagain. Persistent thing. | tell you, Rick, she
was determined to reunite with her beloved Missure. Any matter, her father and stepmother
aren't far behind us. They can take her back thisesd'm sleeping in my own bed tonight,
right, Worm?" Hugh tweaked Leo's nose and the bogled.

"Wite, Hoo.

"Tornfield's on your heels?" Roderick asked. Heusthdrain Hugh. "Why could you not simply
wait for them to catch up to you, then? Jesus, Huljle no patience for this."

"Ha! No, thank you." Hugh laughed. "They've scresthnd bellowed after me the entire way.
I've dealt with them on my own long enough for ragtés. Besides, Harliss rides with them." He
gave an exaggerated shudder. "They seem to geitlomer quite well. Shit-rat mad, the whole
lot."

At the mention of Harliss's name, Leo clung to Hagtnic, but his head turned to Roderick.
"Her get me, Papa!"

Hugh beat him to answering the boy. "She wouldaredSquid. I'll chop off her head and have it
in a stew, first."

Leo looked unconvinced, and sent worried eyes ba&oderick, as if seeking reassurance.
"She shan't touch you, Leo," Roderick said, and eeaisain to look directly into the boy's eyes.
Leo's thin chest gave a great heave and he pattddriRk's shoulder. "All wite, Papa. All wite."
Ignoring Hugh's look of wary suspicion, Rodericknted his attention back to Michaela and the
Tornfield girl—for a mute, she certainly did seemtalk a lot. Michaela was on her knees in the
dirt, holding both of the girl's hands in her owhile the blond child sobbed and hiccoughed
around her words, pleading over something or other.

The sight worried Roderick.

His dread only increased when, again, rumbling les@choed down the corridor of the tree-
lined road, and in a moment, a trio of riders appea

"Don't let them take me from you," Elizabeth beggedhe riders came into view. "Please,
Michaela!"

"Elizabeth, you must go home with your father," Naela said, as gently as possible. She
sympathized with the girl's dislike of Juliette tichaela knew that Alan Tornfield loved his
daughter to distraction, and would never let amgthbad happen to her.

Well, that's what Michaela thought, until she tutier head and saw Harliss accompanying the
Tornfields.

"Oh, and they've brought Nurse, too!" Elizabethtsab "She'll be so disappointed!"

"Nurse?" Michaela asked in disbelief, and her headked to find Roderick. The giant man only
stared down at her, his earlier, strange, but mestome joviality vanished. Michaela looked
back at Elizabeth. "Your father has installed Harlas your nurse?"

" Of course he has!" Elizabeth wailed, jerking oithela's hands. "That's what you wanted,
isn't it? | know you sent her to take care of nm&l she is lovely, but | want you, Michaela!"
Michaela knew her mouth was hanging open. She apestk to Alan immediately—and Juliette,
as well, if need be. The Tornfields must not alldarliss near any child, but especially not
Michaela's dear Elizabeth.

Good heavens, she and Roderick had sent the embwdhere as little more than a slave—not
to be a respected family servant. The very thougdde Michaela queasy.

"Elizabeth Tornfield!" Alan shouted as he brougistimount to a halt and swung down to the
road. His face was ruddy beneath his blond hashadll take a switch to you, young woman!"
"Papa, no!" Elizabeth cried, and darted behind ld&ta, who rose to stand.



As Alan walked toward her, his blond hair seemeltliduhe cloud-covered wood, his mustache
ridiculous, his shoulders narrow. The skin of lsisd was perfect, unflawed—adolescently soft
looking.

Even his stride wasn't as manly as Michaela remesdbéle had no heroic limp to speak of at
all.

Alan stopped midway between where Michaela unvgliirsheltered Elizabeth and where Hugh
and Roderick still sat their mounts.

"l beg pardon for this, Lord Cherbon," Alan saiifflst, with a bow to match, in Roderick's
direction. "But | did call to your man —several &#8) actually—to stop. When we would start to
gain on him, he would spur his mount."

"You calledT Hugh said airily, eyes wide. "I'd iza."

"It is of no consequence,” Roderick growled. "Tgker daughter and go, Tornfield."

Lady Juliette urged her mount forward, her smilevéng all two hundred of her big teeth.
"Elizabeth, dear, you frightened us all so! Legashome together—I am certain we can work
everything out."

"No!" Elizabeth shrieked from behind Michaela stiYou are not my mother! | hate you! | want
to stay with Michaela!"

"Elizabeth!" Harliss snapped on a gasp. "Thatdseadful thing to say—you will apologize this
instant!"

Michaela turned slightly to catch Elizabeth's reacttnd, to her surprise, the girl looked
properly chastised.

"I'm sorry, Nurse."

"Not to me," Harliss clarified, and her gray eyparkled, her gray teeth flashed behind dght lips.
"To Lady Juliette."

"I'm sorry, Lady Juliette."

Juliette's smile faltered, but only for a momeiitsguite all right, my dear. We still have
some—"

"But | don't want to go back with them, any matt&ijzabeth insisted, cutting off her
stepmother's attempt at magnanimity, and turnieggihg eyes to Michaela once more. "l want
to stay with you! Don't you love me anymore? Yodrdi even answer my letter!”

"Elizabeth, Tornfield Manor is no longer my homegdayour place is with your father and Lady
Juliette. I am to marry Lord Cherbon and live heith him and Leo."”

"AndSir Hugh," Hugh chimed in sunnily.

Michaela only threw him a black look.

Harliss got down from her mount and made to apgrddichaela and Elizabeth. "Elizabeth,
listen to me—"

On Hugh's lap, Leo whimpered and hid his face.

"Not one step closer, Harliss," Roderick growledot're frightening my son.”

For an instant, a glimpse of the old Harliss soakedugh the false exterior, but she covered it
up again with amazing speed.

"Forgive me, Lord Roderick," Harliss simpered. "ldeLeo. Darling, darlingboy." Then she
turned to Elizabeth again. "We've discussed thastyl Michaela can not be your companion any
longer. She has come to Cherbon to care for lithe, there, and I'm sure you can see that he is
very, very much loved by her. She is to be his mgtjou understand.”

The explanation should have been benign, but Mielfa# the twist of words as easily as a
knife. She knew they cut Elizabeth.

"But | had her first!" Elizabeth cried. She lookeapl at Leo and then back to Michaela. "It's
because of him that you won't come back, isnY@@ love him more than me.”

Alan raised his face to the sky and sighed. "Ektlbdon't do this." He stepped forward and
took his daughter's arm. "Come along, now. You laatesed enough trouble, and we are going
home."

"It's true, isn't it?" The girl glanced back at tjray old hag as if for reassurance.

"Elizabeth, I c/b still love you. You are very, yatear to me."



"But not dear enough," the girl spat. "I'm not asudas that sweet little baby, am 1?"

"Ee-oh no baby!" Leo laid one palm against Hughwsek, forcing him to look into his eyes.
"Hoo, Ee-oh no baby, wite?"

"Absolutely not,” Hugh cried in outrage. "You ar@raperly grown pain in my arse."

"No baby." Leo turned his glare to Elizabeth anetktout his tongue.

Michaela could not help the chirp of laughter testaped her. It was very poor timing, though,
as Elizabeth glared at her with bottomless hunmliain her eyes, and her chest heaved with
entrapped sobs.

"Very well, M-Miss F-Fortune. Good riddance to yo&he turned and flounced back to Harliss,
who readily took the girl into her long, gray arms.

The pain of Elizabeth's rebuke stabbed at Michdrliperhaps it was better for the girl to be
angry now. Angry perhaps, but Michaela needed suenthat she would be safe at Tornfield.
She reached out for Alan's arm as he turned tLgod Tornfield," she said in a lowered voice.
"About Harliss—"

"Oh. Yes, of course." Alan turned and bowed stiéfyain in Roderick's direction. "Thank you,
my lord, for sending Nurse to us. She has provete @ible and we are very pleased with her."
"Harliss was not sent to you as a nurse, Tornfiékdderick said. "The woman was relieved of
her position at Cherbon due to outrageous actssoibiordination, treachery, and the
endangering of my own son."

Alan looked shocked. He glanced back at HarlisgmviMichaela saw shake her head almost
imperceptibly.

"l see,” Alan said, slowly.

Lady Juliette had the bad taste to add her opitu@an already- strained conversation. "Oh,
well—you know, some humors are simply not compatifihe is working out quite splendidly
for us, my lord."

Michaela looked to Alan a final time. "l implore yoas a friend, and for Elizabeth's sake—"
"Leave it, Michaela," Alan said in a low voice. "W&efine—as are you, apparently.” It sounded
like an accusation.

"It was likely Harliss who urged Elizabeth to runay,” Michaela insisted in a whisper, but it
was not low enough.

Alan shook his head and walked back to his horse.

"Is that what you think, Miss Fortune?" Harliss @dkn an amused tone as she helped Elizabeth
onto her saddle. She brushed her hands and theoaappd. Michaela stood tall, even when
faced with the evil woman. "Perhaps you shouldSiskHugh why he would suggest Lady
Elizabeth ride her pony to the bridge with him,rthemm? Perhaps it is not | who seeks to lure
you from Cherbon, although it is true that | dahitk you deserve such a grand prize, either.
Perhaps someone else, someone who has given yime atvyour situation, seeks to rid himself
of your presence for his own benefit, and thoughide your weakness for Elizabeth to his
advantage?"

Michaela looked over at Hugh as Harliss stood taeface with her. Sir Hugh looked decidedly
uncomfortable, and Michaela became furious.

"Hugh?" Michaela heard Roderick say, but her aitb@enivas brought back to Harliss, whispering
in her face words meant for Michaela's ears alone.

"l warned you not to trifle with me, Miss Forturasd | am not finished with you, by far. With
any of you," she emphasized. "When you think tesmme again, remember this: cold water
does not trouble me, and my arms are very, veongtt

"You're mad," Michaela said, hearing the trembléan own voice. The woman made absolutely
no sense at all, and it was terrifying.

"Yes," Harliss hissed with a smile. "Quite. You mhbse, to bear what | have in my life."

Then she turned and was scrambling up onto heehiesa gray insect.

"Good day, Lord Cherbon, Lady Michaela," Alan Taeeid said. "Again, | apologize for any
trouble.”



"Think naught of it, Tornfield," Roderick answeré@f course you are all welcome to attend the
wedding. Next week, likely. I'll send word.” To Mhaela's ears, the invitation sounded like a
goad.

Alan nodded stiffly and then turned his horse atithe members of his household back down
the woodland road until they had all disappeared.

It was Roderick's voice that stirred Michaela frber stare.

"See that Miss Fortune and Leo are returned tielep safely, Hugh." He looked to the sky and
Michaela noticed it had gone cold, ash gray, treceghade of Harliss's eyes. "A storm comes
on quickly and | have business to tend to." Thesghered his mount into a gallop and was gone.
Michaela let her eyes pin Hugh Gilbert, who heltba- sleeping Leo cradled in one elbow
against his chest. "You brought her here, didnityglizabeth. For once, Harliss spoke true."
"Don't be silly," Hugh scoffed. "And you haven'tdpefollowing my advice, obviously."
"Obviously," Michaela sneered as she gained hermwouant with some difficulty. "If | had, |
doubt | would be getting married in a matter of slayr that Roderick would be spending so
much time with his son."

Hugh looked as if Michaela had slapped him. "Ifghase. It will pass. You don't know him as |
do."

"You're right, | don't know him as you do. And Irdiothink you know him at all." Michaela
nodded her head toward the road. "I'll follow you."

Hugh arched a sardonic eyebrow at her, but nudgechdunt forward all the same. "This should
be amusing," he muttered.

"Oh, I doubt you find anything about it funny iretkeast.”

Chapter Twenty-One

Michaela was unwilling to let Hugh from her sight £ven a moment, lest he try to cowardly
escape from the discussion she was determinedseowigh him, and so she followed him to
Leo's small but lavish chamber and oversaw himipgaihe boy in his bed for a late nap.
Beyond the boy's room, thunder rumbled like a wdrisd promise of punishment yet to come,
and Michaela knew Roderick was correct about theemding storm.

She watched Hugh's gentleness with Leo, the rgfibhhis hair, the tucking of the thick coverlet
securely under Leo's chin, nesting into the croibkeo's arm a ragged, stuffed, appendageless
doll. And even though she was furious at Rodericldsest friend, she realized that Hugh and
Leo truly loved each other, and it made Michaekst sorry for what she was about to say to him.
But not sorry enough to not say it.

Hugh straightened from the bed and seemed to givexasperated eyeroll to see Michaela still
standing near the doorway.

"You don't give up, do you?" he whispered, and wdlgast her through the doorway.

She followed close on his heels, pulling Leo's doosoftly after her. "Was it not you who told
me to be relentless?"

Hugh walked down the corridor ahead of her andwthis hands over his head. "Absolutely no
concept of context!" He glanced over his shoultdéery well, then—where would you give me
your fierce dressing-down for whatever atrocities Yelieve I've executed against you, Miss
Fortune?"

"Your chamber is closest, is it not?"

A score more paces and Hugh shoved open a dodreaight side of the corridor. Michaela
realized that Sir Hugh's room lay between Leo'sRoderick's, and she was not at all surprised.
She followed him into the room.

All of the suites at Cherbon were lavishly outfittérom the architecture itself to the rich
furnishings, but Hugh's room was luxurious to tkizeme. It seemed as if he had taken bits from
all about the keep—from about the world, really-ddorate his private space, and Michaela
imagined the room would rival many a royal chamber.

There were wide, upholstered benches and armclifagis velvets glistening in the dim light and
tossed over with rich throws and cushions; thickjed rugs in vivid colors Michaela had
never seen covered the whole of the floor, givimgroom a close, hushed atmosphere, and she



felt as though she was walking on a dense matfféssbed was draped in what appeared to be
bright silks, with more shiny cushions and throassed about and slinked over the edges of the
mattress. Bright, polished weaponry —some piecés gtrange—adorned the walls, between
elaborate tapestries depicting scenes of men ttepat old Roman gods, of people in various
stages of undress. Giant, dyed feathers and drass$egs stood in tall ceramic urns. The room
had a sweet smell of lingering incense and Michhathto admit that she was quite jealous of
Sir Hugh Gilbert's home at Cherbon.

"l am rather surprised you took it upon yourselh&dp Rick mount a horse. Looking at you, one
would not think you had the strength.” The man ke down in one of the upholstered chairs,
tossing one leg carelessly over the arm. He latetingers together over his chest and regarded
her with weary amusement. Outside, the rain arrove@herbon with a roar.

"l likely don't,” Michaela answered. "Roderick mded on his own."

Hugh's eyebrows shot up. "Obviously he had a stadnteassist him before you arrived.”

"No, we all—he and | and Leo—arrived at the stabdgether. | saw him mount. He seemed to
do quite fine—why would you insist he need help?"

"l don't know why you're lying to me but—"

"I'm not lying to you! Ask him yourself."

"Fine! I will! Now get on with whatever you have say before | throw you out of this room.
You're terribly annoying, Miss Fortune, and | h&ael quite my fill already of annoying
women." He sighed and leaned his head back agamshair, his eyes closing as if already
dismissing her.

Michaela felt there was no need to dance aroundubgect. "Why do you hate me? What have |
done to offend you so, Sir Hugh, that you wouldaétto sabotage not only my own efforts at
Cherbon, but Roderick's very future at his famibyrte?"

"Oh, spare me," Hugh muttered.

"No, I shan't," Michaela insisted with a frown. W@sn't going to quip his way out of this. "You
lured Elizabeth Tornfield here with hopes that shght persuade me to leave Cherbon, didn't
you?"

"You're paranoid, Miss Fortune," he scoffed.

"l am not! You gave me advice under the guise elpimg me,' and each time | followed it,
Roderick moved farther away!"

Hugh held up both palms and raised his eyebrowseriTyou obviously executed my advice
incorrectiy. Proof that you are no woman for RodeCherbon,” he said simply.

"l am the O/J//woman for him," Michaela insistednd how dare you think to take upon
yourself the machinations of his life! You are saped to be his closest friend!"

"l am his closest friend."”

"No! No, you're not!" Michaela stepped toward himey fists clenched at her sides to keep from
throwing something at him. "A friend would seekaid Roderick in gaining everything he
desires, everything he needs—not plot against bikeép him weak and miserable."”

Hugh laughed.” You are the interloper here, Misgufe. | have known Roderick for more than
three years. | have been through batde with hicknsiss, seen him over Death's very threshold
and back again. If there is one of us in this chemho knows what Roderick needs, well'—he
looked her up and down — it is certainly not yoknbw you've fooled yourself into thinking
you might one day come to love him, but in truthyau will be good for is making him
miserable."

"l already love him," Michaela said fiercely.

Hugh seemed more than a little shocked for seveoahents. But he recovered, and his smug
look returned. "You may think you do, but you ddanily know him. He is a wealthy novelty for
you,

and perhaps a bit of a charity. But for myself, lfeo—the three of us have a history together.
You can never surmount that. You're an outsider."

"Perhaps | was when you departed for Tornfield,imutonger,” Michaela challenged. "He's
sought me out in your absence, confided in me."



Hugh smirked. "Really? And what great secrets @idnipart, hmm? What he wanted for his
din-din?"

"He told me about Aurelia. That Leo is not his $grhis blood."

"Well, that Is impressive, | concede. But it's Hgrgsbmething that you would not have learned
eventually, any matter." Hugh shrugged. Then heseyarrowed, and a wicked gleam came into
them. "Has he told you he will never make love ¢oy"

Michaela's face burned. "Yes. But | believe | charge that. It's only.. .only reluctance due to—
Hugh laughed uproariously. "You can't change tthatky! Trust me, that condition is most
permanent.” His face sobered. "You think you'velgot though, don't you? That you and he
and Leo are going to be one jolly family, and Misstune will right any little trouble Lord
Cherbon seems to have, isn't that it? Thank yotespmuch, Sir Hugh, for devoting your life to
this man and his son, but now that I'm here, weshravfurther need of you. Good day and good
luck. Well, I will tell you now,

Michaela"—Hugh rose from his chair suddenly andasxded on her—"you will never do it. You
can never know the man he was before Heraclea—Indikethis father he was when he came to
batde."

His very stance before Michaela seemed to challeege'Did he tell you, when we engaged, all
of us were nearly starved, our supply routes hakewn cut off for weeks? There were few
horses left for the soldiers to fight on becauseateethem, Miss Fortune. We were ambushed in
our camp, in the dark of night. Most men were staeiged before they could gain their feet and
flee, and the ones who did escape—myself and twergés included—could only do so because
Roderick mounted his own horse and rushed intnd b&attackers alone. A score of Saracen
soldiers on horseback, armed with lances and swewEmed ‘round him like beez-z-z-z." He
let the last word draw out maliciously. "I watchied-weaponless, helpless! They dragged him
from his horse and only left him because they thotgm dead. Roderick Cherbon's last act of
selflessness saved my life."

Michaela's throat was so tight she could barelgdavords through it. "But did you not also save
his? By taking him to Aurelia?"

"What | did was no noble act. | had already logrgthing, | had nothing to go back to. No
home, no family, all my friends were dead, savenia® who had saved me. Roderick was the
only sane thing left to cling to. Him, and then Leo

"You saved Roderick's life so that you would haemeone to support you?"

"l wish it were as simple as greed! | took him torélia so that he might live, yes, but | needed
him to live so that | could spend the rest of nfig trying to repay him for what he did. My life,

at last, had meaning, purpose.” Hugh stepped ctoddichaela. "Every move Roderick makes,
every word he utters, every curse at me, everiatstigw for you, stems from that battle. From
what he lost when his father forced him on thagnmhage. Roderick was never like Magnus—
the man who drove Dorian mad, mad enough to kibdig leaving her only surviving child in
the clutches of those monsters. And now Roderickaes it was he who had it wrong all
along—his father was the man in the right. | amdhly one who can change that, for | am the
only one who knows what he's been through.”

"Noble sentiments, Sir Hugh," Michaela said. "Bdbh't believe it. Roderick needs a woman—
a wife. He needs softness in his life now, andnl-e&

"You can't be his woman, you stupid bitch! He wdettyou!"

"He will in time!" Michaela insisted. "Because M® him, Hugh! I've told Roderick as | will tell
you: they're only scars! | don't care—"

"They're not just scars, Michaela!" Hugh roared &fichaela thought she saw a welling of tears
in Hugh's cold eyes. "His leg is goner

Michaela went stone-cold in an instant, and clalisrtook her skin. "Why.. .why would you say
such a thing, Hugh?"

"Because it's true." There were tears in Hugh's-eyeld, angry, resentful. Guilty. "A
handsbreadth below Roderick's left knee—nothingaésdlo foot, no ankle, no calf.”



"That's impossible,” Michaela whispered.

"/ was there when they took it. | held him down."

"But he walks! His boots—"

"His left boot is a construction. Wood, wool—leatls&raps to above his knee. That's how |
know you lied to me when you said he mounted hisdnalone—what's left of his leg and the
boot he wears has not the strength to see hinthetsaddle, and to mount with his right is
impossible; his left leg has not the flexibility taise up and over."

"But he did mount alone, | saw him!" Michaela feffte had been flung back into one of her
nightmares.

"You likely saw what Rick wanted you to see, is Alhd that is why he will never make love to
you. He is not whole. He feels he is no longer a+wean't mount a horse properly, can't fight.
He would never let you see him like that. Only @ely.. .me, Miss Fortune."

"But he"—Michaela swallowed hard. "He's destroyedviralking stick. He no longer uses it!
Since you've been gone—"

"l don't know what game you play, but | will notad it to continue,” Hugh growled, and for the
first time, Michaela knew a growing fear of thisldaome, lanky man. He was furious with her.
"You don't deserve a man like Roderick Cherbon, lamill not let you have him!"

Michaela huffed a nervous laugh. "Why, Sir Huglsaunds as though you yourself are in lo—"
Michaela broke off abruptly as Hugh Gilbert's fpeded and he turned away from her.

She brought a hand to her mouth for a moment,apitdtes fell into place. "You 're In love with
him," she whispered.

After a moment, he glanced over his shoulder gtditrough his eyes fell short of her face. A
slight, sad smile lifted the corner of his moutBuilty,” he said quietly.

"Oh my God." Michaela walked past Hugh to sit uppme of the upholstered benches. Her legs
would no longer support her. "Does he know?"

Hugh laughed. "Of course not. What kind of foolyda take me for, Miss Fortune? | know that
any affection Rick holds for me is not.. .is notloé same nature as my own. But | don't care. |
only want..." He trailed off with a wave of his fthn

"You only want to be with him," Michaela supplied.

Hugh nodded. "It is enough for me. Him and Leoh@ps you are not so stupid, after all.”

"But if you know that he will never—why can you rlet me have a chance to make him happy,
as a woman can? As Roderick wants?"

"Womanly affection—bah," Hugh scoffed. "Overrat&@u don't know that's what Roderick
wants."

"l do. He's shown me, in his chamber, and mine¢hdela said gently. Oddly, she no longer
wanted to hurt Hugh, but he must know that Michaedald not give Roderick up. She loved
him, too.

He looked toward the long windows of his chambarkdave for the shocking flashes of
lightning. "What are you going to do then, Misstiioe? Out me? Tell Rick my sordid little
secret so that he might loathe and detest me aod tine from Cherbon? Would you see me
ruined to the very end?"

"He wouldn't,” Michaela said. "He cares for you taach, Hugh. But, no, I will not disclose
your secret."

Hugh glanced at her again, and Michaela thougmohienger looked like the smooth, polished
man she had known him as. He looked lonely andeshakd sad, and Michaela felt his rejection
from where she sat.

"Thank you, Miss Fortune."

"But | will not stop trying to win him," Michaelaagd. "We are to be married, and | would have
him as my husband in truth. Perhaps the three,ofaxsand | and Leo, we could give him the
happiness, the friendship he deserves?"

"Perhaps," Hugh said. "But you know it would newerk for long."

Michaela frowned. "l don't understand.”



"One man, two lovers—messy business." Hugh les&idonic smile slip onto his face briefly.
"He must choose one of us.”

"l agree," Michaela said. "And when he does, wetrhasor his choice.”

"You're saying that if Rick sends you away, yogdP"

"I'll go," Michaela promised.

"Even though it means the ruination of your famégpd that Rick will likely be forced to leave
England with Leo and me?"

"I'll go," Michaela repeated solemnly. "But you nhagree that, if he chooses me, you will no
longer try to interfere in our relationship, or etdge my efforts with him. | would not see you
turned away from Cherbon for what you've done fod&ick and Leo, but should you force my
hand, Hugh..."

Hugh gave her a sad smile. "I'll not force yourdhadiss Fortune. | do have some pride left.”
Michaela rose and stuck out her hand. "We are dgtben?"

Hugh clasped her fingers and looked directiy irgo ¢yes. "You weren't supposed to fall in love
with him," he said quietly, and then released lesrch "But we are agreed. Now, how are we to
go about finding out about his.. .you know." Hugtt a shuffling dance.

But Michaela was already on her way toward the dawd unwilling to tell Hugh the nature of
her desperate mission. She paused, her hand dai¢heto look back at him. "You'll mind Leo

if I'm not back before he wakes?"

Hugh frowned. "Of course. | daresay I've been dditgnger than you have and am leagues
better at it, any matter. I'm rather surprised &€ ot come for me already because of the
storm."

Michaela smiled. "Thank you, Hugh."

"Miss Fortune,” Hugh called as she was just sligpinto the corridor, and she paused. "What are
you going to do?"

Michaela closed the door softly.

The corridor was black, icy and damp, but beneatigbwn, the link was warm against her skin.
Had Michaela withdrawn it on its long chain, shewdbhave seen its glow.

The storm beyond the thick walls of the keep wassewing and every stone-jarring boom of
thunder caused her already- pounding heart to studdher chest. There were no windows in
the dark corridor, but for once, Michaela was géad. She thought that if she was made to look
upon the startling, dazzling lightning, she may pie of fright.

Michaela had the distinct feeling that this waswomal storm. She could feel its malevolent
heaviness creep through the corridor along the sglam of floor and wall, as if watching her
with gray eyes, trailing her, waiting for the opfaore moment to strike, to stop her from doing
what she intended.

In a moment, she stood before Roderick's door|&tdner cheek against the wood, her eyes
closed, straining for any sound from beyond. Betttitunder was coming in waves now,
thwarting her. Like the relentless hoofbeats ofiadred horses carrying their vengeful riders
from the darkness, it crashed louder with eachntgeperhaps now only as far away as the black
bend of the corridor.

She let her fingertips skitter down the smooth wtmthe latch of the door and opened it in the
masking silence of the thunder.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Roderick let the lightning lash him as he lay os lhed, as if the white-hot flashes would cleanse
him of his damned uncertainty, of his fear of higndife waiting for him beyond his safe
chamber—what he was, what he was becoming.

His nonexistent left foot itched madly again, anok everything he had not to spring his body
together on the mattress and claw at his bootigonid heel into the coverings. It was madness,
madness, and he knew it.

He had still not removed his boots, and now he afiesd to. More afraid of it than he had ever
been in the whole of his life. He was fairly centaif what he would find if he did: the same
thing that had been there when he pulled the boot o



Nothing, of course.

But what frightened him was the possibility thatere removed the boot, the sensations he'd
felt for the past two days, the increased mobiigyhad, would vanish. As if, by taking off the
boot, he would renege on his part of the bargaihateunknowingly entered into with some dark
force.

He could not lose his leg again. Not when he washeginning to feel like a whole man once
more. He didn't know how he was going to explate iHugh, who would surely interrogate him.
Hugh was the only soul at Cherbon who knew thehiersecret of Roderick's left boot, and
Roderick could not put his friend off for long.

What of Michaela Fortune? When and how would he tleher? Would he even be forced to?
It was madness, he knew, to consider that his gy.wregenerating. Madness! But Roderick
could feel it—the flesh, the bone—and it gave hina insane idea that one day, one day, he
could mayhap be the husband to Miss Fortune thatamted to be. A father to Leo. Cherbon's
lord.

Roderick threw his forearm over his eyes with aasyanother blinding flash of lightning
stuttered across his bed. He wanted his motherodan he had not seen in a score of years,
whose memory was soft about the edges, whose ésatwere blurred by dme and pain. He could
see her lying in her bed—she was forever in herHegel long hair caught under her shoulders,
her face pale, her eyes dim. She had been Rodeack/ source of comfort in all the early years
of his young life, even as constantly ill as sheswaut his mother had been wrong in her
convictions all along... and Magnus had been righte again. Roderick was weak. He felt the
madness turning in his brain, catching in his chiketa heavy sob, and the itch, the constant
itch...

"You're a big boy now, Roderick, | know, " she stichim. "But not so grown that you mayn't
come and sit with me, hmm?"

He climbed readily upon her bed, a large lad foenjears, and lay down carefully next to her.
She was so slight, smaller even than Roderick Hipresed he was mindful of her frailty.

But she raised her pale white hand and laid it@lus face, gave him a rare smile—her strength
was so little now.

"You are my most cherished possession, " she wtadp&Vy greatest accomplishment. | love
you so very, very much."

The lightning flashed and thunder growled menaginas if something black—or mayhap only
gray—was biding its time beyond the curtained bed.

"If I must go away, will you be all right?"

"Where are you going, Mother?"

She stroked her thumb lighdy along his cheek—arRiaderick it felt like a soft, budding leaf,
cool and fragile.

"Your father is a hard man, Roderick, this you knéwd though he thinks you weak, like me, |
know differendy. You are strong. A strong boy, whitl be a strong man. Stronger than
Magnus."

"Stronger than Father?" Roderick didn't think tivas possible. Magnus was a mountain, a
world unto himself.

Dorian nodded, her hair making a shushing sounthsigthe pillow. "He senses that your
strength is different from his and it frightens hiklagnus is strong in his body, in his will. You,
my love, my beloved, are strong of heart. " Shehbed her forefinger to his bony chest. "And
that sort of strength can change not only Cherhaan change the whole, whole world."

His mother drew a shallow breath. "If | must go gn@o not think unkindly of me. | am as your
father accuses—weak. And | am so very tired, mgldwannot bear another.. .1 cannot bear It,
you see."

Roderick did not see. " Where would you go, MotHen@ asked again. "May | come, too ? " He
did not like this conversation —it frightened hirte wanted to lie here, in the soft quiet of his
mother's presence forever. It was the only pladaesworld he felt safe. If she were to go away,
he would be left only with his father, and Harlibse Heartless....



"One thing you are to remember always: | love ydave you, Roderick, as God loves you.
Wholly. And perfectly. And should you one day wontleat | did not love you enough, would
that you think of God to remind you. And if everwythink God has forsaken you, would that
you call me to mind. One day, you will understainid.t

Roderick didn 't understand it at all, but he natldeyway, so as not to upset his mother. She
needed her rest.

She smiled at him again. "Now "—she reached herfarther across his body and Roderick felt
her weak tug. He aided her by moving closer, sottier bodies touched and they lay eye to eye
on her pillow. She stroked his hair away from loisehead, over and over. "Let me look at you
for a while. You may sleep if you like."

Roderick nodded, snuggled down into the pillow sraelled of the soap the maid used on her
hair, and also her tangy, sour iliness. His mogtidrher head forward and pressed her lips to his.
Roderick smiled at the happy feeling in his bedlgd although he tried very hard to keep his
eyes open, to look into his mother's eyes and boltb that happy feeling, she was stroking his
hair again, and he could feel himself sinking domto sleep....

The crashing thunder shook him awake with a chdd/sof "Mother! " and he looked around the
dark bed.

Dorian was gone, the blanket that had covered tvrtassed over Roderick’s legs, the mattress,
the pillow still carrying the slight impression loér body, her head.

His mother had gone away.

And Roderick would never see her again.

The lightning flashed over his mumbled cry, hisrtented writhing. Why would he call to mind
such a terrible memory, tonight of all nights? kel Imot thought of Dorian Cherbon's last hours
on earth for many years, and tonight his motheosds haunted him in time with the throbbing
itch of his left foot.

She had been the only person in the whole of feigdi say she loved him.

Until Leo. And Michaela Fortune.

He had failed them all.

Roderick threw his fists into the mattress at lde &nd gave a ragged howl of pain, his eyes
squeezed shut against the horror that swooped @ftonlike the storm flying beyond the keep.
"Roderick," a woman's voice whispered, and he thot@ a moment that madness had at last
fully claimed him.

But when he opened his eyes, the lightning studtaceoss one half of Michaela Fortune's face
as she leaned over him.

"It's all right," she said, climbing onto the ma#is, across his body. She kissed his cheeks. "I'm
here now. I'm here."

Michaela didn't know if Roderick had been dreamingf, as she lowered her head to next kiss
his mouth, the lightning showed

her his face and his eyes were wild. She touchedigseto his gently. He didn't fight her, but
neither did he respond.

She was straddling him awkwardly, her skirt puliigghit over his abdomen and around her thighs,
but she didn't want to move just yet—he needectaiged to her touch, the weight of her body
atop his.

"I'm here for you," she whispered in his ear. "Bibiof you."

"You're making a mistake," he growled back, an ahiso weary from his ensnarement that the
worst he could do was a frightening sound.

She shook her head. "No. | have made many mistadfese— some | admit were with you. But
not this night.”

"l can't love you. Not like you want me to. | doeien think | can love Leo." His voice caught,
as if he would weep.

"l want you to love me—and Leo—however you can.tid@nough.” Then she kissed him
again, more deeply. He still did not respond. Steed her head only slightly, whispering the



words into his mouth as the thunder crashed artherd. "And until you can, | will love you
both enough for all of us."

This time when she kissed him, he kissed her back.

Michaela let her hands come up from the mattre$ésioe his face, allowing the weight of her
upper body to sink onto

Roderick's chest. He felt thick and hard and stieergeath her, and it fdled her with an odd
sense of power, to have this giant of a man berfeathalmost at her mercy.

Almost.

Roderick's hands came gendy, hesitantly, to Midselb cage and she wondered if he could
feel her heart thrashing against his palms. Higditips began a gende exploration of her sides,
to the sensitive areas under her arms and at thre ofiher breasts.

She was nervous to her very core. In all her wildginings of what her first time with a man
would be like, she never thought it would be stagyiplg the aggressor. It was as if she was
taking her own virginity, and again she felt thati@ess of power.

She raised up, sitting fully on his hips now, aftdragiving him a moment to protest—which he
did not—she eased one side of her wide, scoopeiddddwn over her shoulder. She slid her
arm from the gown and then pushed the other sidandim a moment, the upper part of her
gown was gathered around her waist, and her nigpiekered in the chill of the dark room.

The lightning flashed again, revealing her nakednasd beneath her, Roderick gasped.

"You are beautiful,” he said, his voice full of wasT and despair, too. "Too beautiful for me."
Michaela shook her head, and then reached dowmddrands. She placed them on both her
breasts, closing her eyes at the contact. Hiswsksso hot on her chilled flesh that she expected
to hear a sizzle. After a moment, she commanded'fiRaise up, my lord. Take off your shirt."
He froze for a beat of time, but then used hiswkand then his hands to bring his face to hers.
He jerked his shirt over his head and had seizedhddila's arms and pulled her back down to the
mattress with him before his shirt had time toti floor.

If she had thought his hands on her bare breasgtslel&ious, the sensation of his naked torso
pressed against her transported Michaela into anetbrld. The hair of his chest and trailing
down his stomach felt like soft grass on warm,dsehrth. And when he kissed her again, she
could feel each twitch of his powerful muscles,tetimrum of blood in his veins. His arms
around her felt as immense and solid as the verytsk storm raging around them, certain and
relentless and, yes, frightening.

She broke away from his mouth with no little effarid struggled to the side of him, placing a
hand on his chest when he would have risen. In@mend, she had shimmied out of the rest of
her gown and kicked it from the bed into the d&t&r hands went boldly to the ties at his waist.
"What are you doing?" Roderick asked gruffly, atlwhamazement in his voice.

"What do you think I'm doing?"

"Making a mess of my laces likely," he said.

Michaela chuckled and flung the long ties up ongostomach. "You do it, then."

In the murky darkness, she could see him shakledad. "This is a mistake, Michaela."

"No, it isn't." She was dred of waiting for him. &ing behind her toward his right boot, she
felt for the cold hilt of his hidden dagger.

Roderick became instantly alarmed as she movet teét. "No—stop—"

But she had the blade in hand before he couldaise with one swift flick of her wrist, she drew
the dagger's sharp edge up the center of the ldulsi&aces created. Aided by his erection, his
breeches pulled apart soundlessly, save for thestof breath that came from the Lord of
Cherbon, himself.

Michaela tossed the blade over the edge of theabddt disappeared into the darkness with a
clang.

The lightning flashed again, two, three times, iregdhe blackness of the bed. Michaela
glimpsed Roderick's face, pale and creased andegloget drawn with intense passion and need.
"l can never be the man you want me to be," Rokevarned her, each word wracked with pain
and shame.



"You already are." Pulling apart his breeches fuiig manhood sprung free, Michaela threw her
leg over Roderick's hips. She took him in her halespite his strangled, "Michaela, wait," and
without giving herself time to be afraid, Michasink onto him.

Her cry mingled with Roderick’'s—pain and wonder &at. She settled onto his length with
difficulty, but did not relent until she had takieim all. She paused for a moment as the
throbbing pain receded and then slowly, she begaidé him, the link around her neck
swinging in time to her movements, out over Rodesitace, making a warped ring of shadow
when the lightning flashed.

He caught it in his hand, pulled her forward ondhest once more.

Michaela writhed atop Roderick, keeping him enstblvg her body. Bringing her hands to her
neck, she lifted the chain over her head and placacer Roderick's in one fluid motion. She
kissed him deeply before pushing herself arightg@inking onto him fully once more.

Roderick brought his hands up, his arms crookedeaelbows, as if in surrender to her, and
Michaela laced her fingers in his. The metal liakted in the center of his breastbone, and
seemed to glow brighter with each flash of lightnibright white rays bursting from it like a
small, fantastic sun. With each ebb and flow of eraent, Roderick kept time with his sighs, his
groans, and the vulnerability of him sped Michaepaission, prompted her to

rock her hips faster. Making love to Roderick tdnigias not for Michaela's pleasure, but she
could feel a tightness winding in her, an urgergchior something, something.. .and she raced
toward it.

She felt him grow inside her, heard his groans argwut, longer and longer, his panting taking
his words and tying them into unintelligible knosd she knew that his time was very near. She
was close, too, so close, and so she rode fasteped, letting loose her own throaty cries as she
felt him in her very core, it seemed.

And then it started for her, an expanding aroursddngth, slowly, infinitely, as if time had
stopped, and then in a wink, her whole body, hesle/kvorld collapsed in with a crash and she
cried out, froze.

Roderick gave a guttural yell and strained his hipsard, driving into her one time on his own,
deeply, and his passion, too, erupted.

The link fell dim once more.

Michaela slumped to Roderick's side, feeling himp stotically from her body. They lay in the
dark together, without words, chasing their owralits, for a long time.

Finally, Roderick spoke.

"Why did you give me the link? Your mother told yeu

"To never take it off, | know," Michaela finishedigtly. "But that was before | had you to
protect me. Remember, on the cliff, you promisegdrtiiect me. And | believe you will."

"I remember. But, Michaela, | cannot protect yowagsoper husband should. I.. .it is the same
reason why | would not make love to you. Why | abitve thought of being naked in your—"
"Roderick, | know," she whispered.

"No, you don't. You can't possibly—"

"lknow." Michaela pulled his head to look at hdrkiiow about your leg."” He simply stared at
her, and she saw his throat working as he swallotéagh told me."

"You knew.. .you knew before—" He let the quesdai iway, but Michaela knew what he was
asking.

"Yes, | knew before we made love."

Roderick made a growling sound, and looked away fner. "Why?" he rasped. "Why have you
done this?"

Michaela sat up, propped on one arm. "Becauseel you, Roderick. And | wanted to show you
are a man, the man, to me and for me. The man t aamy husband, in every way. Your scars,
your injuries, they make you perfect to me."

"Stop!"

"No, | won't stop," she said gently. "You must knthis before either of us can continue. | made
love to you tonight so that you could see that gminot just a weighty purse to me, or a more



noble tide, or a grand keep. | want you for who goey, right now. And if you want me, then you
will take me for who | am, right now. You will lovae as a wife, true. If you can not do that,
after all that we have shared, then | can not aiichet marry you."

He was quiet for a long time. "You leave me witheay difficult decision."”

"Oh, I hope it is not so very difficult.” She triéd smile in the darkness. "My parents should
arrive on the morrov—mayhap the day after. Eithernwed, or | return home with them. It is
your choice." She kissed his cheek, the closestgbduis face to her, and then rolled over and
rose from the bed.

"Where are you going?" he demanded, and Michaetdeslao think she detected a note of
longing in his voice.

She pulled her gown over her head. "To my chantbevash and to sleep. You need your time
to think, as do 1.1 will see you in the morn."

He humphed, and this time Michaela's smile was ipen$he came around the side of the bed
and kissed his mouth properly.

"Good night, Roderick. Sleep well. | love you."

He didn't answer her, but she hadn't expected djrantd so she turned and quietly left his room.
Roderick lay for a long time in cold, sweaty feieaMichaela had left. Perhaps what she said
was true. Perhaps she could accept him for whatdse and perhaps he was even some sort of a
man still, in her eyes, at least.

Fear made him sick at his stomach. Fear of lodirtat was wonderfully appearing just within
his reach.

He tugged the sides of his ruined breeches togathbest he could and rose to a sit. Michaela
had missed cutting the bottom two rungs of lacesambe restrung the leather together sufficient
to retain his modesty, then swung his legs ovesitie of the bed. He pushed with his arms and
stood.

His left boot crunched sideways under his weiglit Roderick spun his arms madly in the air,
black dread rushing up his throat and blinding Bsrhe began to topple to the floor. The feeling
in his leg was gone, gone! He turned and grabb#uedted with a cry, but clutched only at
gossamer throws that slid with him to the ground.

Roderick's head struck the frame of the bed pdinfdazzling him for a moment, his right ankle
twisted under him and as he at last crashed faltiz¢ floor, Roderick realized that he had lost
his leg once more.

The metal link around his neck was the last thongit, and it did so with a tiny, echoing clink
before his wide-staring, disbelieving eyes.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Michaela was sore and aching and more hopefulgsharhad ever been in her life as she made
her way down the black corridor to her chamber.

She had made love to Roderick, and he had leflinémngs were going to be all right, after all.
She realized then that it was Yule's Eve. They aidé wed in a matter of days—perhaps she
could even count the time in hours—and then sheharehd Leo would become a family. It
gave her an instant's frown about what was to coiniee situation with Hugh—Michaela had
spoken true when she'd told him she didn't wisthfor to go, but she also knew what it was like
to care for someone who did not return the emofitinhaela could not have stayed at Tornfield
Manor after Alan and Juliette wed, so it was vemjikely that Hugh could withstand seeing
Michaela and Roderick together, as man and wifethie rest of his days.

It would devastate Roderick if Hugh left.

She wondered for a moment if perhaps Hugh's fegliogRoderick might one day fade, change,
as her own feelings for Alan had. But then she khmy head with a sad smile. Michaela knew
her feelings had changed because of Roderick atandie, time to see who Alan really was, and
that he was not the man she'd daydreamed into bdungh held no such illusions about
Roderick—he knew his warts, and loved him in spitthem. Mayhap because of them. And
Leo.. .heavens, how Leo loved his Hoo.



But now was not the time to think of such depreaggiossibilities. Michaela wanted a wash and
a bite to eat and the rest of the evening to heiSke walked past her own door to head toward
the hall and give instructions for water and a t@pe brought up. Perhaps she would have the
same sent to Roderick's chamber, as well. A snifafiog him.

She was neatrly to the top of the stairs when sheditbe commotion: a man shouting, a
woman—the voice sounded like one of the maidsesvaiatrguing fiercely with him.

"You can't go up there, my lord!"

"Get out of my way, woman, or | shall dash you ddha stairs! I'll search this entire keep alone
if I must! | know she is here!"

Michaela froze, a hand to her throat.

The man's voice belonged to Alan Tornfield.

He came upon the upper floor just then, and Micnhaaiv his wild, rain-soaked hair and clothes,
the stricken look in his eyes as his gaze fell upen The maidservant was hanging on to the
back of his cloak as if pulling vainly on a stubbaonule.

"Michaela, thank God! They're with you, aren't th&ay they are!"

"Alan, what in heaven's—it's all right," she sadtie maid and waved her away. "Who are with
me? My God, you're soaked through!"

"Elizabeth!" Alan gasped, trying to gulp down grbataths of air. "And Harliss, as well. They're
here, aren't they?"

"Of course not. Why would they be? Harliss is bahftem Cherbon.” The tiniest drip of fear

fell onto Michaela's neck, as if snuck through skenes by the powerful storm still raging
beyond Cherbon's walls, or flung from Alan's dreettform. She stepped toward him, reached
out a hand to take his arm. "Come downstairs wighamd you can explain. I'm sure—"

"There's no time!" Alan shouted, flinging her hawlay. "If they're not here, they must be in the
storm somewhere, lost!"

"What are you talking about?" Michaela's dreadeased. "Weren't they with you on the way
back to Tornfield?"

Alan fell back onto the corridor wall, his eyes sgmed shut. "Elizabeth ran off again,
presumably to you. Harliss seemed to be close ohdeds when they disappeared into the
storm."

"Juliette?" Michaela asked, the reality of what\@as telling her not quite sinking in.

Alan opened his eyes and his head came away frewadh, his face sickly pale in the flickering
gloom of the corridor. "We were closer to Tornfigkl | sent her on. In the black, the rain, |
couldn't track Elizabeth and Harliss while keepingjette safe. She.. .she feels Elizabeth is gone
because of her and now.. .I've lost them all!" ¢hiest hitched under his soaked clothes.

"My God," Michaela breathed, hearing each rumbie ftash beyond the keep as if amplified
now. "All right. It will be all right. I'll go andalert Lord R—"

But her decisive speech was cut off by anotherevoidhe blackness. "There you are, Miss
Fortune." It was Hugh, and in a moment he mateegdlin the circle of candlelight. "Leo with
you, then?"

"What?" Michaela said, her heart freezing to a.halt

Hugh frowned at Alan Tornfield, still leaning agsirthe wall as if unable to stand by his own
power. "It was you! I'll have you whipped, dog, faovading the lord's son's chamber!"

Alan gasped a strangled breath and slid down thieteva slumping seat.

"Alan hasn't been to Leo's room, Hugh," Michaelak&d, and she prayed her horrific suspicions
were wrong, wrong, wrong.

"Well, someone was there who's only just comeamfthe rain—the floor is a deluge." Hugh's
frown deepened as he looked between Michaela aawl. AWhere is Leo?"

Alan cried out and shook his fist. "Elizabeth, why@w could you?"

"The Tornfield girl's abducted Leo?" Hugh shouteut, before Alan could admit to the
possibility, Michaela stepped to Hugh, her hands ou

"No, Hugh, I think it is much worse than that, &fmaid— Elizabeth's run off, but Harliss was
with her."



A squealing breath came from Hugh.

"Nurse will protect them," Alan argued. "She lotkem both and—"

"I tried to tell you in the wood, Alan!" Michaeldsuted. "Harliss is mad! She is mad for
revenge on us all, and the surest way to get évange is through our children! She is evil,
deranged!"

Alan was sobbing quietly in his heap on the flood Michaela turned from him in disgust. She
expected to see Hugh crazed with worry, but the'srtagautiful eyes were hard, determined. His
jaw was set and he seemed poised to acdon.

It was little wonder Hugh had saved Roderick'siliféhe Holy Land. How had she ever thought
this man insincere?

"Take this blubbering mess and go search,"” Hughnecanded. "Call to any servants you see en
route, but do not tarry to rally more. | will waRoderick and we shall join you."

"Yes. All right, Hugh," Michaela readily agreed, th@nkful that Hugh Gilbert was who he was.
He looked to Alan. "I vow to you, Tornfield, | vote you by all that | hold holy in heaven and
on earth, if Leo bears one bruise, one scratch-e-tids so much as caught the sniffles from your
asinine judgment, | will see your blood spilled owgy boots by my own hand!" He looked back
to Michaela, and she knew in that moment that Huglant every word to the center of his soul.
"Go!" Hugh shouted as he turned on his own heelracéed into the black.

Michaela ran to Alan's side and yanked on his eld@et up, Alan. If you value those children's
lives and your own, come onF

Roderick had forgotten how to walk with his cand anhis heavy prosthesis in two short days,
as if he had only just lost his leg for the fiighé.

He lurched and crashed his way through the madarifpassages of Cherbon, dizzy from the
bash on his skull he'd suffered, and also the sbbthe night.

Michaela had made love to him. She loved him. Amel\wanted him in spite of his hideousness,
but now he could no longer pretend. What had hagghémthe power of the old boot he still
wore? Why had it failed him, now of all times, whas had started to believe that he could
pretend he was whole, could love Michaela as skerded to be loved, as he wanted to love her?
For those short, sweet days, Roderick had beemeomze more, and now... now—

He was nothing but a beast again. A pathetic, gnmywthrashing animal, unfit to love. Unfit for
a family. Unfit to live.

He stopped, braced his forearm on a wall and wavittuhis eyes closed for the paralyzing
trembling to ease. He could never face her like #igain. Not when he had shown her he could
walk, mount a horse, swing Leo about and toss hithe air with ease. Hell, the way he'd
improved the last two days, Roderick was begintin@ncy a battie again, and thought of
challenging Hugh to a mock contest. Roderick pudey from the wall and lurched on down
the corridor aimlessly.

But not now. No, now he could do none of thosedbjrand it made him useless. Impotent.
Pathetic. She had said she loved him, but thatdvchhnge. In time, she would grow tired of his
indigent state, his tottering, and she would seskcbhmfort elsewhere.

And now that Roderick loved her, had tasted hehasvife she would certainly be—warm and
loyal and passionate—he felt his guts were beidlg@slowly from his abdomen.

Perhaps this was how his mother had felt, befoeensiked into the sea and left him forever.
She too had been ill, tired. She too had left soreesie loved behind, thinking perhaps he was
better off without her.

Had he been better off? Had Dorian Cherbon doneghéething in taking her own life?

A cold chill swept up Roderick's spine and Michaefaetal link, forgotten beneath his hastily
donned shirt until now, began to itch against kia.sHe stopped to scratch at it mindlessly, and
then looked at where his crippled leg had draggedth. The candles eternally guttering to
either side of the ornately carved doors, the Lhadrds accusing from the lintel:

From the gate of hell deliver their souls, O Lord.

A rage built in Roderick, unlike any he had eveokn, at his father, at his infirmities, at Aurelia
for being ill, at Leo for being so



innocent, at his mother for leaving him, at Misstioe for having the stupidity to come to
Cherbon in the first place, to love him.

Roderick flung open the double doors with a roat tanew himself into the dark chapel, as if
charging down the throat of a dragon.

Michaela knew she was a fool for dashing into tioens in nothing more than her gown and
slippers, but she could not bring herself to paaan long enough to find some sort of cloak to
throw about her.

Leo was out there. Leo and Elizabeth, both in dgdiclutches.

Thankfully, Alan had recovered from his self-pitgipuddle in the corridor and now ran at
Michaela's side, the two of them clutching hands&antain some sort of reference in the
crashing, black world of water that was the storouad them. The terrain was treacherous in
the freezing downpour, turning ditches of dying i@imgrass into deadly sluices, where rabbit
holes and animal paths gaped suddenly underfodti@sake the desperate pair by surprise and
swallow them whole.

As the lightning flashed, they could see the sgahe, tempest and foaming, the waves lashing
up the height of the cliffs themselves, it seemidek sight of the black water, slashed with
foamy gray arms grasping blindly for prey, any pregused Michaela's blood to run colder than
the rain.

Alan jerked her to a stop. "Michaela!" he shoutd] crouched down. He picked up some small
object and rose, holding it toward her. It wasg teather slipper.

Leo's shoe.

No soos!

Alan must have known by her face that the shoengeld to Leo for he did not hesitate a
moment more, tugging Michaela's shocked body imdtion again.

"They must have gone toward the cliff,” he showsdhey both ran and slid through the narrow
valley. "Is there aught about for shelter thereftshing hut perhaps?"

Michaela shook her head, but then realized he cooildee her in the darkness. "No! There's a
path that leads down to the water, but...nothisg!&Behind her, Michaela could feel the graves
on the knoll watching them. Perhaps Dorian Chertanticularly, as one who had taken this path
long ago, to her own death. "There is little beadan, and if the tide—"

Alan pulled her forward once more. "There is nceoghlace they could have gone. They may be
trapped on the cliff face!" They stumbled toward thcky V, where the path disappeared

over the cliff and down its jagged skirt to theatsining hem of the sea.

Once at the head of the steep, zigzagging path stiopped to look down. The tide was indeed
on its way in, and the slender strip of rocky betiat was often visible was now covered over
by a depth of foamy water. Michaela knew it woutgtrto the middle of the cliff at its highest
point.

The children would not have gone this way on tbain.

When the lightning flashed again, Alan gave a hmarg. He tore his hand free from Michaela's
and dropped over the edge of the cliff onto thé pstrambling over the sharp, loose stone.
"Alan!" Michaela cried into the screaming wind, & did not stop, did not slow. Why hadn't
Roderick come yet? Michaela was terrified, andaadof his solid presence.

She swiped at the streams of icy water dripping irdr eyes and followed Alan, keeping close
watch on the boundary of water and rock that rosaddly with each crashing wave, rolling ever
upward to meet them. The wind howled around tHélidde ghostly, hunting hounds.

Once he had come to a swaying halt before the &taderick did not know what else to do.
He'd not had any plans for coming to the chapel,did not know why he had.

Small oil lamps to either side of the tabernacheega glow to the gilded surfaces and threw in
shadowed relief the enormous crucifix suspendedablhe very stones of the ornate room
breathed old incense, and for a moment, Rodericklast to two years ago, to the long hospital
room in Constantinople, where another enormousford@ad lorded and the smoky cologne had
choked his raw throat.



Roderick gagged at the memory of incense-tingeddio his mouth, of the ringing in his ears
and the throbbing of his face, the way his leg fedidas though it was continuously on fire
without being consumed. And then there was Hugsg pale, worried face, seeking to
champion Roderick’'s cause when all Roderick wawsito slip away into death, away from
the incense and the pain and the mocking crudiiixa place where he might at last see his
mother, and where he was sure to never see Magmrb@h again. How he had prayed before
Heraclea! How he had begged God to spare his ma&tfead them to a righteous victory; and
yes, to finally make his father proud of him, taige him and say, "Well done, my son! Well
done!"

But God had answered none of his prayers. His madrbken starved, ill, and then slaughtered.
When Roderick had sought to save some of them—athem—he had nearly paid with his
own life. And all the sacrifice had earned him e loss of his leg, his manhood.

Would that he had just damned died!

At least Magnus had not been alive to receive hi@herbon once more, the ultimate failure,
now.

Roderick threw his walking stick at the high tatsele with a roar. "Why could you not just kill
me outright? Why give me this suffering first? W4gddle me with a boy not of my flesh, who
does not know it and who looks to me as his fatheéhny place before me the one woman | could
love for the rest of my life and then leave me Ueab be the man she deserves? Why? Why,
damn your

Then Roderick dropped to his right knee, his ledt held out straight to his side, and he toppled
sideways, catching himself with his right arm. Habs shook him and he let his ragged breaths
echo in the tall, quiet chapel, his pathetic kegniilave | not suffered enough? Have I.. .have |
not loved and then lost enough for your greedy s8hMust you punish me yet? Punish the
only souls on this earth | could bring my dead heappen for? Aag- ghhh! | hate you, you
bastard! Come on—come on then, and finish me b#!'§asped, feeling his tears and snot
running down his face. "You can do no more to me-regend me on to hell, if you would! Only
set the rest of them free of me!" His last wordmeaut a choking, trailing sob, and he let his
head fall to the cold stones before the altarshaulders shaking violendy as he wept, purging
himself of the poison in his wretched soul.

And then it was if the candle flames in the chapele guttering to their ends at last, the golden
glow fading, fading to soft, cool black. Rodericktbs were dying with the light, and in the
buzzing chaos of his brain, gender memories calledo him.

My most cherished possession, his mother whispétede you so very, very much,
Roderick...as God loves you. Wholly. And perfecifypu are strong of heart... that sort of
strength can change the whole, whole world.

And Hugh: | owe you my life, Rick, and | will spetige rest of my days trying to repay you for
it. You will never have a more steadfast friends thvow.

And Leo: You love Papa?Me too!

And finally, Michaela: You promised to protect mfed | believe you will. | love you, Roderick.
You are the man | want as my husband, in every way.

AH those he loved, and who in return loved him.iThaique memories grasped hands and
danced circles teasingly around Roderick's branfusing him.

Why, why could he have not returned from Constamtie whole? Why, if their pilgrimage had
been such a holy one, had his company perishedingehim back to his home, defeated, a half
man?

Had you not been so injured, would you have even gaurelia again? Taken Leo away from his
inevitable poverty and death?

Would you have returned to Cherbon with Hugh atryode?

Would you have been forced to hold contest foridehfinding no woman in all the land brave
enough to pursue you save Michaela Fortune?

Roderick knew the answer to each question was ad.his and Hugh's company been
successful at Heraclea, they would have gleaneddpeils and returned home, Hugh able to



pay his debts and regain his lands, Roderick eaggtow Magnus his reward. Hugh and
Roderick would have parted ways in Constandnopteliaely never seen each other again.

No midnight drinking binges, or sarcastic commexitsut the poor state of Roderick's life—
mocking him, then defending him, encouraging hira.dimson calfskin boots, clicking into his
line of vision, demanding he get up and about. Ne to share the worst of the memories with.
No dark-eyed scamp, dashing about Cherbon, hidlenging carelessly as he threw himself
upon Roderick as if seeing him each dme for thst fime.

No Miss Fortune, her angel's voice bringing a saftininity to Cherbon's black walls, her
clumsiness so endearing, so entertaining. Her $napdy boldly pressed to his, making a
virgin's love to him to bravely prove her true hebdtow she loved Leo, and sparred with Hugh,
and stood by Roderick's side against Tornfieldjregddeartless, against the storm of memories
that haunted him here at Cherbon. She had brouggicnto him, in more than just the old worn
boot still strapped to his right leg.

None of these people—the only people, save his enptthom Roderick had ever truly loved—
would be in his life now, had he not lost his leglaearly his life on that fatal pilgrimage. The
most remarkable individuals that he would havelyilever known, with or without his injuries.
Would he trade one of them for his leg? To havesb&s magically healed? Was just one of
their lives worth one short length of flesh and &&n

"No," Roderick cried hoarsely from his prone pasiton the hard, stone floor before the altar.
The light was returning now, slowly. "No," he repezh

Roderick raised his head and he felt a final tearg from the corner of his eye as he raised his
gaze to the towering crucifix, but it was not arteself-loathing, or of regret as the others had
been.

It was revelation.

"Forgive me," he whispered, awestruck.

And then Roderick heard the crash of the chapeisdoehind him, and the rapid clicking of
heels on stone.

"Rick!" Hugh cried. "Rick, thank God! What in hohell are you doing hiding in—I thought |
was mad to check, but—" Hugh broke off as he drdgpeone knee beside Roderick and began
pulling him to his feet. Roderick could feel Hugtresmble. "Are you injured? Where is your
cane? Hurry, hurry!"

"What is it, Hugh?" Roderick asked, taking in Higgimed and ashen face. He braced himself
with one hand on the stone railing while Hugh sdya behind the altar for Roderick's
discarded walking stick.

"Alan Tornfield returned to Cherbon—his daughter off again, with Harliss, and we have
reason to believe they came here."” Hugh slappedaieng stick into Roderick's hand and
jerked him forward. "Leo's missing from his room."

Something in Roderick froze just then, and the wess seemed to radiate throughout his entire
body. He jerked to a stop. "Leo?" he repeated lebars

Hugh swallowed hard. "Yes, Leo. Now, do come orkRt Tornfield and Miss Fortune have
already gone into the storm, and we must hurrpitothem." He pulled Roderick forward again.
The old fear gripped Roderick once more. "Hugh, ltaw I—I can't walk—"

"Yes, yes!" Hugh barked irritably. "Don't you thimknow that by now? Pathetic cripple, no
leg—I understand, Rick! But you got on well enougimount a horse the other day, so please
do shut the fuck up now and let's go—Leo's lifanidanger, and likely Miss Fortune's as well, if
Harliss is involved.”

Roderick said not another word, only shook off Hagirm, leaned into his cane, and lurched
from the chapel more quickly than he ever had.

This was his test, then. Not a test from God—Ra#teielt he had already survived that trial—
but a test for himself.

It was time for Roderick to prove himself, to hirise

Chapter Twenty-Four



Alan was almost to the item he sought—Michaela saw@w, too: a long, once pale blue ribbon,
now dark with rain —when his right foot slipped @toose rock and sent him sliding down the
side of the cliff.

Michaela screamed, thinking that in a moment, Alamfield would meet the rising, crushing
sea and be no more, leaving her alone in the storthe trail of a madwoman.

But he did not go over into the sea. Instead, hddd on his side on a sliver of a shelf only ten
feet below Michaela. She picked up the ribbon andleed it together with Leo's shoe, not
wishing to let one item of the precious young peaplit of her sight, and then carefully
scrambled farther down the treacherous path to'&\kide.

"Alan! Are you all right?" There was not enough moto crouch, so she leaned into the rock and
over him, the sea mist sliding over them like froaéush. The tide was just below them now,
and in moments the breakers would sweep them barth the cliff face. "Alan, you must get up!
The water—"

"I think I've broken my arm,"” he groaned, and betgastruggle to his feet.

Michaela held out the hand not clutching Leo's shrae Elizabeth's ribbon and the slick rock for
vain purchase.

"Get back, Michaela," Alan shouted. "You'll havebagh drowned!"

Michaela scrambled back up the path, to whereitiin had been found. Alan joined her in a
moment, his face as white as the lightning strikimg sea, and cradling his right arm. He looked
to a small overhang where the ribbon had lain. #kave, black opening sheltered underneath.
"Is it a cave, you think?" Michaela asked.

Alan nodded. "I can only hope. Either that or..€ glanced over his shoulder at the crashing
waves that were ever advancing on them both. "t gann—with my arm, I'd be useless to fight
off Harliss or bring the children out. We'll hawewait for Hugh and—"

"I'll go," Michaela said immediately, shoving theyt shoe and slip of silk into Alan's chest.
"There's no time to wait—look at the rocks, thetidark. The water will invade the cave as it
rises and they could all be drowned. Go back upnAdnd make sure Roderick and Hugh see
where we are when they come." Michaela crouchecthdavd readied herself to enter the cave,
but Alan held his uninjured arm before her chest.

"Michaela, no! What if—"

"Just go, Alan!" She pushed his arm away and duok&de the pitch-black throat of the sea
cave.

The waves were louder inside than without, poundigginst the cliff and vibradng through the
hard rock as Michaela crawled down the tunnel,avaiand sloped toward the heart of the land.
Once the tide rose, the sea would rush insidedikeer, filling up the cave. Her heart beat so
fast in her chest that she could not discern tlgghrh, a riffling of blood at once. She could hear
nothing but the waves, and her heart.

"Leo!" she called as she crawled. "Elizabeth! Ansme!"

"Mike-lah!" the precious little voice called, sound scared and weak and frantic, and Michaela
threw herself down the slick slide of rock towaird i

A flicker of meager light heralded the opening lué passage just as Michaela splashed onto the
floor of the bottlenecked cave. She scrambled wdmuch and what she saw nearly caused her
to vomit.

Leo was indeed inside, sitdng in Elizabeth Torafgelap, both children clutching at each other
in a depth of stagnant, murky water. And standimgdned near them was Harliss, a long blade
in one hand and an even longer, thick torch inotiher. Michaela knew in that moment that the
woman was truly mad. The gray cloak she'd wornezanlas gone, revealing the costume
beneath: an intricate and cosdy-looking gown ate rsoaked with water now, and her thin,
gray hair was done in a clumsy, sweeping plait atduer head, as if she were playing the part
of a noble lady who would hostess a grand feast.efffsemble was much too short for the tall,
bony woman, and hung on her skeletal frame likadjbst.

"How lovely that you would join us, Miss Fortunéjarliss cackled. "But where is Roderick? It
is him | want.”



"He's not here. 'Tis only I, and Alan Tornfield. 'slgist outside. He's...he's hurt his arm.”

"My papa?" Elizabeth choked.

"Shut up!" Harliss shrieked at the girl, and themed her eyes back to Michaela. "Roderick
knows, though, doesn't he? That | have them." 8itke¢ her head toward the children, huddled
together in the water on the floor.

Michaela nodded. "Hugh was calling for him as t tee keep." She took a step toward Leo and
Elizabeth. "Are you both all right?"

"Stay back!" Harliss screeched, and splashed tlirtlog water at Michaela with the dagger
outstretched, coming to stand between her andhifdren, the point of her blade dimpling
Elizabeth's cheek. "Take one more step, and | shaler throat. | don't need her alive—either
of them. Roderick will not know until he is arriveahd then it will be too late."

"All right,” Michaela tried to answer calmly, andok a step back. "All right, Harliss, | won't
move. But why not let them leave? I'll stay in th@ace until Roderick comes."

Harliss laughed, a frightening little giggle. "Gif,course. So that you could try to overpower me
once they've gone? No. As a matter of fact, my,|l#dg changed my mind." Harliss gestured
toward the children with her blade. "Please, wyoll take a seat next to the girl?"

Michaela did not like the look in the woman's geges, but felt it was far better to be close to
Leo and Elizabeth than not, and so she droppedhetacy water at Elizabeth's side, wrapping
an arm about them both and drawing her knees omt@ as much of a barrier between the
children and Harliss as she could.

"Lovely," Harliss crooned. She leaned the torchresiahe wall of the sea cave, and the flame
spluttered and spat at the damp. Michaela prayedutd not go out. Then the woman picked up
a coil of rope lying in the water and advancedlanttio. She threw it at Michaela's head and it
stung her cheek where it slapped wetiy.

"Wrap it around yourselves—all of you togetherhtig, now —and then give me the ends. I'll
not have you trying anything clever once his lorgsrrives."”

"You want me to tie us up?" Michaela asked.

Harliss blinked. "Why, yes."

"No!" Michaela protested. "That's mad! If the ticemes in, we won't be able to get loose quick
enough.”

"l...know!" Harliss screamed, her eyes bulging fribrair sockets. "You'll either do it, or I'll start
letting blood—the littlest snot's first! Do itF

"All right, all right!" Michaela shook out the roend looped it loosely around them all.
"Tighter," Harliss commanded, and gestured withidlade. "And once more. Now, one end to
me."

Michaela was forced to hold the other end of thgerahile Harliss made a pair of knots. Of
course the snare would not hold the three of themolld they try an escape, but it would
entangle them and slow them down just enough thaidd would have dme to use her blade,
perhaps fatally.

And if the cave flooded...

Michaela stopped the thought before it could blogsand pulled the children closer to her.
"Ee-oh scared, Mike-lah," the little boy whisperbd head tucked under Elizabeth's chin. The
two seemed to have completely overcome any aniynttet/'d once held toward each other.
"Papa no come?"

"Yes, Leo," Michaela whispered and tried to smi¥our papa will come for us. Just wait. He'll
come."

Harliss backed against the wall and grabbed upotttd once more, her eyes on the tunnel
leading to the cliff, and smiled her mad smile. 8egan humming a soft tune.

Please come, Roderick.

Roderick was terrified as he dragged and lurchext the stormy swells of land between
Cherbon and the sea, Hugh never breaking pacewnmthencouraging him wordlessly.



What if they could not find them—any of them? Wtidteo and Michaela were taken from him
forever by Harliss? Perhaps it was to be his punesit for his refusal of their unconditional love,
for his damned vanity.

Then he would truly know what it was to have ldkt a

The lightning flashed and Roderick saw the bladkirmel of a man on the horizon of the cliff
ahead, waving one arm madly, then running towamddnd Hugh. His voice called out, shouts
that were no louder than a whisper in the roarioftlvand rain and surf.

—here!" his voice called. "We're over here!"

They met Alan Tornfield, and he spun on his hesfantly, leading them back toward the edge
of the cliff, his face chalky, his arm cradled asdis stomach.

"Have you found the children? Where is Michaela@t&ick demanded, his words coming out
as gasps.

"We think they've taken shelter in a sea cave—Matdaa-"

"A sea cave?" Hugh shouted. "You fool! The dde-wll

"I could not stop her!" Alan shouted back justlasytmet the head of the treacherous path. "She
would not wait, fearing that they would be trappledould have gone in her stead, but I think
my arm's broken."

"I'll break your fucking neck!" Hugh screamed.

Roderick felt as if all the blood had drained frbm body, staring down at the brutish waves
pounding the rocky cliff. He ignored Hugh and Taeeid—Hugh could kill him if he wished, for
all Roderick cared. He braced his cane betweenagged boulders and slid awkwardly down
onto the path.

"Rick, wait!" Hugh scrambled after.

Roderick inched along the path, his back to thelseaing into the cold, slick rock.

"It's just there!" Tornfield called from beyond Hud'Right before you, Roderick, under the
ledge!”

Roderick saw the canopy of rock over the narronnoggejust as a wave washed under his
useless left boot and it slipped from its hold. Bk cried out, grasping for purchase, and his
cane fell from his left hand, tumbling away sousdlg into the surf now at his toes.

He could not go into the cave with his boot. It wasghty, unwieldy. Roderick turned his face
against the rock to look back at Hugh.

"Undo the boot, Hugh."

"Rick, no! You mustn't try to—Jesus! You'll all bleowned!"

"They are my family!" Roderick roared against tkeesming wind. "Hurry, Hugh!"

After one brief, painful look, Hugh bent down, kliagger drawn, and slashed the thick straps of
leather hidden above Roderick's knee and downumnsbdcalf. Roderick stepped out of the boot,
feeling two stone lighter, and hopped a carefyd steser to the cave.

Hugh attempted one final plea. "I'll follow you infeu may need help getting—"

"No," Roderick said. "I know this cave from whewas a boy. The tunnel is small—we cannot
risk a jam." Then he called past Hugh. "Go aboweniield, and call to anyone you see."” It was
an empty hope, the storm having likely driven ewer/indoors, but Roderick wanted Tornfield
out of the way.

The waves were splashing up his right calf, nowstgg him to sway with the sea. In moments,
the water would breach the slot in the cliff. Heked at his best friend again. "Hugh, try to stay
as close as you can without being washed awagelitl them up, one at a time."

"What of Harliss?" Hugh asked, but when Roderickegaim no answer, Hugh's throat
convulsed, and he handed Roderick his daggerat'simove until | see your face again, Rick, |
swear it. Godspeed."

Roderick crouched down and squeezed into the ogeithe cave, like a cold crypt, a rocky,
watery coffin.

The cave swallowed the first small wave with a gggnding a splash of cold, salty spray over
Michaela and the children burrowed into her sideabeth screamed, and Leo began to
whimper.



Michaela looked to Harliss, still hunched agaihst dripping wall with her sputtering torch. She
had not seemed to notice the

first invading wave, staring at the mouth of thertel and muttering low under her breath.
"Harliss," Michaela called. "The tide is coming inve- must go now, else we'll all be drowned."
"You'll not go anywhere, Miss Fortune," Harlisscsdistractedly. "Shut up.”

"Surely there must be some other way to gain wbatdesire," Michaela persisted, her panic
increasing as another trickle, then a belching waashed into the cave. The water was perhaps
twelve inches deep over the entire floor, and waide quicker and higher with each successive
flow. Soon, it would be a continuous river of sefagking the cave, drowning them all. "The
children are innocent—I beg you, let them go witilere is still time."

"Michaela!" Roderick's voice boomed into the clepace from the tunnel.

"Roderick!" she screamed with all her might. "Hsglhas a blade!"

The gray old woman rushed to Michaela and hit h#r the back of her fist, gripped around the
hilt of the dagger. Michaela felt her lips splitaagst her teeth and warm blood flow around her
gums.

Elizabeth shrieked again and Leo began to cryiinest. Another thicker, heavier wave washed
into the cave with a strange

glug, and then Roderick was tumbled onto the fldtichaela gasped when she saw his leg,
ending in nothing below his knee, where his paat$ leen sewn short.

He had come for them on his own, as he was.

And he was big and strong and powerful and bedutifu

He looked at her for only an instant before Haniss upon him, swinging her blade in a
downward arc toward his back, her deranged squezadireting off the slick cave walls.

But Roderick threw off her attack with a long, tharm, knocking Harliss back into the wall
with a cry of rage. He rose to his right knee, die) a blade in his right hand, and Michaela
recognized Hugh Gilbert's jeweled dagger. His ayidened as he looked at the gray old woman.
"Where did you get that gown?" he choked.

"You like it? You know it was Dorian's—you rememlieido you not?" Harliss showed her gray
teeth. "Of course you do. We found you in her biégehaard, didn't we? It was the last thing you
saw her wear."

"Where did you get it?" Roderick shouted.

"Why, | took it off of her,"” Harliss simpered, afmbked down to admire her bony frame. "Such
a beautiful dressing gown, | couldn't abide it lgeinined by seawater. | wore it often, in the
privacy of my own chamber, and your father's. Heen@oticed it was hers, you know. He paid
so little mind to her when she was alive."

Roderick screamed in rage and Michaela saw histfacsform with his fury, his agony. And
she remembered the words Harliss had spoken torhére wooded Cherbon road: When you
think to cross me again, remember this: cold watexs not trouble me, and my arms are very,
very strong.

"You killed her,"” Michaela whispered. "You killeddtian Cherbon."

"Well, | can't claim all the glory," Harliss saidt a girlish tilt of her head. "She walked int@th
water of her own accord, determined at first. Butafraid her nerves got the better of her and |
had to.. .help her see the thing through to the kneas what she wanted, you must believe. She
was weak\ Too weak for Magnus, too weak for Cherlsre knew it."

Roderick sprang at the woman, who sidesteppedydsfilashing through the water that was
now more than two feet deep and rising quickly.lidaflashed her blade against Michaela's
throat.

"Stay back," Harliss screamed. The water was flgviinas if it were being washed over a mill
wheel. "You'll get what you deserve at last, nowuYungrateful whelp! All your father would
have given you, and you spat on it! You mocked hu@nt against him at every turn, clinging to
weak, fragile Dorian. He needed a



son and you failed him! That's why he placed th&d@ton on your inheritance—so that mayhap
your weak blood would be strengthened through yein. He would rather have given Cherbon
away than to see it fall to your uselessness."

"Magnus failed me, Harliss," Roderick counterede 'tHade my life a nightmare with his
demands and cruelty, the way he treated my maitiseuld have never pleased him, then or
now."

"Because you are weak!" Harliss screeched, heelid@thg into the thin skin over the bone
behind Michaela's ear. "l could have helped yohe' said then, her voice going keening. "I
loved your father—he was a great and powerful nAaudl | tried to love you, too, Roderick. |
wanted you to be my son, and you called me...Hesw{l she gasped.

"You tortured me!"

"l was trying to help you, can't you see? Doriamted to die! She left you! But | never did! Not
when you railed at me, cursed me. When you abamtpmer father for the crusade, and came
back a cripple!" She looked down at his half lddghéld him when he died, I listened to his death
rattle, his wept requests: 'Roderick, my son. WiefRoderick?' he said. It was humiliating what
he was reduced to in his last moments—weakness Mgibne strong enough to stand with him,
save me. Even when he was gone, | stayed at Cheslham everyone else fled. | kept your
home for you, and you sent me away! | devoted ntiyeelife to Cherbon!"

"You only wanted to take my mother's place—to layJaRoderick accused.

"Is that so very bad?" Harliss demanded. "To wamharry the man you love? Bear his children?
I'd hoped after Dorian..."

"Magnus never married you though, and he neveravbaVe. You were beneath him. Good
enough for a lonely bed and to mind the choresnbtto give his name to. You were common."
"No! He didn't marry me because of her and therabge of you—because you hated me!"

"I hated you, yes. But you delude yourself if yaink Magnus would deprive himself of
anything he wanted because of me, or anyone elsthdt matter. He used you, Harliss, just as
he used everyone."

"No!" she shouted again, and the dagger in her Batashed into the water. Michaela felt it land
against her hip. Harliss had not seemed to natiageshe was no longer armed as she held out
her empty palm to Roderick.

Michaela fished her hand down by her side. Shelgdibhe blade and felt the edge cut into her
fingers, but she did not loose it. The water walsdpbreasts now, up to Leo's and Elizabeth's
shoulders. Their lips were blue, their wet haiisptaed to their skulls, their eyes wide and frozen
as they pressed their cheeks together. They wel@ger trembling and Michaela knew they
were both running out of time. She brought the @éadg the ropes, now underwater, and began
to saw clumsily.

"l only want what is due me," Harliss keened. 'V&a@ared so well for Cherbon and | only want
to return.” She began to slog through the wateatdviRoderick. "It's my home," she whispered.
"l want to care for your son. Perhaps he mightigarcall me Grandmamma...."

"Never," Roderick choked. The water lapped arousdtbck where he was braced against the
cave wall for balance.

The ropes floated away and Michaela pulled up eraBeth and Leo, helping them raise their
lolling heads out of the icy, sally water, pouringhow in great washes and crashes, creeping
higher and higher up Michaela's body. In momehies caive would be filled, dark with sea and
death.

"Please, Roderick," Harliss begged, coming eveseasito him.

Michaela saw his eyes flick to the tunnel and sigeustood. She pulled the children through the
water, behind Harliss, the sloshing waves maskieg escape.

"I'll kill us all, then," she threatened. "Then wél be together for eternity—together always...."
"Never," Roderick whispered again. And then he séau'Michaela, go!"

Harliss threw her head back and let loose an eacipg scream and then swung the lit torch at
Roderick's head. Michaela lifted Elizabeth, Ledl stinging to the girl, in the same moment that
the water rushed in. She held them both near the'saeiling where mayhap a foot of air



remained. The mouth of the tunnel had disappeagaddih the water, but they could not see it
any matter. The torch was drowned in that instidwet cave now pitch, and roaring with sea.
"Hold your breath, hold your breath! Pull yoursel\aong the rocks and then swim as hard as
you can! Someone is waiting for you," Michaela satd where she could still feel their warm
breaths, and she prayed silendy that someone vibeuhiting to pull the children from the
water, before they were washed out to the endiss'sam coming right behind you!" And then
she pushed them toward the tunnel, pushed thear ap it as her arms could reach.

Michaela turned, her neck crooked and her facespreagainst the ceiling. She could not see
and dare not go any farther lest she become digeden the crashing darkness and never find
the tunnel again.

"Roderick!" she croaked, and her voice crashednsg&ier own eardrums.

There was no answer, only the water, and the daskend then Michaela felt a clawed hand
grab at her thigh, talons puncturing the skin, simel knew Harliss was upon her. Michaela
kicked as hard as she could, and her foot fount] sick purchase before the hand turned her
loose.

| must see that Leo is safe, Michaela sobbed irotvermind. | must protect Roderick's son. |
must protect Elizabeth.

She found the sides of the tunnel with her hanad kéicked from the floor as the water glugged
in a final time, deafening her as it pressed ag&iesears and filled the cave to its capacity and
more, the backwash helping to suck Michaela upupmnd out into the vastness of the open
ocean.

And then someone had a grip on her hair, pullinguipe her breath bursting free of her lungs
and the rain stinging her face. Michaela reachepe@te hands up to her scalp, clawing for him
who held her, and Hugh Gilbert's slender, strongdts seized her wrist.

"Where is Rick?" Hugh shouted, even as he hauledegasping, onto the ledge above the
cave. "Michaela, Rick!"

"l couldn't find him!" she choked, seawater andssdter busted mouth and the dreadful cold
halting her words. "He fought with Harliss, andritibe cave flooded—it's flooded, Hugh! And
Roderick is still—"

Michaela screamed as a rogue wave crashed heisaga@rock and nearly took her feet from
beneath her, but Hugh kept his footing and stedaeedHe looked into her eyes for only a
moment, and she saw desperation, determinatiorklé&scand fearless resolve more solid than
the cliff they stood upon.

And then Hugh stepped from the ledge, dropping inéowater like a pylon, and was gone
beneath the black sea.

He was going to die.

Rolling beneath the cold heavy water, his one leghwittle to kick and move himself upward,
water rushing in upon water to push him back ddwenttinnel. His fingers slipped from the
slimy rocks, cutting his palms and tearing awaynass.

His lungs would burst soon, and then he would talgreat gulps of the icy, salty sea, sink back
into the cave to bob and twirl with Harliss, whosalikely already dead. He'd lost his grip on her
and she'd found him no more beneath the black water

He tried again. As the suck of water drew him fadydne kicked, scrabbled in his boot in the
slow-motion action forced upon him by the heavy @s\and his numb fingers sought purchase.
But then just as quickly, the ebb turned to flove®@more, and he was pushed down, down,
down...

Roderick let go, and he felt the pressure of tHebkeiof air leave his body with his scream. His
arms stretched out before him, floating as heetfifiackward.

Good-bye, Michaela. Good-bye, Leo. Hugh, Hugh..dgbye.

Something latched on to his ear. And for a momerthbught it was Harliss, but he paid it no
mind. His thoughts were fading, fading, now, anduas growing warmer, at last.

Then his jaw was scraped, then loosed. His han this neck was seized, then his shirt. Strong
fingers dug into his armpits and with a whoosh atev, he was pulled up. A foot kicked into his



stomach, treading water. And again. The rocks ersitie of the tunnel bashed him, bit him, cut
him.

But Roderick didn't care, couldn't feel it. He b@eaone with the black.

Chapter Twenty-Five

She left the children huddled together in the wehbing, as she helped Alan fish Hugh and
Roderick from the icy clutches of the sea. Rodewels limp, lifeless—his green eyes hidden
behind purple lids, his mouth blue in his whiteayface.

How they carried him up the cliff, Michaela wouldve no recollection. But when they lay him
on the frozen, dead grass, when Hugh collapse aide, weeping violently and wheezing and
coughing and beating upon Roderick's chest, Mieheelild only stare.

"Papa!" She heard Leo's weak cry behind her, amdligth's shushing, shuddering answer of,
"No, love. No, Leo, stay here with me now. Theeetgood boy."

Roderick was dead.

"Rick!" Hugh strangled, and shoved the great massno onto his side. Roderick's arm flopped
lifelessly onto the ground, and

Hugh pounded his back mercilessly. "Get it out, gtubborn son of a bitch! Rick!"

Alan was staring down, helpless. He turned his Isbadly to Michaela. "His leg..." he choked.
"l...I had no idea."

Michaela just shook her head quickly, pressed hackles into her bruised lips and rocked on
her knees. She crawled to Roderick's side, laigphkn along his cold, stiff cheek. The muscles
of his jaw felt seized, locking his teeth togetheugh was weeping openly, his harsh sobs
bursting from him with each blow to Roderick's back

Michaela placed the heel of her hand on the fréRRamlerick's chin and pushed. His mouth
opened.

"Yes," Hugh gasped. "Yes, stick in your finger—dpagn!"

She did, and in seconds, a great wash of slimymedmwater poured forth from Roderick.
Gallons and gallons it seemed, and his chest heaigedtomach lurched and bucked as his lungs
fought for a chance to draw breath between theesurg

And then he was choking, gasping, coughing. His/herked and twitched and he seemed to
fight for a half hour to draw one whole breath.

But at last he did. He breathed. And both Michasld Hugh fell over him, Hugh pulling
Roderick up to lean back against him, one arm @dacound his neck, the other across his
chest.

Hugh's eyes were closed and he laid the side dabesagainst Roderick's, tears streaming from
his eyes. Hugh kissed Roderick's cheek, the wetdvar his temple, his ear, shaking with his
sobs.

Michaela grasped Roderick's corpse-cold handsrniowwa and peered into his face. "Roderick,
can you hear me, my love? Open your eyes, Rodellioék-at me! You've done it—you've
saved us! Me and Leo and Elizabeth, we're all 'safe.

But he only lay against Hugh limply, his chest nagda memory of seawater.

A blur streaked past Michaela and Leo threw himag#inst Roderick and Hugh, crying, "Papa!
Papa! You all wite? Papa!" The small white handsped Roderick's face, smashing and
pinching the long, lean cheeks. "Papa, wake upEkR-oh!"

Roderick's eyelids fluttered open, and his gazedwisand gray in the night. His lips parted on
a gasp.

"Papa loves you, Leo," he croaked.

Michaela at last let the sob in her throat findatetched, relieved voice and her head dropped
into her hands as Roderick raised an arm limply@rkkd Leo into his chest, Hugh opening his
arm to encompass both the man and the boy.

"Ee-oh love him papa!" the boy wailed into Rodesckoaked tunic.

Michaela felt Alan come to her side, and she loakedo see him with his uninjured arm around
Elizabeth, the girl's face hidden in his side, lsanatked away, her narrow shoulders shaking.



"I'll go back to Cherbon, and fetch a cart for liwel,” Alan said solemnly. "I should take the
children with me, don't you think?"

"No go!" Leo cried and clutched Roderick tighters Hysterical sobs turned into a wracking
cough.

"It's all right, Leo," Roderick wheezed. "Go witloid Alan to the keep. I'll be right behind you."
"No, Papa! Ee-oh stay—"

Roderick held the boy away from him slightly andked into his face." | promise, Leo. Go get a
change and a biscuit, and you may sleep with Lathskla and me tonight.”

Leo coughed and sniffed. "Both?"

Roderick nodded weakly and tried to smile.

Leo drew a deep, wheezing breath. "All wite, Papte'backed off Roderick's lap and stood,
then threw his arms about Michaela. "Aid-ee Mikk-tame, too?"

"Yes, Leo. Of course | will.

The boy grew very still, and his whisper soundeédally into Michaela's ear. "Ee-oh call you
him mama now. All wite?"

Michaela thought her heart would burst. "I wouldddhat very, very much," she choked, and
squeezed the little boy tight to her.

Leo kissed her cheek. "All wite, Mama." Then heostand held his arms up to Alan, the gesture
one of complete trust. "Ee-oh weddy now."

Elizabeth let her father go and Alan scooped updwkwardly but without hesitation.

"My thanks, Tornfield," Roderick rasped.

Alan looked down at Roderick, and his chin gavedightest flinch. He bent a knee and sank to
the ground in homage, his hand keeping tight tddslender back. "It is my deepest honor, my
lord."

Elizabeth held out a hand to Michaela and she tiodihe two exchanged smiles.

"l shall see you at Cherbon," the girl said, andvleispering voice held a note of maturity that
Michaela had never heard before.

Michaela nodded, and squeezed her fingers beftinegdner go, and she watched until the man
and children disappeared into the night.

A hand seized her arm and Michaela was turned dronto Roderick's chest, and in an instant,
she was weeping once more.

"l love you, Michaela," Roderick whispered. "Sowenuch. Please, please forgive the fool |
have been!"

Michaela shook her head and then raised her mowkis$ Roderick's lips, the thin line of scar
so familiar to her now, and precious. She leanett.d4 have loved you since the moment | first
saw your beautiful face.”

He kissed her again, not with the heat of lovemgkiout with a passion that transcended it. One
that had no need of spoken promises or vows of/éordn that kiss, their hearts spoke to each
other wordlessly, and eternity was understood acd@ted humbly.

When Roderick pulled away from her, it was to tioiHugh, and Michaela let him go willingly.
They both owed Hugh Gilbert so much....

"Well, you've done it again,” Roderick said.

Hugh swallowed noisily, and tried to revive his dleway-care grin. It fell largely short. "What
now, Rick?"

"Saved my life. That's twice, Hugh."

"Seems to be an annoying habit of mine, does "ndtigh reached out and gripped Roderick's
arm, but Roderick pulled the man into his embrace.

"You are the truest friend | have ever known, Htdtgderick said. "l have greater love for you
than | would a brother."

Over Roderick's shoulder, Michaela saw Hugh's sgegeze shut, tears coming from beneath
them, but camouflaged in the rain that was novelitiore than drizzle. His mouth was held tight,
pulled wide.

"As | do you," Hugh managed to bite off. "Neverdet that," he whispered.



Then the two men drew apart and Hugh rose. "I shgal" he said. "Tornfield may need
assistance, and..." He let the sentence trail aWeyl you be all right here, Rick?" He turned to
Michaela. "Miss Fortune?"

"Go, Hugh. Get dry, have a drink or twelve. Wedliight along after,” Roderick said, and
Michaela nodded, her stomach in a knot of worry.

Hugh stepped to Michaela and took both her hamdkrigght, I'm going then," he said, a trifle
loudly, Michaela thought, but when she looked intoeyes, she knew.

"Don't, Hugh," she whispered. The agony on Hugice fwas nearly too much for her. She had
not thought she could possibly

have any tears left, but there they were againahdtpainful in her eyes.

"Take care of them both, Miss Fortune," he said iow voice. "l leave them in your care—the
two people | love best in this world. They are gtleng to me."

"Hugh, please—what will I tell him?"

"Tell him naught. | would rather he hate me fonking | simply abandoned Cherbon for the
trouble of them both, than scorn me for the trubiugh brought up a slender forefinger to brush
at Michaela's lips where Roderick had kissed haat,as he looked at her mouth, his brows drew
together in a frown.

Then slowly, hesitantly, he lowered his head amdged his mouth to Michaela's, and she kissed
him back, held her palms to either side of his iied face.

"What's the meaning of this, | ask?" Roderick dedeahin mock outrage. The pair pulled apart
slowly, and Hugh had a sad smile on his face. Susththink you have enough skirt chasing you
without molesting my intended, Hugh."

"Right you are, Rick," Hugh said, hanging a smihehis face and turning. "But you know |
could not help myself. Perhaps Miss Fortune wouldaway with me."

Roderick laughed. "Ah, yes—a lovely title: Miss fore, Lady of Nothing."

They all laughed for an awkward moment.

"Well, then." Hugh began to walk backward, as ifcheld not take his eyes from Roderick—
wanted to look at him as long as possible. He gavarefree wave. "I'm off. Take care, the pair
of you. In coming back to the keep, and all.”

Roderick returned his wave. "See you in the haligi"

Hugh gave Michaela a smile—genuine and heartbrghklrandsome. Her fingertips were at her
mouth, so she simply turned them outward at him.

"Farewell, Hugh," she whispered, too low for anyboé God to hear.

And then he was gone into the black night, and Rokis voice called to Michaela. "Come here,
woman, and keep me warm —I fear my teeth are tteritom my very head."

She turned to him with a smile and sank at his, sidapping her arms about him. They had sat
like that for what seemed a very long time whenhdila opened her mouth to inquire of his
injuries, but the sound of pounding hoofbeats stdper.

Roderick looked up into her face, his own frownnaring Michaela's. "Tornfield would not
have sent riders, surely...?"

"l...I don't know," Michaela began.

But the hoofbeats sounded like no gentle manortbeasaring instead like the wild poundings
of stallions and mighty war steeds. And there sectode thousands of them, shaking the very
ground beneath their seats.

Then the howling rushed down upon them on the waidee sea wind, a hundred hounds'
voices, hungry and seeking, as if they ran fromhdeala’'s nightmares into reality.

"No," Michaela breathed, as the culmination of liferprepared to come crashing down around
her and Roderick both.

It was Yule's Eve.

And the Hunt had returned for Michaela, at last.

Chapter Twenty-Six



Roderick sat very still for several moments, climpgto Michaela, thin and soaked and frozen
through, and feeling the reverberations of the aagining riders in the very air around them both.
He could not comprehend what was happening.

"No." Her whisper was incredulous, terrified.

Beneath Roderick's shredded tunic, the metal ledga to burn against the skin of his chest.

It could not be. It was a myth, a ridiculous supigos.

But then his eyes squinted against the silver ad glow growing between the treed blackness
of the forest road, not quite touching it as it méand bloomed between the arching branches.
A sizzling wind preceded the light, and it smeltddncense and blood and...coin.

"No," Michaela murmured again, her fingers tighteniheir hold on his shirt. She, too, stared
toward the glow, her eyes wide,

her breath coming in ragged gasps. "No." She puathey from him suddenly and gained her
feet.

"Michaela," Roderick barked. "Come back!"

But she was already stumbling toward the middlthefroad, directly into the path of the
looming, advancing glow, the disembodied, hellisarr A trumpet blast echoed, like the
screams of a hundred tortured souls.

"Lie down, Roderick," Michaela called back loudlytiwalmly. "Do.. .do not look at them!
Mayhap they will pass you by."

Roderick knew she was giving him the old instrucsiédrom the legend, but he would not leave
her standing so small and alone in the middle efrttad, her shoulders squared, her chin lifted.
"They'll not pass you by!" Roderick shouted. Haigtiled to roll to his hip, to get his leg beneath
him. "Michaela, help me up!"

"No!" The glow touched her face now, stretchedendlessly into the depths of the forest at
their backs, reaching long tendrils through thegrand into the sea mist. She flinched as her
face brightened, as if she could feel the lightd&eack could see her beautiful profile from
where he was crumpled uselessly at the side abidd—her eyes appeared blackened, sunken.
Her fear hollowed her cheeks. "Whatever you doJoug, stay down!"

But Roderick could not obey her. He began draggintself to the nearest tree. Perhaps once
there, he could pull himself aright, thieve a blfatz—

An icy hand gripped the back of his neck with staléngers, pushing his head into the deep,
wet leaves beneath him. A voice full of frost améith hissed in his ear.

"Mayhap we should heed Miss Fortune, my lord."

Roderick turned his head with a hoarse cry, andigsaher thin, gray hair plastered to her skull,
smiled a corpse grin at him. Her dagger point cig the flesh beneath his chin.

"Tis the Hunt, you know. A dangerous lot. We slalvery still, very quiet, you and I. After
they've killed her, | shall deal with you myself Jast, you ungrateful, wretched, spoiled boy.
And then.. .and then | shall go home. Magnus islgwondering where I've been."

Her bony forearm was across the back of his néeklength of her tall, spindly body covering
his. Roderick tried to throw her off, but it wasrad use. He was too weak from his battle with
the sea.

Mayhap only yesterday, Roderick would have damnedélf for his weakness. For being
overpowered by Harliss, helpless to move, to figheven stand. But now, his mind only
worked, trying to devise a way to protect Michaela.

Not only from the gray harpy that clung to him, aim the band of riders now materializing
out of the glow, out of a storm cloud, out of thedul of a thousand centuries.

"Michaela," he choked, surprised at the weak whiipet came from his throat.

"Shh," Harliss hissed into his ear, and then rubdiesdrozen, leathery face against his cheek. "It
will all be over soon...."

Michaela felt the dissolution of her knees, sawlitaek peppering of dots before her eyes and
tried to blink them away.

She could not faint. She would not.



But the sight approaching her—a hundred ridersaads that looked to be the size of dragons,
some even snorting black smoke with tosses of giairt, reptilian heads and black, glossy,
sighdess eyes, their hooves running six feet efigftound; hounds as big as calves, shaggy and
coal black, their eyes red and glowing, their tesdtiming alabaster sparks as they gnashed and
snarled their torturous cries, circling and swogpanound the band with great leaps and bounds,
over, under, around.

The leader headed the damned party on a silveed stede of nightmares. His rich, brown hair
was impossibly long, hanging over one shouldealict® his waist. His arms—thick as branches
from the oldest trees—were bare beneath his mat| sthich

sparkled like sunlight on water. In his hand henbdished a broadsword that looked to be as tall
as Michaela herself, and his shield, like the winé@ cart, hung at his side.

Yes, the leader was terrifying, but his party..chiela felt her reality whirling into madness as
her head tipped back on her neck and she lookeq tingorider's companions.

They were.. .monsters. Some gray with rotten andtbt flesh, a noose around the neck of one,
a gaping wound erasing the side of a skull of aeotBome were black, burnt, as if they had just
stepped from their own funeral pyres, their eyastlgigly white and shot with blood, their lips
and ears melted away. One had horns sproutedjasedis ears, and his eyes looked to be
gouged out. One had the scales of a fish overrttiseehead and face, and a forked, black tongue
that flicked the air in anticipation. Creatures smg limbs, men with their torsos ripped wide,
their innards looped over their arms like the t@fim gown. Michaela saw one man-beast, small,
hairless and leathery brown, sitting on the pomofh@nother monster's saddle, eating what
appeared to be a human hand. He caught Michagkanel raised his head to smile at her
hungrily with tiny, bloodied, pointed teeth.

Surely Michaela looked upon Hell's honored gudstseach was a greater horror than the next.
All except for the leader, and the man who rodarmkhim, a golden rope leashing him to the
leader by his neck. This man looked almost humawe $or his alabaster skin, his white-blond
hair, his eyes that held no color, only black. ldean his steed stark naked, and every inch of
him was pearly white, ripped muscle. He stared imhiskela as if she

was a small brown mouse, and he was a cat crouclikd tall grass, biding his time, waiting to
pounce on her, his mouth around her neck and...

The leader's booming voice shook Michaela fromtiarce and he jerked viciously on the
golden tether. As the rope tightened then slackleel saw the deep scorched ring gouged around
the pet's neck. "She is not for you, Alder."

The white-skinned man rocked in his saddle and thenfeader a growl, but to Michaela, he
gave a sensuous smile with his full lips, the aggt of color on his person.

And then she saw that his eyeteeth extended inedlqgnts— fangs—as white as his hair and
skin.

Michaela cried out and stumbled backward. She witaiédook toward Roderick, to assure
herself of his safety, but she dared not take fxes &#om the hideous band before her.

"You are not Agatha Fortune,” the leader accusidydice cracking like the splitting of a great
tree. "And yet.. .you are."

"I am her daughter,” Michaela choked. "Michaela.”

"Michaela?" His eyebrows rose and a slight smigyet about his lips. "Michaela. Michaela
Fortune. You have something that belongs to me&?'yes

Michaela shook her head jerkily. "No. No, | haveiglat. | only ask that you leave.. .leave me in
peace. Do me no harm.”

"Ahh," the giant rider admonished. "You have a pgsgn of mine. A thing | left in your
mother's care, a promise for your father's lifés here—I feel it. A part of me." His hand went
to his chest over his mail, and although Michaglevk she should not have been able to see a
void so small, so minute, her eyes clearly pickettbe circle of black in his shirt.

A circle, where one piece of mail was missing.

Michaela shook her head madly again. "I don't have.l lost

it."



"You lost it?" the leader taunted. "That is too blld your mother that | would return for my
possession, and that recovering it would ensur@aiBbrtune's black life, as well as hers and
your own. If you no longer have it..."

"My father is a good man!" Michaela cried. "Not timan he once was!"

"It matters not," the leader reasoned. "A bargsia bargain. Perhaps you haven't lost it after all,
yes? Perhaps you.. .gave it away?" To Michaelal®hdhe man's blazing eyes went to the
darkened tree line, where Roderick lay.

She turned her head, and saw Roderick at the hasdead, rotted tree, Harliss sprawled atop
him, her blade at his throat. As

the leader turned his attention to the wood, tlogvglf the band spread over the ground,
illuminating Roderick and his captor.

"What have we here?" the leader said mildly. "Peshdichaela Fortune hopes to trade your life
for her father's, soldier. She gave you my linkl, slhe not?"

And Michaela could not stop her soft, helpless viregep

For several moments, Roderick had fooled himsétf ihinking he had fallen unconscious from
his injuries. That what he was experiencing attbed's edge—Harliss atop him, his life blood
throbbing against the jagged edge of her bladehéfiacious group of fiends standing judgment
before Michaela in the road— was nothing more @iaimsane nightmare. But when the leader
turned eyes to him, when Roderick, too, flinchemhfrfeeling the band's glow slide over his skin,
he knew he was horribly awake.

"I have your link, Devil," Roderick called out asudly as his awkward position would allow.
"Around my very neck. Come and get it!"

The demon laughed as if highly amused by the amgdiethen his eyes narrowed, his head tilted.
"I know you," he said contemplatively. "l have sgeur face before.”

Before Roderick could answer, Harliss screechedu'stay away! Stay away! He is mine!
When he is dead you may take him

back to Hell with you! In the name of.. .in the raof God, do | command thee!"

The riders in the band howled and screamed, thedsbayed, the dragon horses reared and
pawed at the air.

The leader's attention was only for the gray olagnan now. He held up one palm slightly
toward her, his brow furrowed as if in concentmati®hen his hand snapped closed in a fist.
"Harlis-s-s," the leader hissed. "You dare callugme name of God to defend thee?"

"How do you know me?" Harliss choked. "You know nua!"

The leader gave a brief chuckle. Then he crackedethsh in his hand like a whip, and the tether
loosened and rose up from around the snowy-skinmeds neck and head.

"Alder," the leader said smoothly, and raised tbe-toiled leash to indicate Harliss. "That one,
you may take."

The naked man gave a guttural snarl and leaptlimtair from his saddle. He bounded over the
road and into the fringe of trees on all fours,dkis glowing, his muscles rippling, and he
pounced upon Harliss, tumbling her away into tteekhess like a cat with a ball of twine.
Roderick heard Harliss scream, but the sound emdad abrupt, watery rip. Then he heard
drinking, slurping, chewing, echoing through theek.

Roderick struggled to a seat against the crumitfizxg trunk, and then pushed with all his might
to stand. Michaela dashed from the road to his sidieigging under his left arm to support him.
Roderick gripped her shoulder tightiy, pressediakjualmost defiant kiss to the crown of her
head, while never taking his eyes from the dempaity.

The Hunt leader watched them both with something ttlkamusement, but his words were for
Roderick alone. "Give me my link, soldier."

Roderick reached into his tunic and snapped theahigh one swift pull. Swinging up the ends
to pool in his palm atop the glowing, throbbing aldink, he held it tight in his fist for a
moment, thinking.

"You will do us no harm if | return it to you? Youll leave us?"

The leader's eyes flamed and he only held outra.pal



"Give it to him, Roderick," Michaela whispered ungjg. "It belongs to him."

Roderick tossed it through the air and the leadaghbt it with an easy swipe of his fist. The
chain slithered away to the ground and dissolvealtile mud, and the giant, glowing man
placed the link in his shirt gently, delicately.iddrt gold light burst from it for an instant, cangi
Roderick and Michaela to throw up arms to shietdrtfaces, but then the dumb metal faded into
the obscurity of the thousands of links surrounding

The leader then looked at Roderick as if he coeédisto his very soul. "Yea, | have seen you.
You, who fought with your men, who watched thenh, faho sacrificed"—the leader looked
down at Roderick's half leg—"your own flesh so tbétters might live."

"How?" Roderick demanded weakly. "No man such aswas in my company; you are no
Saracen that | faced. Never have | seen your loatasountenance before, nor do | know your
name."

"l ride in every company of war," the leader saigiquiet deadly voice. "And | have seen your
face; | know your name. Roderick of Cherbon. SoMafnus."

Roderick's throat seemed to close on itself ankileev a gut- melting fear for Michaela's and his
life. What kind of demon was this, who rode witle thhonsters he collected through war? Who
hunted people on dark, quiet roads? Who set thestwf beasts to feed upon humans?

But the leader addressed Roderick no more, tutmmgttention—to Roderick's great dread—to
Michaela. His hand dipped into the neck slit of ¢higin shirt and in a moment he produced a
small object, glowing gold through the cracks & mmassive grip. He tossed it to Michaela and
she caught it with both

hands. Roderick looked down into her cupped palmissaw a tiny, perfect golden chest, no
bigger than the very center of her palm.

"For my faithful Agatha," the leader intoned. "Rgpeent for her bravery and steadfastness. She
is your father's only gift—his wife, and his life."

Then the leader's hand returned to his chest, apdutked the metal ring from his shirt once
more and held it up as if to look through it. lbgled gold again, like a small sun, and was now
smooth and perfectly circular. After a moment, d&sed this, too, to Michaela. It was a wide,
shining band now—as if made to fit the finger dady.

"For you, my daughter.” He smiled. "And when youndiothis time, do not take it off."

"Thank you," Michaela whispered faintly.

Then the leader at last turned his blazing eyek ttaRoderick. From deep within a bloody
pouch tied to his saddle, he retrieved a dark, ptachobject. "You are missing some article of
your dress, soldier,” he said mildly, and thenedsgown the piece to Roderick. "I believe you
already wear its mate?"

Roderick looked at the soft material in his handiista more a boot than a shoe, really. Rich
brown leather, perhaps deerskin, worn nearly tdhimness of cloth. The sole was long and
wide, the ties rough and thick. Roderick's stomaehched as he

realized this was the left boot to pair the onatilewore on his right foot.

Roderick did not miss the implied slight this otlwerldly man had dealt him. But dare he tempt
the demon's wrath by refusing it?

The leader sat his horse expectantly for severahemds, until—as if he had read Roderick's
mind—~he said in a low, deadly voice, "Put it omefid, lest | take offense.”

Roderick swallowed what was left of his pride alldveed Michaela to wordlessly help him to
the soggy forest floor. He shook open the bootmrikgd it over his stump, lacing up the long,
worn leather as best he could. While he struggli¢hl tive des, the leader looked around the
black forest, seemed to listen with a frown.

"Alder!" he bellowed, and Roderick's mind went e glowing white, fanged creature-man who
stole away with Harliss, the source of those awtueams.

"Alder, | command thee!" the leader shouted adaimcries shaking the very ground. Then he
let out a wild, evil-sounding howl, tossing his Hesnd his long hair. "Find him!" he roared to
the macabre band behind him.



Roderick and Michaela ducked together as the Huatraed around them, over them, into the
black forest.

The leader's horse pranced impatiendy—growled. Rddbead never heard a horse growl like
that in his life, and never would again.

"I have a killer to hunt," the leader announcedet'Gp. Go home. Forget. Live. You have earned
your life and your peace. If you should see Aldemayhap a white wolf stalking the wood at
night, |1 beg you, seek your shelter and pray to Gatlhe does not smell your blood."

Michaela helped Roderick to stand once more anel ttae looming shade—all that was left of
the hellish Hunt. Michaela would not be able tomup his weight for very long, he knew, but he
would try as best he could to get them both awamfthis foul creature—and the perhaps even
deadlier Alder, roaming the Cherbon wood somewhetkeir vulnerable backs.

Roderick made a short bow to the seated giant. thdyks, fellow soldier, for the gift."” It was an
insulting present, yes, but both he and Michaeleewvas yet alive. It was enough. Roderick took
one stiff hop toward Cherbon, jerking on Michaetdisulders awkwardly.

But she would not move, her eyes pinned to theretthéeader. "Who are you?" she asked in a
frightened, desperate voice. "I must know."

The rider stared at Michaela, and his terrifyingumtopranced. From the wood behind them,
screeches and howls burst from the

monsters who rode with him, as if they had heardhdela's simple query and dreaded the
rider's answer.

"l am Justice," he said to Michaela, and then loakeRoderick once more, a light of kinship in
his eyes. A battle fever that Roderick had onceAmwell. "I am War and Vengeance. | am
Faith." His eyes found Michaela's again. "l am yguardian."

"But,” Michaela pressed, and Roderick wanted tolego hold her tongue. "What is your
name?"

Roderick wanted to beg her because he knew. Eviendathie horse's blissful scream, before the
massive, gray wings unfolded behind the rider'klzand spread to a horrific, thunderous,
twelve-foot span.

"I am Michael," the leader said, his whisper deafgnn the stormy gale his announcement has
sparked. Then, with a mighty flap of his angelio@s, Michael and his mount rose up from the
road in a blast of wind and rain, sweeping over&m# and Michaela and away into the wood,
taking the glow of his presence, of his terriblertain judgment, with him.

In an instant, Michael, his Wild Hunt, and the eial storm that accompanied them were gone.
Michaela fell against Roderick's chest, her sobstand full of relief and understanding.

"It's all right now," Roderick choked out over Mexla's head, holding her tighter than he ever
had, kissing her crown, lifting her higher agaimish. "It's all right, my love. It's over, it's ovér
After a moment, Michaela raised her beautiful fecok into Roderick's eyes, and he was
startled to see worry and confusion there.

"What is it?" he asked.

She eased out of his arms, her eyes never leaisngrd took two slow steps backward from
Roderick.

They stared at each other for a long, long timse&med to Roderick. Both of them too afraid to
speak, to look away. And then they both looked down

Roderick stood firmly on the ground, in his own¥galack boot, and one old, brown leather
shoe.

Epilogue

Six months later Cherbon Castle

It was a lovely feast, even with the pointing artispering. Michaela was not once pushed out
of line when she joined in a dance. And that wretcyloung woman who had once stuck out a
slippered foot and caused her to fall, now sat i@hlkla's side, along with Elizabeth Tornfield.



Juliette and her stepdaughter were fast friends ao@ their company was easy, genuine, and
most welcomed by Michaela.

Michaela had not once made a fool of herself. Betthought that the evening was yet young,
and the idea made her smile to herself.

Michaela caught a glimpse of her parents acroshdlte-her own hall, this time. As always,
they were tied together at the arms, still wearitegtical expressions of bliss. The only changes
were the newly made, rich clothing they wore, drallittle dark-haired

boy clinging to Agatha's skirts. Her parents liadCherbon now, Lord Walter and his wife
giving up their home as too much for them to manage small Fortune hold was now absorbed
into Tornfield, and Michaela's parents were havthegtime of their lives in their new role as
grandparents to Leo.

Although they lived at Cherbon, wore rich clothiagd planned on doing a bit of traveling, their
expenses were not footed by Cherbon. No, indeedy-tleee quite independent, thanks to the
little golden chest given to Michaela on Yule's Etbee precious little box that had revealed itself
to be more of a repayment than any of them cowe leaer imagined.

When Agatha had opened it for the first time, @l&rcoin was nested in a slit of cushioned
velvet. Michaela's mother had given a soft crywpsse, removed the coin, and snapped the lid
shut, setting the trunk aside. She had been glassed.

"One coin, eh?" Walter Fortune had said ruefully, then smiled at his wife's pleasure as he
himself picked up the trunk. "Well, mayhap thisqaes worth something. Tis finely made." He
had flipped open the lid with his thumb and hislagevs raised as he pulled out another coin.
He handed it to his wife. "You overlooked this omg, lady."

Agatha had taken it with a sweet, confused froWm Quite certain there was only—" She had
stopped, taken the trunk, closed and opened tlantid more.

She withdrew another single coin.

And so it was to be, no matter how many times ttiekt was opened and closed, whenever a
coin was removed, another took its place. An esdi@sount of money, to do with what they
needed and what they wished.

Even so, it had taken them three straight dayaising and lowering the little golden lid before
they could pay the whole of their accumulated debts

Agatha had never asked Michaela where she'd gthtéetnunk, or why it had been given to her,
and Michaela had not volunteered the informatidrer& was no need.

Elizabeth Tornfield touched Michaela's arm, drawhmeg out of her happy reverie.

"Lady Michaela," she said, and then pointed to wtike musicians were clustered in a corner of
the crowded hall. Gone was the insecure, speechbess) girl, replaced by this striking, poised
young woman. Michaela was so proud of her, anddddkrward to seeing her grow fully into
the lady she was fast becoming.

Roderick and Alan Tornfield were regarding Michaei¢h similar mischievous grins, and
beckoned to her with their hands.

Elizabeth giggled. "I believe your talents are emand."

Michaela smiled again as she watched Alan Tornfiglé her husband a "wait one moment"
sign and then cross the hall to stand

before her. Alan was so mindful now, of what heutia of as Roderick's physical limitations.
"You simply must, Michaela," he said, and held aitand to her, his blondness warm and
soothing. The Tornfields were good friends of theiow—family.

Across the hall, Michaela heard Leo cry happilyativh sing! Grandmamma, my mama sing!
That was one summons Michaela could not refuset@iteAlan’'s hand and rose with a smile as
anticipatory applause rang out through the hall.

Roderick hooked his walking stick over his elbovd &mought his hands together with the rest of
the guests as his wife made her way through thiérgnarowd toward him. The cane was
beautiful, carved ivory—a belated wedding gift fr&m Hugh Gilbert. Roderick's friend had

sent it with word that he had found employ withistidguished old lord who was a close advisor



to King Henry, and they resided in London. Hughnsee happy from his note, although he had
not asked that Roderick call on him if ever he wathe city.

Perhaps one day, though...

Michaela was nearly to him now, and Leo joinedwigh his typical mad dash across the floor,
tackling her legs and swinging

about her skirts. Michaela swayed, hooted, anaiind held their breath in anticipation of a
tumble, but their applause grew when she rightegdifeand the boy with a smile.

She was so perfect. For him and Leo. For Cherbon.

Roderick could walk. He could not explain it, andruth, he did not want to know the how of it.
No other mortal save Michaela knew the truth alychat had happened on the forest road that
Yule's Eve six months ago, knew that Roderick cavdtk anywhere he chose now, with only a
slightly noticeable limp. He could mount, he cosfstar—he had no need of the cane, really, only
used it for the sake of their friends, and becausas a gift from Hugh.

As far as everyone else was concerned, Lord Rdd€herbon was missing his leg from below
his knee, down, and the soft, brown boot was a ggpensive, very finely made prosthesis. He
was not shamed by it—indeed, he now told everyone asked that he had lost his leg at
Heraclea. He was grateful that he had surviveeétiorm home and rule his demesne, raise his
family— perhaps a growing family, if his suspicionsre correct. He was a man—and a better
man, for what he had lost.

What was truly beneath the brown boot—his own foosomething frighteningly foreign—
Roderick would never know. The boot was part of himw, as surely as his skin. And that was
enough for him.

Michaela and Leo were almost upon him—his wife hisdson —and her scent brought to mind
the bunches of fresh spring flowers that were asyagsent about the keep now—inside and out.
At the graves on the knoll—even Magnus's—and pagtigtfilling the small chapel around the
stone statue of the Archangel Michael, whose cachadh shirt bore a mysterious chipped mark
over the heart.

Michaela held out her hands to Roderick, and tredeeywsmooth gold of her wedding band
gleamed in the candlelight. He took them in his @md squeezed, his heart feeling whole and
alive and healed. Michaela leaned up and kisseddaised cheek.

"l sing this for you," she whispered in his ear.

Leo was attempting to scramble up Roderick's le@foetter view, and so he scooped the boy
onto his forearm, letting him hold the cane.

"Hoo's stick?" Leo asked.

Roderick nodded. "That's right."

Leo kissed the handgrip and held it to his ches$teaand his father gave their full attention over
to the dazzling woman, named for an angel of waQ sang to them now.

And in the short time that the mesmerizing melambktflight from her tongue and floated on the
air, bringing a heavy, grateful wetness to Rodésielyes, everyone gathered in the hall seemed
to realize they were seeing before them no MissuRerwhatsoever, but a tiny glimpse of
Heaven.

Perhaps the Cherbon Devil realized it most of all.

Author's Note

Dear Friends,

The battle at which Roderick was injured is my awgation, although many of the details are
based on historical accounts of several differaiids which indeed took place at or near
Heraclea in 1101.

As for the paranormal aspect of this book, theystbthe Wild Hunt is actually an ancient
legend told throughout Europe. There are countlessions, and | incorporated bits and pieces
from several—as well a healthy dose of my own wdstnagination— in the telling of this tale.
The legends themselves are fascinating readitygpife into that sort of thing.



Anecdotally, 1 would like to mention that as | wedhis story, | couldn't help but pronounce
Michaela's name "Michael-ah," as opposed to theemofhnd perhaps correct) pronunciation
more similar to "Mick-aye-lah." Hence, Leo's "Mikah." | did so because, the name being the
feminine version of Michael, | feel Agatha Fortumeuld have wanted the origin of her
daughter's name to be absolutely clear to anyoreehghrd it. Of course, as

you read, you pronounced it in your own mind howepa felt appropriate, and that is always
correct.

Some of you might have recognized Alder, the ining vampire escaped from the Hunt. The
story of what happens to him after fleeing the Gbarwood can be read in the novella, "The
Vampire Hunter," as part of the HHGHLAND BEAST aalbgy, in stores now. For those of you
who've already read "The Vampire Hunter," thank,yamd | hope you enjoyed the wider
glimpse into the beginning of Alder's search foaB&—and his own redemption—in this book.
As always, you can visit www.HeatherGrothaus.contte latest news on upcoming releases.



