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1299 A.D. – Dogged by sinister rumors courtesy of a jealous older brother, Gage de Reyne is the mercenary known as The North Wind – destructive, powerful, and cold as ice. But a chance meeting with a childhood friend, Lady Wynter de Thorington, brings about a spark that could melt the glacier he’s become.


Or it could burn down his entire world.

Wynter knew Gage as a child and, truth be told, she had quite a fondness for the big, silent, powerful younger sibling of a petty but powerful older brother. She’s heard the rumors, how Gage was driven out because he’d tried to steal his brother’s inheritance, but she simply can’t believe it was true. The Gage she knew was, above all, an honorable lad.

An honorable lad who grew up into an honorable, tremendously skilled knight.

When Gage and Wynter’s reacquaintance goes from a spark to a roaring blaze, they make a decision that will change their lives forever. As a mercenary, Gage has returned with an army paid to defend a neighbor against Gage’s very own brother, who has become a greedy, wicked man over the years. It looks as if Gage has returned for vengeance when he has really returned quite by chance.

But the neighbor who hired Gage’s army is a suitor for Lady Wynter’s hand.

Join Gage and Wynter on a complex and thrilling adventure of battle glory, passion, and the quest to bring the truth to light for a man who has been very badly slandered. In the end, it’s not the rumors or his prowess on the field of battle that define Gage de Reyne.

It’s the sacrifice he makes for the woman he loves.

Wynter’s cold knight is anything but cold…
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Ducibus fidem meam

Faith guides me


AUTHOR’S NOTE


The de Reyne family is one of my first loves because Creed de Reyne from Guardian of Darkness was my first de Reyne hero and I have always been in love with him. I’d always hoped to grow the de Reyne family like I’ve grown some of my other houses – de Wolfe, de Lohr, de Russe, etc. – but Creed only had two brothers, both of whom died, so that leaves me with Creed’s sons and grandsons and great-grandsons, plus a host of cousins. As it turns out, the de Reynes were prolific breeders.

What do I love so much about the de Reynes? They’re intelligent, gentle giants. The strong, silent type, which the de Wolfes and de Lohrs and de Russes are not. There’s an underlying quiet strength in the de Reyne men that I find irresistible.

So, let’s be clear on the family tree here and how Gage is related to Creed and Ryton from Guardian of Darkness – Creed, Ryton, and Lennox were cousins to Gage. His father was their father’s brother (Gage’s father’s name was Hart, Creed’s father was Banks). Banks de Reyne was never discussed in Guardian of Darkness, so the family tree has been presented for clarification. Ridge de Reyne from The Black Storm is the bastard son of Ryton, so he is also a cousin to Gage.

In fact, I’ve got so many de Reyne characters scattered in different books that I’ve had to make a family tree so we can all keep them all straight. Even me!

Let’s talk about something mentioned briefly in the book – coal. There are many coal deposits all over England but in the High Middle Ages, it really wasn’t considered a source of fuel for the general population. However, smithies used it, as did other tradesmen because it was a cheap source of energy, so there was a market for it. Also, Medieval folk didn’t call it “coal”, but “sea-coal” or “charcoal”, but for our purposes in this book, I’m just going to call it coal so you know what I’m talking about.

More fun stuff in this novel – once again, I’ve got characters from what we know today as Spain. In Medieval times, Spain didn’t exist as a country – there were several kingdoms that were unified later on. I really love researching Medieval Navarre and Leon because the castles they built were just spectacular. Different in design from English castles, as the terrain in many areas is much different from English terrain, so the designers adapted. You also have to remember that they had the Moorish influence.

Note that “Moor” is what the Christian crusaders called the geographical area of the Muslim influence in the Early Middle Ages, but it is considered a derogatory term. For our purposes, we’re strictly referring to the geographical area but, technically, the architectural influences of the castles in the Early to High Middle Ages is Muslim. It’s really a fascinating history if you have time to read about it and I have to say that the castles they built, in many ways, are more spectacular than English architecture tended to be. Muslim architecture was meant to be awe-inspiring and artistic, reflected in castles like The Alhambra, Alcazar, Al Mota, Coca, Olite, and more, while English castles weren’t so artistic – but very strong.

But enough about castles and coal. Let’s talk about Gage and Wynter, our hero and heroine. These two are quite a pair. When I write about a couple, I infuse certain personality traits – for example, he’s very stubborn or she’s quick to temper – and when I do scenes and dialogue, I let those traits take the lead, so we’ve got some fun scenes coming up with these two. Gage is kind of a lost soul and Wynter is headstrong and a bit sly.

Something else mentioned in this novel – a curling iron! There were definitely Medieval curling rods, or irons – put them on the fire and use them to curl hair. Where do you think the name curling “iron” comes from?

The usual Pronunciation Guide:

Septentrion – sep-TEN-tree-un

Prudhoe – Prud-uh (pronounce “Prud” like “mud”)

And with that, I think you’re primed and ready for this novel. It turned out to be a really complex one, with more than one hero. There are a few, so I hope you come away with some new book boyfriends.

Happy Reading!
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PROLOGUE


Year of Our Lord 1230

Septentrion Castle, Northumberland

The month of August

Swoosh!

Something flew over his head. He thought it was a club, but he couldn’t be sure. All he knew was that there were several men in the smelly, dingy stable and he was cornered, backed up by his black stallion who, sensing a fight, was beginning to kick.

They’d caught him off guard.

Now, cornered in the stall of the low-ceilinged stable at his ancestral home of Septentrion Castle, he was without his sword or any other manner of weapon, but he managed to grab an iron hoof pick. He’d just been using it on his horse. He wasn’t sure what was going on, or why he’d been struck heavily on the back with something that knocked the wind out of him, but he could guess. They may get him in the end, but he could do a lot of damage with that pick before it was over.

He braced himself.

It was dark in the corner of the stable, but he could see men moving around. He could hear their weapons clanging, the dull sound of metal reverberating as they were unsheathed. There were swords drawing close and he lifted the pick, slashing it at the first man who came near. He made contact with the man’s neck, driving the hoof pick through it. The man gurgled and groaned, falling aside, as he yanked out his pick and swung it again, this time into the shoulder of another man, catching him in the collarbone. The man cried out in pain and he yanked on him, pulling the man against him.

“Stow your weapons,” he commanded. “Stow them or, by God, I shall use this fool as a shield and you can stick your swords into him and not me. If you do not care, then go forth, but know I will take as many of you as I can with me.”

That seemed to bring some pause as the man in his grip moaned in agony. When everyone seemed to be indecisive, he yanked out the pick and drove it into the man again, this time into his other shoulder. As the man cried out with pain, someone stepped forward in the darkness, lifting his hands in a gesture of surrender.

But it was no surrender.

This was the moment that demands would be made.

“Gage, stop.” It was a soft male voice. “There is no need for bloodshed. We can calmly reason through this situation.”

Sir Gage de Reyne recognized the voice. He didn’t even have to see his brother’s face in the darkness. Even before he spoke, he knew that his elder, and only, brother was the driving force behind the ambush. He glanced down at the man in his grip, the one he’d stabbed twice, and noticed that it was a soldier he’d known for years. He’d considered the man a friend, or at least he had until this moment. When their eyes met, the soldier smiled wanly.

“I’ve come to help ye, Gage,” he said. “Ye didn’t let me speak.”

Gage looked at the man in horror. His pick was still in him and he yanked it free, pushing the soldier back towards the group that was converging on him.

He wielded the pick threateningly.

“I was hoping you would speak to me, brother to brother, before you went through with your usual hasty and reckless decisions, but I see that I was wrong,” he said, seeking his brother out in the dim light. “You do not need a mob of soldiers who we have both known most of our lives. All you had to do was speak to me, Boothe.”

Sir Boothe de Reyne, Lord Stagshaw, stepped forward, his dusky eyes fixed on his younger, smarter, more handsome, and far more talented brother. Gage was all of those things. Gage was the knight all knights aspired to be, a man with morals and ethics, strength and skill. He was everything Boothe wasn’t.

And Boothe wanted him gone.

“I am speaking to you,” he said evenly. “It is time that we speak but you cannot blame me for wanting to protect myself from what will be your undoubted rage on the subject. There have been times in the past when you have been, shall we say… violent.”

Gage knew that, indicated by the hoof pick in his hand. In this case, it was self-defense even though Boothe had a talent for pushing him beyond his endurance. In times past, their father had always been there to break up the fights and it was always Gage with the upper hand because Boothe would rather feast, drink, carouse, and scheme than actually put in the time necessary to become a decently skilled knight. Therefore, Gage could fight and Boothe really couldn’t. Their father had known this and Gage, by virtue of his character, had always been his favorite. Boothe knew this, which was why their father’s unexpected passing two weeks earlier had thrown Boothe into survival mode. What he couldn’t control, he would erase, one way or another.

That meant his brother and Gage was well aware.

“I will not lower the pick,” Gage said after a moment. “You have armed men all around me. I am allowed to defend myself from whatever it is you have ordered them to do.”

Boothe looked at the bleeding soldier, the others who were armed, all of them looking uncertain and, in truth, unhappy. He knew it was because Gage was well-liked and they took orders from him much more readily than they did from Boothe. But that was until their father had died.

Now, they had no choice but to obey the new Lord Stagshaw.

“Gage,” Boothe said seriously, focused on his brother. “You’ve seen dogs in a pack, how they all respond to one dominant male.”

Gage’s dark blue eyes glittered. “What is your point?”

“That there can only be one dominant male,” Boothe said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “I realize that Septentrion is your home and that you were born here, but now it is time for you to leave. Septentrion is my property now, and the Stagshaw barony belongs to me, and there is no place for you. You must find your own way in life.”

Gage had known this moment was coming. Ever since their father had breathed his last, he knew this was coming. Boothe had remained purposely aloof from him, shutting him out of any decisions for their ancestral home, sending missives off to local allies and not telling his brother about the contents. He had a suspicion as to why because Boothe was just that crafty.

And just that insecure.

Now, all of that secrecy was finally being revealed.

“I see,” Gage said coolly. “And I shall find my own way. You needn’t concern yourself. There are plenty of local allies that…”

Boothe cut him off. “You will not serve in Northumberland.”

Gage’s brow furrowed. “Not in Northumberland?” he repeated. “Why not?”

Boothe shrugged. “Northumberland is where my property is and I do not wish for you to serve anywhere near me.”

Gage stared at him in shock before an idea occurred to him. “I understand completely,” he said. “Is it because I might tell your allies the truth about you? How you cheat, lie, beg, or steal to get what you want? I have a revelation for you, Brother – they already know. Father told them long ago. He told them to be wary of you, so whatever you’ve been doing since father’s death has gone largely ignored, I am sure. Septentrion is not to be trusted now and everyone knows it. You’ve done that.”

The smug expression drained from Boothe’s face. “If I have bridges to repair, then I shall do it without you,” he hissed. “A kingdom can only have one king and that is me. Get out and find your own way in the world, Gage. I do not want you here and if you do not leave peacefully, I shall make sure you are thrown from Septentrion by force. A hoof pick is not going to prevent my men from carrying out their orders.”

Even though Gage knew everything had been leading up to this moment, it was still painful. This was his home and he had been born here. His family had been at Septentrion Castle for several generations, occupying that old castle with the Roman tile floors in the solar and the ancient wall of the Romans that ran alongside the property. This far north, there were remains of the Romans everywhere and no more obvious than at Septentrion. In fact, the very name was from the ancient Roman name of the fort upon which the castle was built, Porta Septentrionalis – The North Gate.

And now, he was to be turned out by a suspicious, greedy brother.

He wouldn’t admit that he had nowhere to go. Sure, he had friends throughout England and even in Wales, but he was basically being cast out of his home and that was a humiliating thing for any man. Moreover, he was a de Reyne and de Reynes always stuck together. Their family bonds were legendary.

But not for the sons of Hart de Reyne.

Perhaps that was the most difficult thing of all.

“You do realize that I was born here, just like you,” he said through clenched teeth, trying desperately to sound like he wasn’t begging. “You do realize that this is my home as much as it is yours. A generous and good lord would utilize my strengths, not find himself threatened by them.”

“I am not threatened. I simply do not want you here.”

“Because I am the voice of reason and you are a pitiful wretch?”

“A pitiful wretch who is the rightful lord of Septentrion.”

That was as far as Gage intended to go with his pleading but, inside, he was in turmoil. He could charge his brother and kill him, but that would make him just as bad as Boothe was. He would be doing what his brother feared – destroying him to assume command of Septentrion. That would make him the villain and he was quite certain the army would never look at him the same way. Or, perhaps they would understand and be on his side. Still, he couldn’t take that chance. He had to do what honor dictated.

He had to go.

“Then you are welcome to it,” he said, tossing aside the iron pick. “I hope it is everything you hoped it would be, Brother. My only regret is that greed will choke you in the end and I will not be here to see it. Now, let me collect my things and I will be gone before the sun sets.”

Boothe looked at him as if he had expected more of a fight. “Good,” he said after a moment. “You will take only what you can carry on your horse.”

“I own three horses. I will take all three or you really will have a fight on your hands.”

Truth be told, even Boothe wasn’t stupid enough to invite a fight when they could emerge from this situation relatively peacefully. But he was… disappointed.

Disappointed he couldn’t make his proud brother plead.

“Then take them,” he said. “Take all of the reminders of your time here at Septentrion with you. I do not want to see any remnants.”

“You won’t.”

“And that is all you have to say to me?”

“What more do you want me to say that has not already been said?”

Boothe seemed to be growing more annoyed. His lips were twitching, as if he wanted to say something more. It took Gage a moment to realize that his brother wanted him to beg. He wanted to see Gage lose his composure and beg for his place in the world, but Gage wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. He had no idea where he was going to go or what he was going to do, but he knew this moment would come so he’d had some choices in his mind. Now, it was a matter of making his selection.

And leaving the only life he’d ever known.

With nothing more to say to his brother, he turned back to his stallion to groom the horse and prepare him to depart. He was ending the conversation on his terms, effectively shutting out Boothe, who may have entered the stable with the upper hand, but who definitely didn’t leave with it.

Gage may have been leaving, but he’d had the last word.

Without being instructed by Boothe, the soldiers disbanded.

Gage could hear his brother growling, yelling at the men who had left the stable before he’d given them permission, accusing them of desertion. He ordered several of them back into the stable, to shadow Gage as the man collected his possessions for departure. A few soldiers returned, including the man Gage had sunk his hoof pick into, to not only shadow Gage but to help him gather his things. They prepared his other horses while Gage and two men went into the keep so he could pack his possessions. No matter how aggrieved Gage was feeling, he did everything with his head held high.

There wasn’t one soldier at Septentrion who expected less.

One man who also didn’t expect less was the only other knight at the castle, Sir Laurence de Becque. They called him The Bull, or simply “Bull”, for the sheer size of his arms and shoulders, but also for a peculiar habit he had in battle. Entering a fight, he’d lower his head like a bull charging and use those shoulders to mow people down. Laurence wasn’t a tall man, but what he didn’t have in height he made up for in power and breadth. He was older, with dark blond hair that was gray at the temples, and he was a close friend to Gage.

He, too, knew what was going to happen when Boothe de Reyne took command.

It had only been a matter of time and that time had come. He’d seen the new Lord Stagshaw heading to the stables earlier that evening with a group of armed men and, knowing that Gage was in there, he was concerned for Gage’s safety. He’d come off the wall and armed himself, heading to the stables to defend Gage if need be, but he’d missed what fight there was. Still, he’d stood poised by the door, listening to the conversation, knowing that Boothe was finally banishing his younger and far more noble brother from Septentrion.

Laurence had already made the decision what he was going to do when that happened.

He had been with Hart de Reyne for many years. He’d seen the brothers de Reyne grow up and he’d seen what a shining star Gage had become. The man who would have made a magnificent lord was a man without a home now and when Gage departed his place of birth with three horses, several satchels, saddlebags and more, Laurence joined him. He hated Boothe more than Gage did and had only remained at Septentrion after the death of Hart because of Gage. But if Gage was leaving, so was he.

He wasn’t going to let Gage go alone.

Under a full moon, the two knights traveled south, heading towards London and a world of opportunity for two seasoned warriors worth their weight in gold. Gage hoped to return home someday, but it wouldn’t be to beg his brother to take him back.

It would be to destroy him.

He wasn’t sure how he would return, but he would. Perhaps that had been his problem all along – he’d respected the brotherly bonds that Boothe hadn’t. He detested his brother, but he was still his brother. That bloodline alone warranted some mercy, but Gage realized that had been his mistake. He shouldn’t have shown any mercy at all when dealing with Boothe because that kind of mercy had been a weakness. He knew that now. Men took advantage of men with weaknesses and as a seasoned knight, he should have known that.

He wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. Emotions had gotten him into trouble in the first place. He’d felt something for his only sibling, for his home in general, and now all of it was gone. Ripped away, leaving an open wound where his tender heart used to be.

But no more.

He was going to have to learn to replace the blood in his veins with ice.
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CHAPTER ONE


Ashleven Castle

Northumberland

The month of September

“And God said kill your son to prove your love of the Lord!”

The audience was spellbound as the words came booming from a young woman wearing a white beard made from scratchy, uncombed wool held on her face with a string around the top of her head. She wore a red cloak around her shoulders, deliberately dirtied, and she was holding another young woman down on a makeshift altar fashioned from stone and wood.

Something grim was happening smack in the center of a delicate lady’s solar as the young woman clutched a glittering dagger in one hand, holding it aloft.

“At God’s command, Abraham bound his son to the altar and promised to kill him until an angel of the Lord appeared!”

On cue, yet another young woman dressed in flowing white, with a circle of pale flowers around her head, came rushing into the chamber. But the garment was too long and she tripped on the hem, plowing into the young woman with the fake beard and the knife. The knife went flying as both young women crashed into the girl who had her head upon the altar.

They all went down in a heap.

Unfortunately, so did the painted backdrop that was supposed to represent a mountain and clouds. It was a wooden screen used by the lady of the castle from time to time, but her naughty daughters had absconded with it and painted a scene for this great performance. As the girls fell over, they crashed into the screen and it toppled to the floor as the audience screamed with delight and surprise. It was an audience full of girls, none of them more than sixteen years of age, and they leapt to their feet as the performers collapsed to the ground.

They thought it was marvelous.

But it wasn’t so marvelous because it wasn’t planned. The young woman with the fake beard ended up at the bottom of the pile, enraged that her performance had been scuttled. The audience was laughing as they pulled the girls off of her, declaring their delight for the riveting tale of Abraham and Isaac. But the young woman at the bottom of the heap sat up, pulling the red cloak off her face as she faced her unruly audience.

“I’m not finished yet,” she said loudly. “If it wasn’t for the clumsy angel of the Lord, you would have seen a magnificent ending.”

The angel of the Lord, otherwise known as Lady Spring de Thorington, scowled at her eldest sister and the playwright of the family. “It was mostly over, anyway,” she said. “But it is your fault.”

“My fault?”

Spring lifted up the hem of the white garment. “This is too long,” she said. “I told you it was too long. ’Tis your fault for making me wear it, Wynter.”

Lady Wynter de Thorington’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You’re as ungainly as a newborn colt,” she said. “Any reasonably graceful person could have worn that robe and not fallen over her own feet.”

“Enough, ladies.” A woman in a white wimple and fine silks was suddenly between them, clapping her hands crisply. “Wynter, get off the floor. More of your guests are arriving, so your performance is over for the day, as inappropriate as it was. You must go and change into your finery.”

Wynter looked at her mother in outrage. “Inappropriate?” she repeated. “It is a story from the bible, Mama. How is it inappropriate?”

Maryann de Thorington, Countess of Ashington, eyed her eldest daughter with limited patience. “I think any tale where you threaten to sacrifice your sister is quite inappropriate,” she said. “Next time, do Ruth or Esther.”

“Next time, I shall do Moses parting the Red Sea!”

Maryann cocked an eyebrow. “As long as there are no knives and no real Egyptians in chariots,” she said. Then she pointed a long finger towards the stairwell of the keep. “And as Moses led his people to freedom, so shall I lead you from this room with my staff to your backside if you do not do as I say. Go.”

With a sharp sigh, one showing her displeasure at a mother who had no regard for her theatrical abilities, Wynter climbed to her feet, pulling off the woolen beard that had turned her chin red with irritation. She also pulled off the scarf she’d had wrapped around her head to conceal her deep auburn mane, glorious red hair that was the envy of every woman from Berwick to Newcastle upon the head of a young heiress who was quickly becoming the most sought-after bride in the north.

In fact, that’s what the celebration was all about.

The excuse was Lady Wynter’s sixteenth birthday, but the truth was that her father was taking advantage of the event to show off his daughter. Having no male children, the Earl of Ashington was going to parade his eldest daughter to the most eligible men in the north like a prized mare. The highest bidder, with the grandest family, the most wealth, and hopefully the best breeding, would be the winner of Lady Wynter Rose de Thorington and the Ashington earldom.

But it was going to take a strong man to manage both.

Wynter had the beauty. She had the breeding. But she was headstrong and quirky, hence the play of Abraham and Isaac. The young woman had been writing stories and acting them out since she’d been very young, only the priests that educated her at the Brothers in God at the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, which was quite a mouthful of a name, insisted she only act out biblical stories. They’d let her do it so long as the plays were holy. If she tried to do something different, she was met with a rap across the hands.

Wynter still feared the Brothers in God, or the Mob of God as her father called them. Nothing guaranteed they wouldn’t kick down the door of Ashleven’s massive keep and take a stick to her if they thought she was doing something they did not approve of. But she feared her mother more than those stick-happy monks, so she had little choice but to obey the woman’s directive.

Her performance, for the day, was most definitely ended.

Unhappily dragging herself up the stairs and into the living quarters on the two top floors of the keep, Wynter’s thoughts shifted from her ruined performance to the arriving guests. That thought alone had her moving a little faster because there was one guest in particular she wanted to see.

“When do you think Gage is coming?” A lass of ten popped out of the first door at the top of the steps, her angelic face upturned. She smiled a toothy grin. “Do you think he shall bring Bull with him?”

Wynter couldn’t help but smile at her youngest sister, Autumn de Thorington. It seemed that the young girl was reading her mind. “Who is asking about Bull?”

“Me!”

“Do you not think he is a little old for you?”

Autumn was coy. She took her sister’s hand and walked with her to her chamber next door. “He is handsome,” she said. “I must marry sometime, you know. Isabella of Angouleme was only twelve when she married King John, who was much older than she was.”

Wynter shook her head as she entered her chamber, tossing aside the red cloak she was still holding. “The royals always marry children,” she said with some disgust. “That does not make it ideal.”

“True, but I will be a woman in a few years.”

“And you think Bull is going to wait for you?”

“Will Gage wait for you?”

That brought Wynter to a halt. Speaking of Gage de Reyne always brought her to a halt. With a faint sigh, she poured a measure of rosewater into a basin from a pitcher on the table. Her face was irritated from that terrible beard she had been wearing and she splashed it with the rosewater, cooling the inflamed skin.

“Gage is ten years older than I,” she finally said. “He is already a great knight.”

Autumn lay on her sister’s bed, sinking immediately into the feather mattress, made from the finest down. “But he has eyes for you,” she said. “I know he does. I have seen the way he looks at you.”

Wynter was uncomfortable with such talk. She wanted it to be true. The tall, muscular knight with the dark hair and pale, piercing eyes had garnered her attention since she’d first met him when she’d been a small girl. He’d been a youth and had briefly fostered at Ashleven Castle, and he’d taken a special interest in Wynter like the big brother she’d never had, only from her perspective, Gage had never been brother material.

He was the man she was going to marry.

“We shall see,” she said, drying off her face. “Papa has invited every eligible man in Northumberland to this gathering, so mayhap there will be one or two men who cannot live without the sight of me.”

“And you will marry them?”

Wynter looked at her, eyes glimmering with mirth. “Gage had better be one of them.”

Autumn giggled gleefully. “He is very handsome.”

“Who is very handsome?”

The last de Thorington sister entered the chamber, a bundle of fabric in her arms. Lady Summer de Thorington had seen twelve years but she had developed a decidedly female figure at a young age. She already looked like a full-grown woman in spite of her young years, an elegant lass with strawberry blonde hair and an angelic face. She was far prettier than Spring, who was blonde and somewhat plain, and looked older than even Wynter. She was well-loved, a sweet girl if not slightly dense, but that was part of her charm.

Wynter adored her.

“Gage,” she said, watching Summer dump some freshly cleaned garments onto the bed. “We were speaking of his comeliness.”

Summer may have been a little flighty, or empty-headed like a newborn chick as their father liked to say, but she wasn’t stupid. She knew how her eldest sister lusted after the younger de Reyne son.

“He is quite comely,” she agreed, shaking out a yellow silk surcoat. “I do not suppose you would like to know when he arrives.”

“Of course I would.”

Summer smoothed out the yellow silk casually. “I saw de Reyne banners in the bailey a few minutes ago.”

Wynter didn’t react. She simply looked at her sister as the woman’s words sank in. Then she let out a shriek of excitement and grabbed for the yellow silk that looked so good against her pale skin and dark red hair. She snatched it right out of Summer’s hands.

“Why did you not tell me this sooner?” she demanded.

Summer grinned. “Because we were busy with your performance,” she said. “I would not dare interrupt Abraham and Isaac.”

That was true. Interrupting one of Wynter’s plays was a mortal offense according to Wynter, so she tried not to appear too annoyed. “But you did see them?”

“I did.”

Wynter shook out the silk. “Then I must dress quickly and go down to greet my guests.”

Summer laughed softly as she collected the soft, white sheath that went underneath the surcoat. “Guests?” she said. “Or guest?”

Wynter tried to look coy but couldn’t quite manage it. As she and Summer broke down into laughter, Autumn went in search of ribbons and pins for her sister’s hair.

“Hurry,” the young girl said. “We must help Wynnie dress before Spring can get to Gage first. You know what will happen then.”

Summer nodded firmly as Wynter began to strip down. “Pain and agony for Spring,” she said. “In fact, I will go and find her to make sure she does not try to corner Gage’s attention.”

Wynter was untying her shift so quickly that she was snagging the ties. “If I see Spring anywhere near him, I’ll…”

Summer waved her off. “I know,” she said. “Spring would do it just to spite you and then cry to Mother because you threatened her.”

Ties released, Wynter yanked the worn shift over her head. “I’ll do more than threaten her,” she said. “I’ll tie her up and leave her for the wolves.”

“Would you really?” Autumn asked, concerned.

Wynter’s pale brown eyes were glimmering with mirth at her baby sister. “Nay,” she said. “Well, not too much. Just a little. Enough so that they chewed her fingers off.”

Summer fled the chamber, a grin on her face, leaving Autumn to help Wynter dress on this most important occasion. Her job, at the moment, was to prevent the former angel of the Lord from trying to charm the object of Wynter’s affections. In the competition between Wynter and Spring, such things happened all of the time and Wynter always came out on top.

But that didn’t stop Spring from trying.

Perhaps Wynter really wouldn’t tie her up and leave her for the wolves, but Spring’s fate would be horrific, indeed.

Summer felt it her duty to warn her.
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“I find that quite… shocking,” John said, a rather stunned expression on his face. “Are you certain of this?”

Boothe was in Ashington’s resplendent solar, one of many chambers at Ashleven Castle that displayed the wealth of the Earldom of Ashington. This room, in particular, had exotic furs on the floor and expensive tapestries on the wall. In the center of the room was an oak table, crafted in Milan, which had gold inlayed in the wood. It was quite magnificent and Boothe had always been impressed with Ashington’s wealth. The man had been a fine ally of Hart de Reyne.

Boothe was here to ensure that alliance continued.

“Unfortunately, I am,” he said, sounding sorrowful. “My brother… well, I should not like to speak ill of him because he is my dear brother, but the truth is that he tried to take everything from me. I had no choice, my lord. I was forced to banish him.”

John sat next to that golden-streaked table, seemingly baffled. “But that does not sound like Gage at all,” he said. “He has always been the most noble of men. What, exactly, did he do?”

Boothe cleared his throat softly, making a good show of being in distress. “As I said, I do not wish to speak ill of my brother, but…”

“You are the one who has made such allegations against him. I want to know the truth.”

Boothe sensed doubt in that statement, which wasn’t what he wanted. He knew that here, at Ashleven in particular, Gage was well regarded. The earl was fond of him and the man’s eldest daughter had been known to fawn over him.

If he could only get Ashington on his side…

“As you know, my brother was well liked by my army,” he said. “In fact, they were far more willing to follow him than follow me. I was in the stable the other evening and Gage managed to convince some of those most loyal to him to ambush me. It was a difficult fight, but I triumphed in the end.”

John regarded him a moment. “And then you exiled him?”

“Of course.”

“What of the men who helped him?”

“They are being punished,” Boothe said vaguely. “I suppose I wanted to tell you in case Gage came to Ashleven with lies of what happened at Septentrion. I had no choice but to send him away because he tried to kill me and steal my inheritance. Do not think it gives me any great pleasure to tell you this, my lord. I am greatly troubled by it.”

John was still looking at him with an expression that bordered on suspicion. “Where is de Becque?”

“He sided with Gage.”

“He is gone, too?”

Boothe nodded sadly. “I have lost both my brother and my father’s most cherished knight,” he said, hanging his head. “It has been… difficult.”

John de Thorington wasn’t a fool. The more he watched Boothe de Reyne’s performance, the more he knew that something wasn’t right. He knew the man’s brother and he knew Laurence de Becque, and both of them were as noble and true as any knight he’d ever known. He was fairly certain Gage hadn’t tried to take his brother’s inheritance from him and he was more than certain de Becque wouldn’t have been involved in anything like that. That begged the question as to why Boothe was putting on such a show.

Something had happened at Septentrion Castle, that was for sure.

But what, exactly, was the big mystery?

“Where is Gage now?” he asked after a moment.

Boothe shook his head. “I do not know, my lord,” he said. “When I left, I had some of my men follow him so he did not cause trouble and they said he headed south, so I would assume he went to London.”

“But you do not know for certain?”

“Nay, my lord,” Boothe said. “I do not know if he intends to stay in England. He may head across the sea.”

“Why would you say that?”

Boothe looked at him. “Because my mother was born in Pamplona,” he said. “We have family there. A rather large family. Gage could easily flee England to Pamplona to escape my wrath.”

John’s eyebrows slowly lifted. “Pamplona?” he repeated. “In Navarre?”

“Aye.”

“How did I not know this about your mother?”

“Did you ever meet her?”

John shook his head. “In truth, I did not,” he admitted. “I knew your father for many years, but your mother… she did not live with him and I never met her.”

Boothe knew what he meant. “She did not,” he said. “She hated England. She hated the climate, the people. She hated everything about it. She gave birth to me and my brother here, as my father wished, but she returned to Pamplona to live in her father’s house, with her family. A very old family, I might add, the House of de Soto.”

John cocked his head curiously. “I do not think I have heard of that house.”

“They are the guardians of Vale of Pamplona,” Boothe said. “The fortress is truly something to be behold. I went there once, in my youth, because my mother’s father asked for his grandsons to visit, and I remember this enormous white castle on a rise overlooking the entire valley. You’ve never seen such white stone. They used to call it Fortaleza de los Vascones because the Romans lived there in days of old.”

John grunted. “Not unlike Septentrion.”

“The Romans were everywhere.”

“Indeed, they were,” John agreed. Then he appeared thoughtful. “And you believe Gage will have gone to this place?”

Boothe shrugged. “I cannot know for certain,” he said. “I would be afraid that he might tell my grandfather that I have wronged him somehow. If… if he returns with a Spanish army to oust me from Septentrion, may I count on your support, my lord?”

John hadn’t expected that request. The last thing he wanted to do was get caught up in a battle with a Spanish warlord so he cleared his throat softly and averted his gaze.

“I would not worry about that,” he said. “I do not know what went on between you and your brother, but I will say that I have known Gage for several years. I do not mean to disbelieve you, but I am having difficulty accepting that he tried to take your inheritance. That simply does not seem like something he would do.”

Boothe wasn’t happy that he wasn’t being blindly and fully believed, but he managed to keep his temper. Becoming offended over a lie he was trying to make believable wouldn’t work in his favor in the end, not when he needed Ashington’s support.

“It is shocking, I agree,” he said. “But I can only tell you what happened. It is your choice whether or not you choose to believe it.”

John pondered that a moment longer before standing up. “It is unfortunate,” he said. In truth, that was all he could, or would, say about it because the entire situation just seemed odd to him. “But let us forget about it, for now. I have spent a small fortune on Wynter’s celebration, so please find your way to the hall. There is enough food there to feed a small army. Enjoy yourself. There will be many allies here today to participate in the festivities, so may I ask a favor of you?”

They were heading towards the solar door. “Of course, my lord,” Boothe said. “How may I be of service?”

They paused as John opened the solar door. “Do not tell the allies what you told me about Gage,” he said quietly. “I do not want that subject to be the predominant narrative here today. It is Wynter’s day of birth and she should be the focus, not your brother’s actions. Will you please honor that?”

Boothe wasn’t pleased, not in the least. He’d hoped to garner a great deal of sympathy by telling anyone who would listen about Gage’s alleged behavior. He’d intentionally ousted Gage from Septentrion before the Ashington celebration because he knew many local allies would be in attendance, men he could spread his lies to. Men he’d been cultivating since his father passed away, sending them missives of flattery and pledges of his allegiance. Now, that intention was being handicapped and he didn’t like it. But he couldn’t help it if someone brought up his missing brother.

In that case, he should be obliged to tell them why.

Perhaps he wasn’t completely thwarted, after all.

“As you wish, my lord,” he said after a pause.

John opened the door, ushering Boothe through. He watched him depart the keep, leaving the heavy entry door open in his wake. That afforded John the opportunity to watch the man walk across the inner ward to the gatehouse that opened into the outer bailey where the great hall was located.

But he wasn’t the only one watching Boothe.

“Was that Lord Stagshaw that I just saw?”

Wynter was coming off the stairs, peering through the open entry. John walked up beside her.

“Aye,” he said. “The new Lord Stagshaw. God help us.”

Wynter turned to look at him. She and her father shared the same pale brown eyes, so pale that they were a shade of amber.

“Why would you say that?” she asked curiously.

John looked at his daughter. Knowing she had a soft spot for Gage, he wondered just how much to tell her. Wynter was mature for her age, not like flighty Spring, or silly Summer, or an adolescent like Autumn. Four daughters, named for every season, but Wynter was his pride and joy. When she wasn’t acting out stories from the bible, that is. One flaw in what he considered an otherwise solid character. He spent his days secretly hoping she would outgrow the need to put on woolen beards and sacrifice her sisters for the sake of her art but, so far, that hadn’t happened.

Yet.

But the time was swiftly approaching when she was going to have to give up such childish pursuits. She was of marriageable age and men wanted a wife who was proper and educated, not one who dressed up like Christ or his disciples. Still, she was the most mature out of his daughters and something told him that Boothe de Reyne was not going to keep his mouth shut when it came to his brother. He also knew that Wynter would be asking for Gage.

He had to tell her something.

“Come with me,” he said quietly.

He took Wynter by the hand, leading her into his solar and quietly shutting the door. Once inside, she faced him expectantly.

“Is something amiss, Papa?” she asked.

John let go of her hand and scratched his head. “I do not wish to ruin your special day, Wynnie, but there is something you should know,” he said. “You are expecting Gage de Reyne today and he is not coming.”

As he knew it would, her face fell. “Why not?”

John wasn’t quite sure how to phrase what he knew. He held up his hands to her in a soothing gesture. “I want you to listen to what I have to say,” he said. “Know that it will do no good to become upset and there is a hall full of guests waiting to wish you many blessings upon your day of birth, so you must not face them in turmoil.”

Wynter wasn’t sure what he was leading up to but she knew she didn’t like it already. “What has happened to Gage, Papa?”

John gestured towards the keep entry, the last place they had both seen Boothe. “Stagshaw came to tell me that his brother tried to kill him and steal his inheritance,” he said. “As a result, his brother was banished. Gage is no longer at Septentrion, dearest. He has gone.”

Wynter took on a distinct countenance of disbelief. “What is this madness?” she hissed. “Gage tried to kill his brother and steal his fortune?”

“That is what Stagshaw says.”

Her mouth popped open. “But it is not true!” she said. “You know it is not true. Gage would never do such a thing!”

John was nodding before she even finished her sentence. “I know,” he said. “He said that Gage left and took Bull with him, so they have both gone.”

“Gone where?”

“He does not know.”

“How long ago?”

John lifted his shoulders helplessly. “I did not ask,” he said. “It must be recent. Boothe has been Lord Stagshaw less than a month, so it could only be recently.”

“But he actually told you that Gage tried to kill him?”

“That is what he said.”

Wynter was still wallowing in disbelief when she suddenly looked ill. “Oh, God, Papa,” she breathed. “Do you think… do you think Boothe killed Gage and he is making up stories for his disappearance? We all know that Boothe and Gage never got on, so mayhap they had a great argument and Boothe killed his brother. Mayhap –!”

John cut her off. “I would never believe in a thousand years of living that Boothe de Reyne could somehow overpower his brother and kill him,” he said flatly. “That is simply not possible. But…”

“But what?”

John held up a finger knowingly. “But I do not believe Boothe’s version of what happened,” he said. “It is all too coincidental for my taste. I know that the de Reyne brothers were never fond of one another, but for Gage to attack his brother… unless he was provoked, I do not believe he would do it.”

Wynter was listening anxiously. “Then you think Boothe did something that forced Gage to react?”

John nodded. “Especially if de Becque went with him,” he said. “De Becque is a man of great integrity. He could never serve a man he could not respect.”

“And he does not respect Boothe?”

John shook his head at what he considered an obvious question. “I would wager to say that he does not,” he said. “Truthfully, we knew the day would come when Hart de Reyne passed away and Boothe became the new lord. If there is any man on earth not worthy of such a title, it is Boothe. But he is still the rightful lord, like it or not. Therefore, if Gage was provoked into an unwinnable situation, it is possible he chose to leave and de Becque went with him.”

It made sense to Wynter, sort of. “But why did they simply leave?” she wondered aloud. “Why not come to you or any of the allies and tell them what happened? Why simply go and not fight back?”

John looked at his daughter. “Sweetheart, Gage has no ground to stand upon,” he said regretfully. “He is not the heir to his father’s fortune. Boothe is. If Boothe wants him away, then away he must go. He cannot fight the legitimate heir.”

Wynter didn’t like that idea at all. “Then why not send someone to look for him?” she said. “We can send Clark to follow his trail and find out where he went.”

She was referring to her father’s captain, Clark de Vries, a well-regarded and highly skilled knight. Clark was in command of Ashington’s army, including four other knights. All of those seasoned knights were a heavy payroll burden for Ashington to bear but considering how wealthy Ashington was it was really no burden at all. Only the finest for the Earl of Ashington, as everyone in Northumberland knew. But John wasn’t so sure about sending one of his prized knights out to hunt down a man who perhaps didn’t want to be found.

“Stagshaw seemed to think he might go to Pamplona,” he said.

“Where is that?”

John flicked a hand in a general easterly direction. “Near the Pyrenees, south of France,” he said. “Their mother was from a very large family there, so he might already be halfway there. I do not think it is a good idea to send a man after him.”

“But –!”

He cut her off, gently done. “Wynnie, think about it,” he said softly. “If he had wanted you to know where he was going – if he had wanted anyone to know – he would have told them. If he had wanted you to know, he would have come here to tell you. I know you are sweet on him. I know you have been for a long time. But I do not recall Gage ever returning those feelings… has he?”

Wynter’s cheeks were starting to flush with embarrassment now that her feelings for Gage had been brought up. “Not in words,” she stammered. “But there were times… times when I knew he could… oh, Papa, I know I am much younger than he is, but I know there were times when we would look at one another and I knew he could feel something for me when the time was right. When I was older.”

John sighed faintly. “And it is just as possible that he thought you were a nice, if not slightly silly, young girl,” he said. “Did he ever speak of a possible romance?”

Wynter lowered her gaze. “Nay, but I know that he could… that we could… Papa, I am not imagining it.”

John gasped her arms, gently, looking down at his titian-haired daughter. He felt for her, that was true, sweet on a man who had been very kind to her but nothing more. Anything more was all in her mind. Wynter wanted Gage de Reyne’s attention very badly, but Gage had simply looked at her as a sweet, young lass to treat like a younger sister. In fact, that was what he’d always called her – little sister. It was a term of affection, but not the kind of affection Wynter wanted.

“He is gone,” John said softly but firmly. “Although I do not believe his brother’s version of the tale, there is nothing we can do about it. If he wants to return to see you, then he will, but I will not send a man out to find him when we do not even know where he has gone.”

“You said Pamplona.”

John cocked an eyebrow. “I am not sending a man to Pamplona,” he said. “I know this is disappointing for you, but you are simply going to have to come to terms with it.”

That wasn’t the answer Wynter wanted. “I will ask Lord Stagshaw to tell me what happened,” she said. “Mayhap I can figure out…”

“Nay,” John cut her off sternly. “This is none of your affair, Wynter. Do you understand me? Boothe de Reyne is a shallow, petty man with a big army at his disposal and I’ll not have you involving yourself in something that is a de Reyne family matter. Promise me.”

Deep down, Wynter knew he was right, but she was desperate. She wanted to know what happened between Gage and his brother. But more than that, she wanted to know where Gage had gone. Still, she knew what her father said was correct – Boothe was dangerous. Everyone knew that he was underhanded and sly. He probably wouldn’t tell her anything, anyway.

But still…

“Very well,” she said glumly. “I promise.”

“Do not even go near him.”

“As you wish.”

John kissed her on the forehead and took her out of the solar, leading her towards the great hall of Ashleven where guests were awaiting the lady of honor. With every step Wynter took, she felt more and more despondent over Gage’s departure.

And more and more rage towards Boothe.

Her father had asked her not to get involved and she knew he was right. She knew it wasn’t any of her business. But she couldn’t help herself.

She wanted to know the truth.

As the feast progressed that evening, Boothe de Reyne took a seat next to Wynter as she spoke to some young women, all of them sisters, who had come all the way from Warkworth. Boothe ended up occupying Wynter’s time for a short while, much to the displeasure of John. He’d told Wynter to stay away from Stagshaw, but she’d gone back on her word. She spent a good, long time speaking to Boothe as John watched and when Boothe departed the table, seemingly incensed or offended, John didn’t have to ask why.

He knew.

Gage.

When Wynter’s celebration feast was over and done with and all of the guests had departed, John took his hand to his daughter’s backside in punishment for having disobeyed him. It was only a couple of good swats, but Wynter got the message.

After that, she was much more careful about openly disobeying her father, but it did nothing to deter her from trying to find out what happened to Gage de Reyne.

Her stalwart young knight who had disappeared into thin air.
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CHAPTER TWO


Year of Our Lord 1236

“Oh… God. Not that.”

Maryann sighed sharply. “I am afraid it is that.”

Furious, John pushed past her but then he came to an abrupt halt. “Where?”

“In the great hall.”

“Did you not try to stop her?”

John took off at a fast walk again and his wife scurried after him. “Of course I tried to stop her,” she said. “But you know who is in the audience this day and she wanted to perform for him.”

They were shooting out of the keep entry, moving down the stairs to the inner ward entirely too quickly, but time was of the essence.

“Not Spring,” John groaned. “How could Wynnie let her?”

“I told you,” Maryann said as she rushed after him. “Because Lord de Luci is our guest and Wynnie knows that Spring wishes to attract the man, so she let her sister perform the part of Salome.”

John let out a grunt of frustration, throwing his hands up in the air. “The girl cannot dance,” he seethed. “I have seen her; she tries to look graceful and ends up looking as if she is having fits. She twists and moves as if she has bugs crawling all over her and is trying to shake them off.”

“I know.”

“Besides… we do not want de Luci for her.”

“I know.”

“We want him for Wynnie!”

“I know!” Maryann caught up to him. “That is why she let Spring do the Dance of Veils – she does not want de Luci’s attention.”

John was quickly growing furious as he sighted the great hall straight ahead. “Then she planned this.”

“She did.”

It was John’s worst nightmare. Tradition dictated that the eldest daughter of a family must be married before her sisters could entertain suitors and at twenty-two years, Wynter was very nearly an old maid with three more old maids backed up behind her. John had been trying to lure the quiet, awkward, but enormously powerful Lord de Luci to Wynter for the past year and although the man was interested, he needed the slightest bit of acknowledgement from his target, who wouldn’t give him any.

Wynter had made her apathy clear.

It wasn’t exactly apathy, but more like polite disinterest. Sir Brian de Luci, Baron Tynedale of Langley Castle, wasn’t unhandsome at all. He was big and strong, with shaggy blond hair, and socially awkward, which made courting a woman extremely challenging. He thought Wynter de Thorington to be quite fetching, a woman far out of his grasp as he’d told others, but her father was very keen on a match.

Hence, Lord de Luci was a frequent visitor at Ashleven.

A marriage between Brian and Wynter would join two substantial dynasties – Tynedale and Ashington. It would see Brian become the next Earl of Ashington and there were few finer candidates in England for that role. Brian was attracted to the earldom but he was more attracted to the pale-skinned beauty with the dark red hair, a woman who had the eye of nearly every unmarried man in Northumberland and a few of the married ones, as well. She would smile politely at him and listen attentively when he spoke, but that seemed to be as far as it went.

Her sister, on the other hand…

Spring wanted to marry the man so badly that she could almost taste it. She was desperate to marry any man at all but given her older sister’s reluctance to wed, she was stuck. She was marking time for a marriage that had better come sooner rather than later or she was going to do something drastic.

Like dancing when she had no business doing so.

Even as John and Maryann rushed into the hall to prevent desperate Spring from making a fool of herself, they could see that they were too late. Spring’s Dance of Veils was something quite horrific to behold and as they watched, they could see that she was dumping the veils on de Luci’s head. It was supposed to be seductive but she couldn’t quite pull it off. Behind her, Wynter was sitting upon a chair in full costume, complete with a scratchy woolen beard and a crown made from wood. She was evidently Herod watching Salome do her dance, with charcoal around her eyes and looking entirely garish.

John knew he had to put a stop to it.

Clapping his hands, he broke up the last of Spring’s dance as he approached his daughters at the end of the hall. Autumn and Summer were there, as well. All of the sisters were participating one way or another with the captive audience of de Luci and his men. When de Luci saw John approaching, he bolted to his feet with veils still hanging off his head.

“My lord,” he said, looking more awkward than usual. “I… I apologize for not greeting you when I arrived, but your daughters informed me that I was to attend a performance in my honor and I could not deny them. It would have been quite rude to do so.”

John tried very hard not to let his rage show. “I can only apologize that they forced you into this situation, Lord Tynedale,” he said. “This is not the first time they have done this and you must accept my apologies. Please go with my lady wife and I shall attend you shortly.”

De Luci nodded his head as a veil fell off and he grabbed at the rest of them, depositing them on the table as he quickly moved to Maryann, who graciously escorted him and his men from the hall. That left John with Wynter, Spring, Summer, and Autumn as they picked up after their performance. Wynter was just pulling off the rough beard when John fixed on her.

“You,” he hissed. “How dare you embarrass me like this. I have told you repeatedly to leave our guests alone when they arrive but, instead, you force them to view these… these terrible performances.”

Wynter’s brow furrowed. “But, Papa, we…”

“Silence!” he barked, waving his hand at her. “I will not have you shaming the House of de Thorington any longer, Wynter. Do you understand me? No more performances. No more dressing as Herod or Christ or Methuselah, or whomever you are at this moment. You look like a fool and worse still, you have made your sister look the fool in front of a trusted ally. Spring has no business dancing in front of anyone who is not her husband. It is shameful!”

By this time, Autumn and Summer were starting to tear up as Wynter looked offended and Spring appeared outraged.

“I did not look the fool!” Spring insisted. “It was the Dance of Veils, Papa. It is artistic.”

“It is disgraceful,” John said, turning on her. “You look as if you are having convulsions when you dance, girl. You have no sense of grace whatsoever and Wynter knows this, which is why she allows you to do it. You allow her to make you a laughingstock!”

Spring’s mouth popped open but before she could defend herself, she burst into tears and ran off. Summer and Autumn went after her, leaving Wynter alone with her father. As they listened to Spring’s sobs fade away, Wynter sighed heavily.

“That was cruel,” she said, her voice low. “You did not have to say such things to her.”

John grunted. “Mayhap now she will no longer do your bidding when it comes to your stupid performances,” he said. “I mean what I say, Wynter – cease these entertainments because they are not entertainments at all. You are too old to be doing such things. You are a grown woman now – act like it.”

Wynter could see that her father was genuinely angry, which only served to inflame her. She’d never been very good at being subservient or bowing to his wishes, unfortunately for him.

She was a woman with a mind of her own and she used it. Frequently.

“And how am I supposed to act?” she said, greatly annoyed. “What would you have me do, Father? Fawn over de Luci and pay him empty compliments so you can have your dynasty secured? That is all you are using me for, isn’t it? To secure the next Earl of Ashington?”

John paused in his angry posturing. “That’s unfair and you know it.”

“Is it?” she fired back. “If you are going to become angry at me for doing something that I have been doing since I was a small girl, then at least be honest about it. This has nothing to do with my performances and everything to do with the fact that you are trying to secure the next Earl of Ashington and using me for bait.”

John looked at her incredulously. “Where do you get these horrific ideas?” he said. “You are the heiress to Ashington. The man you marry will become the next earl. How is that using you for bait, Wynter? It is what you were born to do.”

Wynter knew that. She’d always known it and nothing her father expected of her was outlandish. It wasn’t as if she could argue the point with him. Yanking the wig made from horsehair off her head, she plopped down in the nearest chair.

“It is all so unfair,” she said, averting her gaze. “I did not ask for this burden.”

John could see she was calming, which caused him to calm as well. Wynter wasn’t unreasonable. In fact, she was the most levelheaded child he had. But she was headstrong to a frustrating degree and he had to break through that stubbornness.

“I know,” he said. “But it is yours, nonetheless. You must marry and I must find a worthy man for both you and the earldom. Is that so hard to understand?”

Wynter simply shook her head, refusing to speak. In truth, there wasn’t much she could say to that but there was also a sense of gloom about her and John tried not to let it sink too low.

“I am sorry I said your entertainments were stupid,” he said quietly. “You are a clever and gifted woman. But you know as well as I do that Spring should not be dancing and most especially not in front of an unmarried man.”

Wynter was still looking away from him, suddenly letting out what he thought was a sob. Peering closer, he could see that she was laughing. When she caught his expression, she sat back in her chair and let the laughter come.

“I swear to you, I cannot stop her,” she said. “She insists on doing it and she looks like a chicken that someone has set fire to, arms waving and neck bobbing in panic. It is like she cannot control her limbs.”

John was grinning, trying very hard not to laugh at his second eldest daughter. “You must not let her embarrass herself like that anymore,” he said. “Spring is going to have a difficult time as it is finding a husband without stories of her terrible dancing following her around. Please, Wynnie – protect your sister even if she cannot protect herself. You must not let her do that again.”

Wynter nodded, holding up a hand in surrender. “I will try,” she said. “But with de Luci… she very much wanted to impress the man.”

John grunted unhappily. “I fear the only thing she has done is convince the man that she is some kind of lunatic,” he said, watching Wynter put her hand over her face as she started to laugh again. “Come with me now. De Luci has requested a conference with me and I want you to be part of it. Come and at least be kind to the man. Talk to him. Please?”

Wynter’s laughter faded as she looked at her father. He was extending a hand to her, encouragingly, and she scratched her head wearily before taking it. “Why, Papa?” she said. “I do not want to marry the man. Why must I speak to him?”

John pulled her out of the chair, heading from the hall. “Because he is a nice man, a kind man, and a powerful man,” he said. “He is the kind of man who would let you do anything you wanted to do, including your entertainments, and probably never say a word about it. If you want a man who will bow to your every wish, de Luci is that man.”

Wynter sighed as they exited the hall with the great keep now looming in front of them. “Do I want a husband who is simply going to let me do whatever I want to do?”

“Do you want one who is going to be cruel and controlling?”

“Of course not.”

“Then a man who will let you have your head is the best husband you can hope for.”

Wynter didn’t say anything for a moment as her father led her across the bailey. “I want a man who can make me laugh,” she muttered. “A man who is intelligent and handsome. No offense to de Luci, but I want someone who makes me feel something when I look in his eyes.”

“What do you want to feel?”

“Love.”

Her father cast her a long look. “Sweetheart, I wish you the very best of luck with that,” he said. “You know I do. But love is not a great consideration when it comes to marriage. There are other things that are more important.”

Wynter didn’t think so. She’d had that feeling, once. Years ago, she had the feeling when she looked into the eyes of Gage de Reyne and she still remembered that thrill. She remembered her stomach quivering and her palms sweating, and it was the greatest feeling in the world.

Six long years ago…

That was the one and only time she’d experienced love.

But these days, it didn’t do any good to lament what she’d lost. Her father insisted that she’d never really lost anything, that any perceived feelings from Gage were strictly her imagination, but Wynter knew better. He may have been a good deal older than she was, but she knew the warmth in his eyes when he looked at her wasn’t simply polite consideration.

When he first left, there wasn’t a day that went by that she didn’t think of him and wonder where he was. She wondered if he was well and if he was happy, or at least on his way to finding happiness. She didn’t want to admit that finding happiness, at some point, would more than likely mean finding a wife, but she wasn’t selfish by nature. If Gage found a woman who made him happy, then she was happy for him.

She only wished that woman could have been her.

As the months passed, she still continued to think about him and then the years began to pass. She thought about him less and less, but he’d never left her mind completely. One didn’t forget the first, and in her case, the only man she had fallen in love with. Gage was always with her, a delicate wound upon her heart and mind, but a wound that had never healed. In truth, she didn’t want it to heal. It was something she wanted to hold on to, reminding her of those feelings she knew she’d never feel again, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to keep that soft and warm place where only Gage existed. Time, and her father, were pushing him aside.

Wynter wasn’t a fool. She knew she had to marry at some point, as her father said. She was the heiress to Ashington, so she didn’t have the luxury of remaining a spinster, pining for one man her entire life. Not even taking the veil would relieve her of that responsibility, mostly because her parents wouldn’t let her, so it wasn’t as if she could shirk the duty. But she sincerely wished she could.

She had no desire to marry anyone.

Least of all Brian de Luci.

“Breeding and family are more important in a marriage, are they?” she said belatedly to her father’s statement. “I will agree that they are critical to the success of a good marriage, but you must at least respect and hopefully like the person you marry. Wouldn’t you agree?”

John shrugged. “You can learn to like them,” he said. “I learned to like your mother. When I first met her, I thought she was entirely too opinionated.”

“Like me?”

John fought off a grin. “You are much worse than she ever was,” he said, eyeing her as she stuck her tongue out at him. “You are far more insolent. But I love you anyway.”

Wynter smiled. “I should hope so,” she said. “But you are certainly trying to marry me off as if you don’t.”

They mounted the steps to the keep at that point, heading up the great stone flight, unusually built when most entry stairs to a keep were retractable and wooden so that they could be either raised or burned in case of an attack. They entered the dark innards of Ashleven’s enormous keep and John let go of her hand.

“Up the stairs,” he said quietly. “Wash that charcoal off your face and return to my solar, quickly. If you think to delay, know that I shall bring de Luci up to your bedchamber and we can discuss our business there.”

Wynter frowned, knowing he would do it, too. If she wouldn’t go to de Luci, he would bring de Luci to her and in her own chamber. She could not escape the man. She’d be trapped and forced to converse with him whether or not she wanted to.

“Very well,” she said begrudgingly. “I will be swift.”

“See that you are.”

Wynter headed up the mural stairs as her father went into his solar where de Luci and two of the Ashleven knights were waiting. Wynter could hear the voices of her father’s knights, voices she recognized, of Clark de Vries and his second in command, Sir Etienne de Gault. But their voices faded as she reached the third floor where her chamber was located. She could hear Spring complaining about something and the calm voice of Summer, who was much like Wynter when it came to reason and control. She could usually talk Spring down from her pinnacle of hysteria. As Wynter entered her chamber, she nearly ran into her mother, coming out of Summer and Autumn’s chamber.

“There you are,” Maryann said. “Where is your father?”

Wynter moved into her chamber, tossing the beard and the wig she’d been holding onto her messy bed. “In his solar with de Luci,” she said. “He wants me to wash my face and join them.”

Maryann came in behind her, picking up after her daughter, who wasn’t particularly neat and organized. “Then you shall,” she said, watching Wynter pour water into a basin and pick up a lumpy bar of soap that smelled of lavender. “Truly, Wynnie, he is a nice man. I do not understand what your issue is with him. He would make a good husband.”

Wynter smeared the frothy soap over her face, particularly over the charcoal around her eyes. “Not you, too,” she grumbled. “I will tell you what I told Papa – I want a man I can converse with, one who is intelligent and handsome and makes me laugh.”

“And de Luci does not?”

Wynter rubbed a wet rag over her face and eyes, scrubbing off the black soot. “The man may be kind, but he is as dull as wood,” she said. “I have had several conversations with him and he can hardly speak four words at a time without growing nervous and red in the face. How is a man like that supposed to make me laugh?”

Maryann put the things she collected into a neat pile on the table and came up behind Wynter, untying the linen tunic she was wearing. “You haven’t exactly been receptive to him,” she said. “He knows it, the poor man. Of course he is nervous around you if he knows you want nothing to do with him.”

“Then he is not helping his case.”

She set aside the rag and, eyes closed, splashed water on her face until the froth was rinsed away. Maryann pinched her chin between her thumb and forefinger and lifted her head, looking for any residue remaining. She found a little, using the rag to cleanse it away.

“Will you do something for me, then?” Maryann said quietly. “Go down and be pleasing. Smile at him. See if that will ease his nerves. Give the man a chance and when we go to Durham tomorrow, I shall buy you anything you wish.”

Wynter peeped an eye open at her mother through the dripping water. “Are you trying to buy my obedience?”

“If that is what it takes.”

Wynter broke into a grin. “Then I accept,” she said. “But why are we going all the way to Durham?”

Maryann finished wiping a streak of black from her face. “Because my father was born there,” she said quietly. “It is the anniversary of his death and I wish to have the priests say mass for the dead in his memory.”

When her mother was finished cleaning up her face, Wynter collected another towel to dry her face with. She knew her grandfather, whom she had never met, had been born and lived in Durham his entire life. Baron Haswell held a good deal of property, including two villages, that had been incorporated into the Ashington earldom when John de Thorington married Haswell’s daughter, Lady Maryann. Her mother had been an only child and particularly attached to her father, so the trip into Durham was a regular pilgrimage this time every year.

“I’d nearly forgotten,” Wynter said. “I’d lost track of the time. Will we visit Aunt Sedelia?”

Maryann nodded. “We shall,” she said. “We will leave at first light tomorrow because it will take us all day to travel to Durham. We will shop the next day after attending mass, spend the night with Aunt Sedelia, and then come home.”

“All of us?”

“All of my daughters, of course.”

That was usual. John never made the journey. As Wynter finished drying off her face, Maryann picked up the wet linens. “Hurry and return to your father,” she said crisply. “Wear the garment that is the color of wine. That is so striking on your coloring, sweetheart.”

Wynter knew which one she meant, a wine-colored silk that emphasized her striking coloring and ample bosom. It was a most attractive garment so Wynter simply nodded again, placating her mother so she would get what she wanted in return – the promise of purchasing something she wanted. Perhaps a lovely scarf or something she could use in her entertainments. Nay, she wasn’t beyond a bribe. In any case, she was looking forward to the trip, but before she could make it to Durham, she had to get through an afternoon of stimulating conversation with Brian de Luci. She hoped her heart was strong enough to stand the strain.

And her resolve was strong enough not to become bored to tears.

Quickly, she dressed.
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“I suppose I am not surprised to hear this,” John said, sitting across the table in his elaborately furnished solar, a pitcher of expensive French wine between him and de Luci. “Stagshaw has become a virtual recluse since he assumed the title from his father those years ago. That is to say, he seems to make himself scarce when the northern barons are meeting and I’ve not seen him at any celebration or feast in all that time. I could not believe the man was simply sitting at home, idly passing the hours, though I’d not heard anything differently until now.”

De Luci nodded grimly. “Now, you know,” he said. “I’ve been mining the lands that border the Stagshaw barony for the past few years. Coal, you know. The ground is full of it. I have big pits dug into the ground and I am making significant income because I can sell it to every smithy from Berwick to Middlesbrough. It has also provided a means of employment because some of the vassals who farm my land have turned to mining it.”

John could see exactly where the conversation was going. “And Stagshaw wants what you have.”

De Luci sighed heavily. “The man has never been an ally, but he has never been an enemy, either, until a couple of years ago,” he said. “The land where the coal was found is not contested. It has never been contested. It is rocky soil that farmers have avoided, but when Stagshaw heard that I was mining the coal and selling it, he decided that it must be part of his lands. That is when the harassment started.”

John shook his head in disgust. “You’ve endured two years of this?”

De Luci nodded. “Two years.”

“Why have you not mentioned this before? I have seen you many times over the past two years.”

De Luci shrugged. “At first, it was an annoyance more than anything,” he said. “Harassing the miners in the pit, but the harassment began to grow so I posted soldiers to protect the miners. Stagshaw was sending his men out to try to coerce the miners into mining for him and paying them outright for it. You see, I pay them a percentage of the profits. It is more money for them.”

“And when that did not work, Stagshaw tried other methods of provocation?”

De Luci sighed heavily, sitting back in his chair. “My army is larger than Stagshaw’s,” he said. “I have more property and more men, but Stagshaw has been extraordinarily aggressive about this. I finally had to station one hundred men in and around the mine because Stagshaw was sending his own miners in to harvest the coal.”

John frowned. “You should have at least told me,” he said. “I would have helped you and you know that.”

De Luci averted his gaze. “It did not seem right to bring you into a neighbor dispute, my lord,” he said. “Besides, I can handle Boothe de Reyne. I have known him my entire life, you know. Our fathers were friends. Boothe was always a petty, foolish excuse for a child and that has only continued into manhood.”

John was watching him with some curiosity now. “But something has changed,” he ventured. “Why tell me now? What has changed?”

De Luci drew in a long, thoughtful breath. “My cousin serves me,” he said. “You have met him – Sir Henry de Luci.”

“Aye, of course.”

“Henry is a good lad, newly knighted. He was at the mine about two months ago, helping to stand watch, when de Reyne’s men appeared and started their harassment. Somehow, Henry was caught up in a physical altercation and he was shoved backwards, falling into the pit and hitting his head.”

John winced at the mere thought. “God’s bones,” he muttered. “It did not kill him, did it?”

De Luci shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “But it broke his neck. He cannot feel anything below his shoulders. It is a terrible thing, my lord. A young knight with his entire life before him, crippled because of Stagshaw’s wickedness. A most unworthy bastard to disable young Henry, I might add.”

John could see how badly the incident had hurt Brian. He was a man who wore his emotions openly and this was no exception. John felt a good deal of sorrow for him.

“What do you need from me?” he asked. “Tell me what you wish and you shall have it.”

De Luci forced a smile. “You are kind, my lord,” he said. “Very kind. But I will take care of the Stagshaw problem once and for all.”

“What do you mean?”

“Papa?”

A decidedly female voice came from the doorway and they turned to see Wynter standing there in a delicious wine-colored silk garment. Her auburn hair was brushed, the natural curl caressing her back and shoulders. As she came into the chamber, both John and de Luci stood up to face her.

“Wynter, my dear,” John said, quickly moving to her and taking her by the arm. “Come in and join us.”

Wynter smiled politely at de Luci, who was predictably nervous at the sight of her. “I hope I did not interrupt anything serious,” she said. “I heard you say that you would take care of a problem once and for all, so I apologize if I heard something I should not have.”

Both John and de Luci shook their heads. “Nay, my lady,” de Luci said. “I was speaking of a troublesome neighbor.”

“Oh?” Wynter said, sitting down in the chair her father pulled up for her. “Do I know him?”

“Lord Stagshaw.”

That brought a reaction from Wynter. Her smile faded. “I am sorry to hear that,” she said. “What has he done?”

“A land dispute,” John said. “He has been aggressive towards Brian over some Tynedale land that butts up against the Stagshaw properties.”

Only because the subject was a de Reyne was Wynter even remotely interested. It was enough to keep her engaged. “He has laid claim to this land?” she asked curiously.

De Luci’s nervous gaze moved back and forth between Wynter and her father. “He is trying to,” he said. “We have been mining coal from the land and selling it at a profit, so there is money involved. It’s purely greed on Stagshaw’s part. I was just telling your father that the situation became critical when my cousin was gravely injured by Stagshaw’s men a couple of months ago. Until then, he was a nuisance and nothing more, but after that…”

“After that, he has forced your hand,” Wynter said knowingly. “At least, I would imagine he has. Now, you must do something to stop him. But we’ve not heard from, nor seen, Stagshaw in years. He has been a ghost to us.”

De Luci nodded. “That is what your father said,” he said. “Unfortunately, I have not been so lucky.”

“Then what will you do?”

De Luci was gradually relaxing as the conversation progressed. Being in the presence of Wynter de Thorington, a woman who was far out of his class, always made him nervous through no fault of her own. It was simply his problem, being in the presence of a woman as beautiful as Lady Wynter was. Her hair was a luscious, glistening dark red in color, thick and wavy, and her eyes were the color of amber with a slight tilt at the ends. There was nothing imperfect about her, something that left de Luci in awe.

It was difficult to overcome that.

But he tried.

“After my cousin was injured, I thought long and hard about my response,” he said. “I have another cousin who serves at Northwood Castle, along the Scots border, and I discussed it with him. Michael de Bocage is a great knight and serves in a company of great knights, mayhap one of the greatest knights corps on the border serving the Earl of Teviot. Their advice was sound.”

“Is Sir Michael related to the cousin who was injured?” Wynter asked.

De Luci shook his head. “Michael is on my mother’s side,” he said. “The cousin who was injured is on my father’s. In any case, the collective suggestion of the knights of Northwood was not to involve any of my allies in my retribution against de Reyne.”

Wynter frowned. “Why not?” she said. “Is that not what allies are for?”

John answered. “I think I understand,” he said. “The House of de Reyne has a large presence in Northumberland and moving against one branch would offend the others. I, myself, am allied with the de Reynes of Throston Castle to the north and they are related to Stagshaw. I would not wish to offend Creed de Reyne.”

De Luci nodded. “Exactly,” he said. “Neighbor disputes like this are always delicate, so the knights of Northwood suggested I find a mercenary army to handle the problem. For the right price, they will take care of de Reyne and I will still be the only warlord involved.”

“And did you find one?” John asked. “There are armies in France simply waiting to be hired. There is big money in professional armies, especially since the return from The Levant forty years ago. Lords pay good money to hire men with experience from those mighty crusades, or at least they used to. Those veteran crusaders are quite old these days, but the business of professional armies is still a lucrative one.”

“I did find an army, in fact,” de Luci said. “At the recommendation of Michael, I went to London, to a rather seedy establishment near the river called The Pox. It is a gambling establishment and so much more. One can find almost anything there for a price.”

“Like an army?”

“Like an agent who will broker the deal,” de Luci said. “I found one such agent in Ramíro Garcia Diez, a man I was referred to by the owner of The Pox. Diez is an agent for a mercenary army from Navarre.”

“An agent?” Wynter asked curiously.

“A man who travels the world, looking for clients for the army,” de Luci said. “Men who will pay a great deal for their soldiers to fight their battles.”

Wynter looked at her father in surprise. “There are such agents?”

John nodded. “There are many such agents,” he said. “They negotiate a deal and take a fee for their services.”

That was a new concept for Wynter. “How very interesting,” she said, returning her attention to de Luci. “And you hired this army from Navarre?”

De Luci nodded. “I did,” he said. “It has cost me a great deal, but they are almost two hundred and fifty of the best men money can buy led by a man known as El Vibora.”

Wynter was fascinated. “What does that mean?”

“The Viper, I’m told,” de Luci said. “They should be arriving soon. They were supposed to arrive in London by the first of the month and make their way north.”

“And you feel that this will solve your problem?” John asked. He didn’t seem as fascinated by the idea of a mercenary army from Navarre as his daughter did. “While I understand why you did not call upon your allies to help you in this dispute, bringing a mercenary army into Northumberland might prove… tricky.”

De Luci’s attention shifted to John. “I know what you are thinking,” he said. “They are soldiers of fortune. They do it for the money and the last thing we need is a mercenary army roaming around Northumberland once their task for me is finished, but I was assured by Diez that this is their vocation. They are not marauders who will take to raiding the countryside – they are paid for their skill, as a professional army. When they are finished with one task, they will move on to the next.”

“And if they do not behave professionally? What then?”

De Luci sighed heavily. “Then I will call upon my allies to help me rid Northumberland of a scavenger army and spend the rest of my life making it up you.”

He was half-serious, half-not. John pondered that for a moment before finally shaking his head.

“Damn Stagshaw,” he muttered. “This is all his fault.”

Wynter was looking between her father and de Luci, thinking on Boothe de Reyne and his reclusive lifestyle for the past several years. Given the fact that she was a somewhat unconventional woman with unconventional ideas, she had learned something of military history and strategy from her father, who had no son to teach it to, so he spoke to a daughter willing to listen. It wasn’t so much that he was teaching her as it was simply a conversation of interest. But at this moment, Wynter had some thoughts about de Luci’s situation based on her past discussions with her father.

“Forgive me if I am speaking out of turn, but won’t a mercenary army inflame Lord Stagshaw?” she said. “If I wanted something very badly from someone, even if it was not rightfully mine and that person hired a professional army to attack me, being an irrational creature anyway, I might view myself as a victim of aggression. Will that not exacerbate the situation?”

De Luci looked at her with a glimmer of approval in his eyes as John considered her suggestion seriously. “It is possible,” he said. “Boothe was never beyond making himself out to be a victim in any situation that did not go his way, so it is quite possible he will do that. Brian, mayhap you should have a neutral party ride with the mercenaries to document what happens. That way, if Stagshaw cries to everyone that you have become the aggressor, there will be a perspective to balance it out.”

De Luci nodded. “An excellent suggestion,” he said. “Who should I ask?”

“De Vries,” Wynter said before her father could speak. “I would suggest Clark, Papa. Wouldn’t you? His reputation for fairness is unparalleled.”

It was a good suggestion and John cocked his head thoughtfully. “Mayhap,” he said. “I will speak with him.”

“Good.”

John was about to say something more about the situation but the expression on de Luci’s face as he looked at Wynter had him reconsidering. The man was looking at his daughter without the usual nerves. Instead, he looked relaxed and… interested. So very interested. John cleared his throat softly and quickly stood up.

“Wynnie, entertain Brian for a moment while I step away,” he said. “I will find Clark and bring him back to join the conversation. He must hear of the situation from de Luci’s lips and decide if he wants to participate.”

Wynter wasn’t a fool. She realized why her father was suddenly bolting for the door. “Papa, I…”

“I will be right back!”

He was through the door before she could stop him, nearly slamming it shut in his wake. Suddenly alone with de Luci, Wynter looked at the man and smiled wanly.

“I hope my father can help you, my lord,” she said, feeling awkward. “But I must say that he probably should not have left us alone. I do not think my mother would like it.”

De Luci abruptly stood up and moved for the door, but he didn’t leave. He just stood there, trying not to look nervous again.

“Then I will remain next to the door, a goodly distance from you, so that you will not feel threatened,” he said. “I… I do not wish to make you uncomfortable, my lady, but I fear that is all I do. I have come to Ashleven regularly for the past two years and it seems all I ever do is make a fool of myself. For that, I am sorry. I am simply not an eloquent man.”

Wynter felt the least bit of pity for the man. “Unfortunately, I am not a good conversationalist, either,” she said. “Young women are taught to speak of subjects that men may find of interest, like religion and horses, but I am afraid I started my schooling from the Brothers in God at the Church of the Holy Sepulcher and they are simply not conversationalists. It wasn’t until years later that I went to Alnwick for a time and learned what finely bred young women are supposed to know.”

That brought a timid smile from de Luci. “It’s usually young boys who are taught by monks,” he said. “That is usually harsh schooling.”

Wynter shrugged. “My nurse thought I was incorrigible, so my mother sent me to the brothers,” she said. “I went for several months, schooled with other children who were considered incorrigible by their noble parents, until I came home to visit for Martinmas and my mother saw the welts upon my hands where they had beat me. After that, she kept me at home and hired a former nun to come and teach my sisters and me. When the nun could do no more, I was sent to Alnwick.”

“Did you at least enjoy your time there?”

Wynter nodded. “I did,” she said. “I made friends and I learned the finer pursuits of ladies, but truthfully? The monks were harsh taskmasters, but I enjoyed their lessons more.”

He grinned. “Why is that?”

Wynter caught a glimpse of her father’s gold-inlaid table, filled with maps and documents. She picked up a piece of vellum that happened to have a tally on it for the sale of a herd of sheep her father had sold to a neighbor.

She peered at the numbers.

“Because of things like this,” she said. “Things that matter. Mathematics and the exchange of money, or maps of the world, or the movement of the stars. I was never satisfied with the gentle pursuits. If I am to be taught, I want it to be something of substance, something I can understand. I want to know everything I can. Is that wrong?”

De Luci wasn’t looking so nervous anymore. This was the most conversation he’d ever had with Wynter and he was enjoying it immensely. “Of course it is not wrong,” he said. “You are a bright woman. There is no crime in wanting to learn things.”

Wynter looked up from the vellum, smiling at him. “Thank you,” she said. “I do not think it is a crime, either. But something the monks didn’t like was the fact that I like to put on entertainments. There is something wholly satisfying about becoming Adam or Esther or even a Greek god. There is something within me that craves such displays, as if I am…”

She suddenly stopped and de Luci leaned back against the wall, folding his big arms over his chest. “Go on,” he said. “As if you are what?”

Embarrassed because she was speaking of some of her most innermost thoughts to a man she wasn’t particularly interested in, she simply shook her head. “I’m not sure,” she said. “Some women love to paint, others to sew or sing, but me… I’ve always wanted to become other people and by doing so, entertain others and make them feel happy or sad. It is no great secret that I like to entertain and write my own stories. I’m afraid you saw one of those today.”

De Luci smiled faintly. “I would watch anything you do,” he said. “You are expressing yourself, as you said. Some people paint, some sing, but you find satisfaction in becoming someone else and living their story.”

He was surprisingly intuitive for a man who seemed so ill at ease with her. “Exactly,” she said. “That is exactly how I feel. I like to become someone else and live their story. I have been doing it since I was quite young, but I am sorry if I embarrassed you today. Spring… well, she is not a very good Salome, but she tries.”

De Luci put a hand over his mouth and Wynter could see that he was snorting. “She did indeed try, very hard.”

“It would be nice if you told her that the next time you see her. Papa said things to her that weren’t very nice about dancing for you.”

His smile faded. “It was not necessary,” he said. “I did not mind. As I said, I would watch you do anything. Anything at all.”

The conversation was starting to take a decided turn. Wynter, sensing that there was something romantic in his statement, set the vellum down and stood up from her chair.

“You are very kind, my lord,” she said rather formally. “Will you be staying for the evening’s feast?”

De Luci nodded. “I will,” he said. “Mayhap… mayhap we can continue this conversation?”

There was such hope in his voice. Wynter found herself taking a good look at the man – well built, blond, and not unhandsome. He had ruggedly handsome features and eyes that were filled with anticipation. At that moment, she remembered what her father had said to her – if you want a man who will bow to your every wish, de Luci is that man. She looked at him, hoping to feel a spark or something that suggested she was attracted to him, but nothing was forthcoming. Her father had said that there were things more important to a marriage other than love.

At twenty years and two, she wasn’t getting any younger.

“I would be delighted,” she said after a moment, though she didn’t mean it. “If you will excuse me, my lord.”

There was a great deal of warmth and relief in de Luci’s eyes. “Gladly, my lady,” he said. “I look forward to tonight.”

All Wynter could manage was a weak smile before she closed the door. But heading back to her chamber, there were tears in her eyes.
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CHAPTER THREE


“I cannot believe it has been six years.”

Gage had just been thinking the exact same thing. He heard Laurence’s softly uttered words, nodding his head as his gaze moved over the lush and verdant lands of his native England. Not just England, but North Yorkshire. There was a thrill in his soul that he’d almost forgotten about, something stirred by the smell and sights of something so very close to his heart.

He was almost home.

“It seems surreal that we’re returning to Northumberland,” he said. “Since we left England, we’ve been to many places but only twice have we been back to England.”

Laurence nodded. “Cornwall, both times,” he said. “Cornwall is full of pirates and halfwits but, even so, it felt good to be on English soil once again.”

Gage turned to look at him. “How does it feel now?”

Laurence grinned. “Marvelous.”

Gage snorted, returning his attention to the road ahead. He found himself inhaling deeply, breathing the air of his homeland. He wasn’t honestly sure he’d ever return, but here he was.

Six years later.

Gage was riding point of a small army along with Laurence and another knight named Azul de Velez. Azul was from Castile, a tall and powerful knight with the blood of the Moors flowing through his veins. He had long, dark hair, flowing like silk, a trim beard, and a bright smile that had been an invitation to many a swooning maiden. He was thoughtful, loyal, and skilled and Gage liked the man a great deal. He was also a rash, obedient to a fault, and fearless beyond measure, traits that were encouraged in the professional army of Varro de Soto, the man otherwise known as El Vibora.

The Viper.

That’s where Gage found himself these days, as a paid warrior in an army of paid warriors. But it wasn’t simply any army – it was a mercenary army, more regimented and brutal than any army Gage had ever been part of in the English world.

And all of that was attributed to its leader.

Varro was a strict and unforgiving taskmaster and he expected his men to be utterly emotionless, utterly courageous in any and all endeavors. He didn’t care about a man’s background so long as he could fight, and fight well, which meant his army was a mix of bachelor knights, dishonored knights, outlaw soldiers, killers, murders, or men simply looking to make their fortune in the world. It was a blend of everything. He was unfailingly fair when it came to paying his men, for a well-paid army was an eager army. Varro knew how to treat his men. That was one of the things Gage appreciated about him.

Varro also happened to be his uncle.

On his mother’s side, of course. Varro and Gage’s mother were brother and sister. Coming to serve Varro had been an unusual path for Gage, one he reflected on as they headed north on a road that he’d traveled many times in the past. It was the same road that he and Laurence had taken south out of Northumberland when they had fled Septentrion Castle and there was a weird sense of déjà vu, but also a sense of comfort. Returning to the country he loved.

Returning home to the north.

But his return to his old and familiar stomping grounds had him thinking about his life before joining The Viper’s mercenary army. It seemed so long ago. The life of a mercenary was different from anything he’d ever known, a hard life but a rewarding one. From the very first day, Varro demanded emotionless perfection from his men and that was what he received. But the young English knight who often let emotion cloud his judgment had hard lessons to learn. One such lesson saw Gage receive a nasty gash from another mercenary down the right side of his face, leaving a scar that never went away.

He never made the same mistake again.

The months and years passed, and Gage learned what it meant to be emotionless and efficient. He learned what it meant to be cold and calculating. So very cold. That knight whom friends in England had known as warm and humorous became something quite different with the proper training. The blood in his veins had been replaced with ice over the years, but that was deliberate. He wanted to become a pillar of stone and he had. Laurence, in particular, watched Gage go from a kind, compassionate knight to a cold-blooded killer. If El Vibora told him to kill, he would. The army full of hardened men saw something even darker than themselves in Gage de Reyne and began to whisper of a knight who was as cold and brutal as the icy winds of winter.

El Viento del Norte.

The North Wind.

Now, The North Wind had blown back into England, back to the land of his birth, but back to the land where a man lived who had greatly wronged him. Laurence had been watching Gage the entire journey back to see if he could spot any discernable reaction to his surroundings but, so far, Gage had been emotionless, which was normal with him these days.

He barely registered anything at all.

“¿Estamos cerca de nuestro destino?”

Jolted from his thoughts, Gage turned to answer Azul. “We’re nearing Durham,” he said, having come to understand the language of his mother over the years. “It is a very large city. I have told de Soto that we should stay there tonight.”

Azul was looking northward as if he could see their destination in the distance. “As long as there is a warm fire and warm women, I do not care where we stay,” he said. Then he seemed to shiver. “Is it always so cold here? I feel it through my tunic.”

Gage cracked a rare smile. “It feels like heaven,” he said. “It is better than some of the heat we’ve experienced over the past several years.”

That was true. They’d done a few jobs in Granada and even one that was across the Gibraltar Straight in Tangiers, which proved to be a hot, dusty, and bloody conflict between two brothers.

“Agreed,” Azul said. Then he looked around to see where Varro was in their column. Spying the man back towards the middle, he returned his attention to Gage and lowered his voice. “Has de Soto told you where we are going yet?”

Gage shook his head. “He does not usually tell us until the day before,” he said. “He only told me that we were coming to Northumberland because he knows I was born here. He wanted to forewarn me so I would not be surprised.”

“Your brother still lives here?”

“If he is still alive, I am sure he does.”

“But if he was dead, would they not send word to you?”

“How?” Gage shrugged. “No one would know where to find me. I never told anyone where I was going.”

Azul knew the story. He and Gage had become close over the years, so he knew the story of Gage being exiled by his greedy brother. He suspected, deep down, that Gage still hurt over it even though as The North Wind, he never revealed his feelings on that matter or any other. The man was like ice, in all things.

Even returning home, it seemed.

“Will you see what has become of him, then?” Azul asked. “If he is dead and you are the new lord, should you not know this?”

Gage was looking up the road as if imagining the world he’d left behind, now a strange but familiar world he was returning to. He felt some trepidation, just for a moment, but shook it off.

“We are here to complete a task,” he said steadily. “I am not here to look in on my brother.”

Azul opened his mouth but Laurence caught his eye, shaking his head. Azul could see from Laurence’s expression that this line of questions could only come to no good end, so he wisely changed the subject.

“I will ask de Soto if he wants to send out scouts to see where we should camp for the night,” he said. “El Norte, is Durham a large town?”

Gage nodded his head. “Quite large.”

“Will there be many taverns?”

“Aye.”

“Then let us find a tavern to stay in,” he said. “The men can sleep on the ground. Do we not deserve a soft bed and a good meal?”

Gage looked at Laurence, who grinned in agreement. He could see that Laurence was in favor of a roof over his head after weeks of travel. After a moment, he shrugged. “Tell Varro that we will settle the men in the encampment and then go into town to find lodgings for the knights,” he said. “He will want to sleep in town, too. Invite him to dine with us.”

With a swift nod, Azul was gone, plowing back through the ranks of heavily armed men. As he thundered away, Laurence turned to Gage.

“He’s right, you know,” he said quietly. “You should at least find out if Boothe is still alive. If he isn’t, you could be the heir to Stagshaw.”

Gage didn’t say anything for a moment. “Part of me does not care,” he said. “The title meant something when my father had it, but I am sure my brother has ruined any respect the title may have had. Why would I want to inherit a bereft title?”

“Because it has been in your family for over one hundred years.”

“That does not mean I want it.”

“If you do not preserve your father’s legacy, then who will?”

Gage saw the logic in that, whether or not he wanted to admit it. After a contemplative pause, he grunted.

“I know you are trying to make a point, but I did not come to England to check up on the health and welfare of my brother,” he said, trying not to sound snappish. “We are here to complete a task and that is all I wish to do, so no more mention of my brother.”

“As you wish, Gage.”

“Besides… if I was going to make contact with anyone, it would be my cousin at Throston Castle.”

“Understood.”

“Or even Alnwick or Ashington. But not my brother.”

Laurence eyed him. “Ashington,” he muttered. “We spent our fair share of time there.”

“We did.”

“De Thorington was a good man,” he said. Then, he snorted. “Remember his heiress? The one who was so sweet on you?”

For the second time that day, Gage cracked a smile. “Wynter?” he said. “Of course I remember her. A lovely girl who probably grew into a beautiful woman. She was a funny little lass.”

Laurence grinned. “I seem to remember she liked to perform scenes from the bible.”

“God, those were awful.”

Laurence laughed softly. “I thought she had talent,” he said. “She was quite eloquent, even at a young age.”

Gage shook his head, thinking of the elegant girl with the dark red hair. “Strange,” he muttered. “I’ve not thought of her in years. Not since we left Septentrion. We were supposed to attend a feast in her honor, if you recall, but we left before the event.”

“I vaguely remember.”

Gage found himself pondering the young woman he’d been great friends with. “She was always quite attentive to me,” he said. “And I remember that she was quite smart. Educated, even. She could carry on an intelligent conversation better than most adults.”

Laurence looked at him. “She was very pretty,” he said. “Mayhap there was something more then?”

Gage shook his head quickly. “She was a child,” he said. “I am not in the habit of romancing children, even if they are bright and lovely. She was more like a little sister to me. I guess I hadn’t realized I’d even missed her until now. I hope she has turned out well.”

Laurence looked up ahead, seeing the first concentration of farms and cottages on the outskirts of Durham as they came into view. “I am certain she has fond memories of you, too,” he said. “She is probably married with five children by now.”

“Probably.”

The conversation died as they plodded along and, suddenly, several men on horseback zinged past them, heading up the road at a gallop. Those were the scouts being sent out to find a place to set up camp for the night. Azul returned to Gage and Laurence, telling them that Varro had given permission for them to seek out a tavern and secure rooms. Once the army settled down about a half-mile from Durham, Gage and Laurence set out just after sunset to seek out sleeping quarters.

The town hadn’t changed at all since the last time they’d seen it. Durham Castle and Durham Cathedral still dominated the town as they always had, perched on a bend in the River Wear, and Gage felt a distinct sense of satisfaction upon seeing them. It was something familiar, something comforting. He had good memories of visiting Durham in years past. He and Laurence wouldn’t seek lodgings closer to the center of town where there were brothels and taverns that catered to a lower clientele, but rather on the outskirts where there were several manses, all built up like small fortresses, lining the riverbank.

The particular inn they were looking for was called The Rabbit Burrow.

It was a well-maintained inn that had been built between a couple of manses, an establishment that, oddly enough, belonged to the Bishops of Durham. It was constructed of the same sandstone that the castle was built from, cut from the cliffs against the river. It wasn’t particularly wide, but it was quite deep, with a large, long common room covering the ground floor and then several sleeping rooms on the first floor above it. The rooms were clean and expensive, but they were also small, so Gage paid for four rooms. He also ordered a meal and sent Laurence back to the encampment to summon Varro and the knights who had accompanied them.

With Laurence heading out, Gage claimed his chamber and took a moment to himself, something that was very rare in his profession. Being with an army was a communal thing – living with men, sleeping in the same chambers or tents with them, so having a room to himself was a definite luxury.

One he realized that he sorely missed.

He had taken the chamber that backed up to the river and as he began to remove his tunic and mail, belts and weapons, he found himself looking over the River Wear as it meandered by the neat row of homes upon the bank. He was back in the north of England and even though there was a comfort to that, there was also some anxiety. It wasn’t as if he’d left under the best of circumstances, but he wasn’t anxious out of fear.

His anxiety seemed to stem from confusion more than anything – confusion because he missed it more than he’d let himself believe and confusion because he’d left many friends and family behind without a word. He could only imagine what Boothe had told everyone about why he’d left, but he was certain he’d not come out well in those stories.

But there was a large part of him that didn’t care.

He’d been away for six years. He’d become a changed man in six years. He became angry at himself for giving any thought to his confusion or anxiety because those were emotions for fools and he wasn’t a fool. Standing at the window overlooking the river, he took a deep breath and focused on the man he was today, not the man he was six years ago. The man he was today didn’t care what people thought – love or hate, it was all the same to him. He’d found his place in the world as a powerful mercenary and he’d made his fortune at it. He was still making his fortune at it, probably richer than his brother was by now. He’d come to Northumberland with El Vibora’s army and when that task was done, he’d return to France or Spain, or wherever the army was needed.

Wherever The North Wind was needed.

Like that wind, he blew hard and cold, but he also blew wherever his profession took him. Perhaps he was home, but it wasn’t his home. He didn’t have a home and he didn’t want one. He’d found his life and men who respected him.

That was all that he needed.

Northumberland be damned.

Shimmying off the mail coat he wore, he was looking forward to a good meal and a soft bed. In his world, there wasn’t anything better than that.

Or so he thought.
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“Psst… psst!”

Wynter heard the hissing in her ear. Startled, she put up a hand to brush at her ear, thinking it was a bug, but she ended up hitting someone in the face. Coming out of a dead sleep, she turned her head to see Spring hovering over her in the dark.

“Get up,” she whispered. “We are going out!”

Wynter looked at her sister in confusion. “Going where?”

Spring struck the flint and stone against the taper, sparking a soft golden glow that illuminated the chamber. “To the inn a few doors down,” she said. “The Rabbit Burrow. We saw it when we rode in today.”

Wynter was still confused. She sat up, rubbing her eyes. “What are you talking about?”

Spring picked up a hand mirror on the table, holding it up in the candlelight so she could get a look at her hair. “Wynnie, when do we ever have the chance to go somewhere to drink and eat and watch the interesting people come and go?” she said. “Papa and Mama keep us sequestered in Ashleven as if we were prisoners chained to the galleys by the Romans. I want to go out and have some fun without our parents hanging over us.”

“So you want to go to an inn?”

“Aye!”

It began to become clear to Wynter what was happening. She became a little more lucid as she realized her sister wanted to go out and frolic in the middle of the night. “Are you mad?” she said. “Taverns and inns are no place for women, alone.”

Spring didn’t seem to think so. “It will be exciting,” she said. “Mayhap there will even be music. Even dancing!”

Wynter sighed heavily. “You have planned this all along, haven’t you?” she asked. “You were terribly quiet the entire journey here and even at supper, you hardly said a word. You were waiting until everyone was in bed to make your escape.”

Spring set the mirror down, looking at her sister rather confidently. “I’m going,” she said flatly. “Are you coming?”

“Of course not. And neither are you.”

“I am, too.”

“I’ll tell Mama.”

“If you do, I will make your life miserable,” Spring said, teeth clenched. “I will become the most terrible sister you’ve ever heard of and if I have a chance to betray you, I shall. I shall do it happily!”

Wynter knew she was serious and with someone as unpredictable as Spring, she could very well be as destructive as she threatened. She would more than likely go by herself out of sheer determination and end up in trouble out of sheer foolishness. Rolling her eyes, Wynter fell back on the bed.

“I am going back to sleep,” she muttered.

Spring wanted to go to the inn, but she didn’t want to go alone. She was reckless but she drew the line at stupidity. It wouldn’t be safe for her as a lone female and she knew it. She also knew it wouldn’t be particularly safe with two unescorted women, but she had the false illusion that she and Wynter, together, would surely be untouched. Wynter was tall and certainly not frail. They would be able to enjoy food and music, just the two of them, unmolested. They could protect themselves.

… couldn’t they?

Spring refused to entertain the realities of the situation. The unfamiliar lure of a city after dark was too much for her.

“Get up,” she hissed, smacking Wynter’s foot. “Get up and come with me or I shall go alone!”

It was an empty threat, but she had to motivate her sister somehow. As she banged around in the chamber, a chamber that thankfully only she and Wynter were sharing, she hunted down the rouge that she’d purchased in secret on a visit into Newcastle upon Tyne. It had been a shopping trip with their mother, who had a fondness for spending coin, so when her mother was busy with Summer and Autumn, Spring had purchased several things her mother wouldn’t approve of.

If her mother only knew.

Along with the rouge, she had purchased a white powder made from very fine flour that, when mixed with rosewater, produced a paste that could be spread over the skin to make it very flawless and fine. Pale and flawless skin was very desirable and Spring tended to have skin blemishes and freckles, which the white paste covered up. As Wynter refused to get up, Spring mixed some of the paste with the only water she had, from the basin, and spread a fine layer over her skin, leaving an unfortunate line of demarcation just below her chin.

“Wynter, I am warning you,” she said as she looked into her mirror. “If you do not get up, I am going alone. If something happens to me, it will be your fault.”

Wynter grunted and Spring proceeded to put the rouge on her cheeks, faint orange circles right on the apple of her cheeks. She’d also purchased a piece of charcoal that was sharpened to a fine point, so she drew a line on her upper lashes and also across each eyebrow to darken them. She knew other girls who plucked their eyebrows thinly, but she wasn’t brave enough to do that yet. Her mother would see and she would be punished. Even at twenty years of age, she still feared her mother because she was living under the woman’s roof. But tonight, what her mother couldn’t see, she couldn’t become angry at.

The lip balm was next.

As part of her hoard, Spring had purchased lip grease made from suet and ocher, nearly the same color as the rouge, and she slicked it on her lips. It smelled of rosemary and marjoram. Gazing back at herself in the mirror, she could see a pale-faced lass with orange cheeks and lips gazing back at her. Considering she was the plainest of the de Thorington sisters, she thought she looked rather pretty and she would need that confidence against Wynter’s lush beauty. What came so easily to her sister came with effort to her.

She wasn’t going to waste it.

Tucking her cosmetics away, Spring went over to the bed and slapped her sister on the rump.

“I am leaving right this minute,” she declared. “Come with me and we shall enjoy the night. Stay in bed like a lazy piglet and I will make you wish you hadn’t. Do you understand me?”

Wynter rolled onto her side but that was all she did. Spring went straight to the door, quietly opened it, and slipped out into the corridor outside. Staying at their Aunt Sedelia’s home, the ancient manse had corridors and stairs that Ariadne would not have been able to find her way out of, but the de Thorington girls knew it well. The moment the door shut behind Spring, Wynter was on her feet.

Frustrated and exhausted after a long day of travel, Wynter was growing increasingly furious as she ripped off her sleeping shift and rushed to her satchel. She pulled out the first shift she came across along with a wine-colored brocade that had been carefully rolled up by a servant. There were virtually no wrinkles to it. She yanked the shift over her head and promptly pulled on the brocade, which was simple in construction but quite lovely. The bodice was cinched under the breasts with a golden ribbon and the sleeves were long and embroidered with golden thread.

Feeling the pressure of her sister, who was probably already out on the street by now, Wynter quickly ran a brush through her hair, failing to tie it back or style it in any way. Her hair was her crowning glory, all of that dark auburn silk that tumbled down past her waist. She didn’t even put any jewelry on. She simply slipped on her shoes, grabbed her coin purse, and threw open the door to see Spring standing in the dim hall.

“Well?” Spring whispered. “Shall we go?”

Wynter rolled her eyes when she realized she had fallen into her sister’s trap. But she also noticed her unnaturally pale face and unnaturally orange lips and cheeks. She peered more closely at her.

“What did you do to your face?” she asked.

Spring’s answer was to grab her hand and pull. “Come along,” she murmured. “We have an inn to visit.”

The house was quiet at this hour as they made their way down the stairs and into the entry. Her great-aunt had a few soldiers milling about, but they were outside. Carefully unbolting the door, Spring and Wynter slipped outside into the cold night air, with a full moon and a million stars overhead. It was quite lovely. Spring, who was several paces in front of her sister, came across two guards at the big, iron entry gate and slipped them a few coins to both keep their mouths shut and let them back in when they returned.

The soldiers took the money and let the women pass.

Fortunately, the inn that Spring had in mind was only a few doors down from Aunt Sedelia’s house. As they scampered down the darkened road, breath hanging in the cold and moist air, they could see the inn up ahead. Being that it was nestled among the manses of the wealthy, there wasn’t any noise. There weren’t any people outside, singing and drinking, and for all appearances, it looked like a quiet and respectable place. There was a man guarding the door and he opened it for Spring and Wynter, casting Wynter an interested look as she frowned at him. In response, the door hit her in the arse as she entered as he shut it on her a bit too fast.

Giving her bum a rub because of the spiteful doorman, Wynter followed her sister into the common room. It was surprisingly crowded and surprisingly tame for a tavern. Usually, places like this were loud and full of laughter and conversation, but this one seemed to be very quiet. There was a man in a corner playing a lute and singing softly, not at all the lively place Spring had expected. She found them a small table near the man with the lute.

“Look at this place,” Spring hissed. “It is as exciting as a bucket of nails.”

Wynter yawned. “It is late,” she said pointedly. “Did you truly think this would be a wild place?”

“I’d hoped there was some life to it.”

Wynter shook her head. “It’s among homes. People are sleeping. A place like this could not stay in business if it was too boisterous.”

Spring was clearly disenchanted. A serving wench came around, eyeing the two women without an escort, before telling them what was on the menu for the evening. Disgruntled, Spring ordered the pork pie and wine that had been soaked with fruit. Before the food came, she went to the man playing the lute and slipped him a coin, asking him to play something that could be danced to. The man took the coin but finished the song he was currently playing, which was a lament for a lost love.

The next song was a little faster.

This was a song about maidens and fairies, running through a valley, and it was lively. Spring started to perk up. The food came, including an entire pitcher of wine mulled in lemons and apples, with chunks of the fruit still in it. Spring went straight for the wine, pouring it into her cup and eating the chunks of boozy fruit right out of the pitcher. Wynter thought she should at least get what she could, while she could, before Spring drank and ate everything on the table. She’d been known to do that.

The quickened tempo of the music seemed to stir the room a little.

People were moving around now, heads bobbing to the beat. A serving wench began to dance for a table of men who were now cheering her on. She gyrated and twirled as they clapped. Wynter was deep into her pork pie, listening to the music and not paying particular attention to Spring, who was becoming more inebriated by the minute. The wine was strong, and it was sweet, which made for a bad combination to a young girl who tended to become tipsy easily. She was slurping up the apples and biting into the lemons, sucking down all of that alcohol. The next thing Wynter realized, Spring was on her feet, pulling her scarf from her neck as she prepared to do the Dance of Veils again.

“Again!” she commanded the lute player.

The man picked up the tune again, only faster this time as Spring convulsed her way through a dance she thought was quite seductive. She thought she was doing a very good job. The patrons of the tavern, mostly men who had been paying attention to their meal and their companions, were now shouting encouragement to her and laughing because she had absolutely no rhythm. The more she’d spin and teeter, the more they’d encourage her.

Wynter was beside herself.

“Spring!” she hissed, trying to get her sister’s attention without drawing attention to herself. “Spring, sit back down. Cease! Do you hear me?”

Spring did or she didn’t. Wynter had no idea, but she suspected the woman was ignoring her soundly as she spun her way right into the lute player. The man toppled back into the wall as the music momentarily stopped, but he managed to push himself back into his chair and shove Spring away from him. She staggered across the floor, caught herself, and started dancing again.

“That’s not how you do it, girl.” A man with chain mail and a tunic came out of the shadows, now standing in front of Spring and grasping her by the arm. “You have to dance more slowly, so a man can feel your body against his. Like this.”

Spring smiled at the man with her painted lips, clearly not troubled by him as he put his arms around her and squeezed her bottom. She yelped.

Wynter was out of her chair.

“Let her go,” she said, grabbing her sister by the arm and trying to pull her away. “She does not want to dance with you, so let her go.”

The man was momentarily surprised by the interference, but he quickly scowled and pulled Spring back to him. “Leave her be,” he said. “If she wants to dance, we’ll dance.”

Wynter sized the man up. He was a soldier or perhaps even a knight because he was well dressed. She didn’t see any weapons, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t armed. Men like him usually were. She thrust herself in between the pair, pushing Spring away.

“She is drunk,” she said to the man. “Please leave her alone.”

As Wynter pushed Spring back towards their table, the man grabbed Wynter by the arm and yanked hard. She stumbled away from her sister, nearly crashing into the entry door.

“She’s a grown woman,” the man said, pulling Spring back into his arms. “She can make her own decisions. She doesn’t need you telling her what to do.”

Wynter hadn’t been frightened until that moment, but she was frightened now. She watched the man pull Spring into his embrace again and boldly cup her buttocks. Spring seemed to enjoy his attention until that moment and then she tried to pull away, giggling. He whipped her back into his arms, spinning her around as if dancing with her, but she was so drunk and so uncoordinated that she ended up tripping on her own feet. The man pawed at her as she teetered, somehow always coming back to her buttocks.

Wynter had enough.

Frightened that the man had no intention of letting her sister go, she picked up an earthenware pitcher off the nearest table, came up behind the man, and smashed it over his skull.

After that, all hell broke loose.
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CHAPTER FOUR


Gage and the others had been waiting for Varro quite a while by the time the man finally entered The Rabbit Burrow.

The meal, a pork pie and boiled vegetables, had been devoured by the knights when it was clear that Varro had been held up back at the encampment, so they ate two rounds of the pie, making sure to have enough reserved for their leader when he arrived. It was well into the nightly hours by the time the mercenary known as El Vibora came in through the entry door, admitted by the guard at the door.

Tall, sinewy, with a great bald head and eyes of the palest green, Varro de Soto y Ruiz ventured into the common room. The man had a presence that filled up the room – power, danger, and intimidation. But that was good considering his business was fighting other men’s wars. However, it was the way he looked at people that had earned him his reputation – The Viper. His gaze was both uncomfortable and hypnotizing.

Some thought he looked like a snake.

Spying his knights, he headed in their direction.

“Good men,” he said in heavily accented English. “I apologize for the delay but it seems that my horse has come up lame. I was hoping to find a smithy in town to adjust his shoes, but it seems everyone is shut down until morning.”

“I will find a smithy for you, my lord,” Gage said. “You needn’t trouble yourself. I will take care of it.”

Varro looked at his nephew, a man who reminded him much of his beloved departed sister. He was a perfect knight, a perfect warrior, someone who should be in the retinue of a king and not a mercenary, no matter how rich the mercenary was. Varro knew this. But he also knew why Gage had come to him, which was both a tragedy and a blessing. After all of these years, he considered it God’s will that Gage had come to him because their partnership had been a lucrative one.

He reached out, touching Gage’s face affectionately.

“Thank you, mi hijo,” he said. Then, he pulled off his gloves and sighed heavily, rubbing one eye. “Now, what is there to eat? It has been a long day.”

More pork pie was brought forth along with wine soaked in fruit and, very quickly, Varro had himself a feast. He dug into it with gusto, pleased with the quality of English food, at least in this town. He’d been to England before, many times, and he’d had a variety of terrible-to-excellent meals. In the corner, a man began playing his lute, giving a pleasant ambiance to the low-ceilinged, rather dark and intimate inn. Night had settled and the mood was one of relaxation, highly unusual for men used to the rigors of battle. In fact, Gage was so relaxed that he was thinking about seeking his bed when Varro began to speak.

“It is time for me to tell you of the task we have been hired for,” he said, mouth full. “Normally, I do not tell you in advance, as you know, but the time has come because we shall arrive at our destination tomorrow. We have been hired by a Northumberland lord in a dispute between neighbors, something that has become quite nasty. You know I have many agents who work for me, men who wander the cities looking for men in need of a hired army and the means by which to pay them. This task came through Ramíro Garcia Diez. He is my man in London.”

“Ah,” said a knight, English, who only went by the name of Wyeth. “Diez brings us jobs from the English warlords willing to pay a great deal. Northumberland is full of such warlords who are always fighting each other or the Scots. Is that not truth, El Norte?”

He was addressing Gage by his truncated sobriquet, one used by most of the men. Gage nodded in response.

“The north can be a wild place,” he agreed. “Rich men, but also very political men.”

Varro wagged a finger. “I do not believe the man who has hired us is political,” he said. “Diez tells me that the man’s lands border a greedy neighbor who is trying to steal a mining business from him. The man digs coal from the ground and makes a good deal of money from it and his neighbor is trying to claim it.”

“And what are we do to?” Gage asked, frowning. “Guard the mine while he digs up the coal? That is not a battle, my lord. We are not hired guards.”

Varro smiled at his battle-driven nephew. “Fear not,” he said, food on his lips as he chewed. “We are not being hired to guard anything, but we are being hired to end the conflict once and for all. The greedy neighbor has permanently injured one of our lord’s cousins, so there is vengeance involved. Our orders are to end the conflict any way we can, but we will know more when we arrive tomorrow.”

“Where is it located?”

“Near a village called Hexham.”

A warning bell went off in Gage’s mind. Septentrion Castle wasn’t far from Hexham. Usually, Varro gave them a general scope of the work but rarely did he mention names or locations – he was the only one who knew the names and his advance scouts were the ones who knew the location because they plotted the course for the army. Men like Gage were simply the fighters, the tools of the trade, and they didn’t need to know anything more than what they were already told. So, Gage let the subject drop.

But he was very curious about this particular job.

Very.

He looked around the table at a group of the most dedicated, skilled, and toughest knights he’d ever known. In addition to himself and Laurence, there was the knight known as Wyeth. Just… Wyeth. He was from Cornwall and Gage had heard that the man had actually been a smuggler before making his way into Varro’s army. He had a touch of madness about him because angry words or a stressful environment sometimes set him off and he’d been known to stab anyone who displeased him.

But he was hell on the field of battle.

Seated next to Wyeth was Azul, the man who looked like an ancient god with his flowing, dark hair. He was nearly the exact opposite of Wyeth, congenial and personable, but there was no one better in a fight. As Azul had noted earlier, he was out of his element in the cold north of England but Gage knew it wouldn’t affect his performance. Neither weather nor conditions ever had. Seated on the other side of Azul was Laurence, who had taken easily to the life of a mercenary. With his wisdom and skill, no one could touch him. He was also an excellent trainer of men and Varro had come to rely on him to train the army in tactics and methods.

In all, Gage couldn’t have been happier with the little family he’d found himself part of for the past several years. Two hundred and thirty-two soldiers and five knights, including Varro, made for a high-skilled unit. A unit that now found itself in Northumberland, hired to fight a neighbor dispute. Near Hexham.

He couldn’t get that out of his mind.

Varro had only met Boothe once, on a trip to Pamplona that Gage had taken with his brother and mother many years ago. Gage had been around eleven years of age and Boothe was only a couple of years older, and that was the one and only time either boy had been to see their grandfather. It had been a difficult trip because they had returned home without their mother, who preferred to remain at her ancestral home. So truth be told, Gage never had good feelings about Pamplona until he began to live and work with Tío Varro.

Now, he couldn’t imagine his life without his mercenary brothers.

So, he sat and drank with them, speaking of things other than the impending job, as more people entered the inn and the man in the corner continued to play his lute. Varro eventually had his fill of pork pie and wine and wandered off to bed, followed by Azul. Wyeth departed shortly thereafter, leaving Gage and Laurence alone at the table. They ordered more wine since Azul and Varro had imbibed most of what they’d had, paying little attention when two women entered alone and took a seat on the far side of the common room. As the lute player continued to sing his lament, Gage poured himself more of that sweet, fruity wine.

“Hexham,” he grumbled. “Did you hear what he said? Our job is near Hexham.”

“I heard,” Laurence said.

“Against a greedy lord. Now, who do you think that sounds like?”

Laurence poured his own wine. “You know exactly who it sounds like.”

Gage could see they were thinking the same thing and he snorted ironically. “With the thousands of warlords in the entire world, what are the chances that we would end up back in England, fighting against my brother?”

Laurence’s gaze lingered on him in the dim light. “And how does that make you feel?”

Gage thought seriously on that question. “I don’t know,” he said honestly. “I don’t know, really. When I left here, I felt like my life was over. But now I have it back again. I have more money and adventure than most men have in a lifetime so, in a sense, I’m almost grateful to Boothe, if that makes sense. Who knows what would have become of me had I remained in Northumberland in his shadow? But exiling me… he pushed me into finding my destiny.”

Laurence smiled faintly. “Then you have no true sense of gleeful vengeance at the thought of fighting against your brother?”

Gage lifted his dark brows. “Not exactly gleeful,” he said. “But I wouldn’t mind him knowing that it was I who threw him in the vault and tossed away the key. Of course, I would like for him to know I have prospered in spite of what he did. But do I want to seek vengeance? Nay. Boothe is not worth the effort it would take.”

Laurence continued to smile as he took a drink of his wine. “Well said,” he said quietly. “You have grown up since we last spoke on the subject of your brother.”

“That was almost six years ago, Bull.”

Laurence laughed softly. “True enough,” he said. “When you throw him in the vault, do you mind if he sees my face, too?”

Gage looked at him, cracking a rare grin. “Absolutely not,” he said. “We’ll both stand over him and smile. That should sufficiently demoralize and anger him.”

Laurence continued to chuckle at that idea before sobering. “And you still think that you should not find out if he is alive?”

Gage took a long drink. “Nay,” he said flatly. “I told you earlier than I don’t much care. It does not affect my life.”

“What if he has married?”

“Jesus, who would marry that bastard?”

Gage said it sharply, effectively ending Laurence’s attempts to convince him to do something he didn’t want to do. Silence settled between them, but it wasn’t unpleasant. Gage was considering retiring for the night when he noticed a woman who was now dancing over by the lute player. At least, she was dancing in concept, but the execution was rather horrifying. She had no sense of rhythm or grace, making jerky movements and waving her scarf around. It was quite odd and also a little embarrassing. The woman wasn’t even pretty, a pale lass with a plain face.

Disinterested, Gage returned his attention to his drink, thinking more heavily about seeking his bed. They had traveled quite a distance that day, so he was understandably weary. Just as he downed what was left in his cup, a man came out of the shadows and grabbed the dancing girl, pinching her arse. Gage had seen the man and his comrades on the other side of the common room, four of them eating and conversing. He was fairly certain they were knights, for mere soldiers wouldn’t have the means to pay for a place like this, but he kept his attention away from them. He didn’t want to stir up any trouble.

Predictably, the companion of the girl who was getting her bottom pinched took exception to what was going on. She tried to pull her friend away from the man, but he was reluctant to relinquish his prize. The girl’s companion tried to separate her friend from the rather amorous man again, who seemed quite intent on fondling the girl’s buttocks. When the man shoved the companion away, the woman went over to the nearest table, picked up a pitcher that had wine in it, and promptly smashed it over the man’s head.

Wine went splashing everywhere and the girl who had started the entire escapade screamed when wine hit her in the face. As she doubled over with stinging wine in her eyes, the man who had just been crowned with a pitcher staggered into her and pushed her right through a window that had only one shutter closed. The girl cried out as she went hurling through the open window and into the mud outside as the man regained his balance and turned to the girl’s companion, who had armed herself with a chair.

Unfortunately, the chair didn’t give the man pause. He charged the girl’s companion and she swung the chair with all her might, catching him in the head and shoulder. The chair shattered and he staggered sideways with the blow, but she managed to retain a chair leg and proceeded to beat him over the head with it, repeatedly.

As the man went to his knees, his companions stood up, clearly intending to either defend him or save him. Gage didn’t think that was exactly fair – three big men against one lone woman – so he stood up, followed quickly by Laurence.

Everybody was on their feet.

The situation soon grew violent.

When the three men at the table started to move towards the woman, Gage and Laurence jumped in to stop them. Thinking they were being attacked, the men unsheathed the swords at their sides and the entire tavern began to clear. The structure had several windows, rather large windows that were covered with shutters, but they were big enough and wide enough for men to leap through to escape what would undoubtedly be a bloody fight. Gage had only planned to use his fists, but when the weapons started coming forth, he had little choice but to respond.

His weapons came out, too.

The first weapon that came out was a dagger, rammed into the neck of the man nearest him. As that man went down, he yanked the weapon from his neck about the same time he ducked a sword that came flying at his head. As the sword flew over, he plowed the same dagger into the chest of the man who had swung it.

Two men down in as many seconds.

Laurence had the third man who, seeing his companions cut down with unnatural rapidity, backed away from Laurence, heading for the entry. As he did so, he grabbed the man who had started the entire thing, who he was still on his knees with wine all over his head. He dragged him out of the door as the two of them fled for their lives, leaving Gage and Laurence standing just inside the door, watching them go.

As quickly as it started, the fight was over. Gage and Laurence looked at each other and shrugged. A glance to the common room showed people dragging away the bleeding and injured men, leaving streaks of blood on the floor.

“My lords, although I thank you for your assistance, it was unnecessary.”

The words came from the girl’s companion. They turned to see that she was standing behind them, the broken chair leg still in her hand. Gage really hadn’t gotten a good look at her when she and her female friend had entered the inn but now that she was standing in front of him, he could see that she was absolutely exquisite. Skin like cream, dark red hair that tumbled in curls past her waist, and amber eyes that were as alluring as they could possibly be. For a moment, he was actually speechless as he was faced with such beauty, but as he looked more closely at her, something about her seemed terribly familiar. As if he’d seen her somewhere before.

Then, it occurred to him.

His eyes widened.

“De Thorington?” he said, incredulous. “Lady Wynter?”

The woman’s eyes flickered, perhaps with fear, and she took a step back. “I… I do not know you. Who are you?”

At first, Gage was surprised that she didn’t recognize him. They used to be fairly chummy companions at one time and he thought that she would have known him anywhere. However, given how much he’d changed over the years, he came to realize that he wasn’t surprised at all. His long, dark hair had been cropped close to his scalp and he was sporting a neatly trimmed beard these days, but that wasn’t all. He’d put on a great deal of muscle since he last saw her. Rough conditions and rigorous training had seen to that. But he had something else that he didn’t have back when they were friends – body art called stigmata.

Varro had it. Beautiful designs and drawings that had been etched onto his arms and shoulders. It was something that Gage had been fascinated with when he’d first come to serve with his uncle, but he also noticed that all of Varro’s mercenaries had one particular mark in common – a design on the top of their shoulder designating them as one of El Vibora’s men.

It was how they identified each other in battle and especially if they’d fallen in combat. Varro never required Gage to be marked with the letters EVSL – the first letter in each word of Varro’s pledge – el víbora se levantará, or The Viper shall rise, but Gage had it etched into a shoulder, anyway. He liked it so much that he had a viper etched across his massive shoulders, followed by swords and shields, crosses and stars, and even the de Reyne standard. Both arms, back, and part of his chest and neck were covered with these drawings, painstakingly carved into his body by a tiny old man in Pamplona. They made him feel powerful. But most of all, he had the flourish of a scroll on his chest that went from the top of his neck all the way down to his manhood. A long, elegant scroll that was made to look like the wind when it blew the leaves away – swirls that were both big and small.

El Viento del Norte.

The North Wind made him feel most powerful of all.

But, clearly, Wynter knew none of that. He was unrecognizable with the changes he’d gone through over the years and even though his stigmata were covered by tunics and mail, some was still visible on his neck. The Gage de Reyne she knew didn’t have drawings on his neck and Laurence, standing next to him, wasn’t much better. He, too, had indulged in the art of the stigmata and his blond hair had long since turned to gray along with the heavy beard he was wearing. Nay, she didn’t recognize Bull, either.

Gage could see how baffled she was.

“It’s Gage, my lady,” he said after a moment. “Gage de Reyne. I know I do not look as you remember, but it really is me.”

Wynter stared at him a moment. He watched as the emotions rolled across her face – disbelief, suspicion, and finally shock. She took a few steps towards him, broken chair leg still in her grip, and peered at him closely. When he smiled, displaying big, white teeth and with big canines, she gasped as if startled.

It was the smile she finally recognized.

“Bloody Christ,” she said, her eyes flying open wide. “It is you!”

Gage laughed softly. “I see the light of recognition has sparked,” he said. “I realize you did not expect to see me, mayhap not ever again, but…”

Wynter cut him off by flying at him, throwing her arms around his neck and hugging him tightly. She’d hit him so hard that she’d rammed his Adam’s apple and he coughed even as he kept his arms to his side. Not that he didn’t want a beautiful woman hugging him, and not that he didn’t want to hug her in return, but he was suddenly quite off balance by the whole thing. Wynter de Thorington wasn’t a child any longer.

She was… grown. Quite grown.

And quite beautiful.

“Forgive me,” Wynter said, quickly releasing him and stepping away. “I should not have done that, but Gage… we thought you were dead. You’re not dead!”

She was breathless and wide-eyed, shocked by his appearance, but Gage wasn’t quite over that embrace. He could still feel her against him, the warmth and softness of her body.

“Nay, I’m not dead,” he said. “I am here and I am quite alive.”

Her eyes seemed to light up. “You are finally coming home?”

Gage cleared his throat, averting his gaze for the first time and looking to Laurence, who was standing next to him and looking at Wynter with a great deal of interest. Wynter tore her gaze away from Gage long enough to look at Laurence. After a moment, she recognized him as well.

“Bull,” she said, delight overcoming her surprise. “You have returned, too? What a wonderful thing. Welcome home.”

Laurence was thinking the same thing Gage was – how much Lady Wynter had grown. God’s bones, how she’d grown. That slender young lass they’d been speaking of only earlier that day had grown into something quite magnificent.

“My lady,” he nodded his head in greeting. “It is quite agreeable to see you again. But what are you…?”

He was cut off when a cry suddenly came from the front window. Spring was standing there, her hands on the thigh-high windowsill, muddy and dejected and unhappy.

“Wynnie!” she virtually screamed.

Torn from visions of Gage and Bull, Wynter raced to the window, not realizing that Gage and Laurence were on her heels. She reached out to help her sister back in through the window, but Gage and Laurence were stronger, with longer arms, and Wynter stood aside as they lifted Spring back into the tavern.

The first thing she did was glare at her sister.

“Why did you do that?” she demanded. “Look at what you caused! Everything is ruined!”

Wynter’s instinct was to fly at her sister angrily but, thankfully, she had some restraint. She could see Gage beyond Spring’s head and she didn’t want to cause a ruckus in front of him.

Even if her sister did deserve it.

“Spring, look who has returned,” she said, distracting her sister by indicating Gage and Laurence. “Do you not recognize Gage and Bull? They have finally come home.”

Startled, Spring whirled around to see more mature and certainly more handsome versions of the men she’d once known.

Her jaw dropped.

“Gage?” she gasped, looking between them. “And Bull? What on earth are you doing here?”

Gage wasn’t hard pressed to admit that he’d never seen anything more horrifying, or more humorous, in his life. Spring was older than the last time he’d seen her and the plain, strange girl had grown into a plainer, and stranger, woman. Her face had a layer of white paste on it, with abnormally orange cheeks and lips, and eyebrows of a thin, dark line. But that bizarre look was marred by mud on the side of her face and in her hair that had splashed on to her when she’d sailed through the window.

It was difficult to keep a straight face.

“Traveling north, my lady,” he said. “I am sorry if you were injured. Do you need to sit down and rest?”

Spring nodded, never taking her eyes off Gage as he reached out and took her by the elbow as he directed her back to her table. Even as he planted her back in her chair, she was looking at him with wide eyes.

“But I do not understand,” she said. “You simply vanished those years ago and now you have returned? Where did you go?”

“Spring,” Wynter hissed. “Do not ask the man such personal questions. If he wants you to know, he will tell you without you asking.”

Instead of fighting back, as was usual, Spring appeared contrite. “Oh,” she said. “I am sorry. I simply meant that we have missed you since you have been away. Bull, too. Bull, did you go with him?”

Laurence nodded. “I could not let him go alone, my lady.”

Spring pointed eagerly to the only other chair at the table. “Please sit down,” she said. “I’ve not seen you in ever so long. Have you been on many great adventures since we last spoke?”

She was fixated on Laurence now, much to Gage’s relief. Having no choice, Laurence politely sat while Gage eyed Wynter, who rolled her eyes at her sister’s demands. The woman had been sweet on Laurence those years ago and, evidently, that hadn’t changed. With a smirk on his lips, Gage motioned over to the table he and Laurence had shared.

“Will you sit for a moment?” he asked politely. “I would like to hear how you have been since we last spoke.”

Wynter didn’t have to be asked twice. She followed him over to the table while, around them, the inn was slowly getting back to normal. The innkeeper and a pair of wenches raced out from the kitchens with buckets of water and rags to clean up the blood from the brief battle as Wynter sat down next to Gage, but she didn’t notice. She only had eyes for Gage.

“I do not even know where to start,” she said. “You left on the eve of my sixteenth birthday. Do you remember?”

He paused in thought before nodding. “I do,” he said. “I seem to recall we were supposed to go to your celebration.”

Wynter nodded, realizing as she looked at him that the Gage de Reyne she had known all those years had vanished. A man that sounded like Gage and smiled like Gage was sitting before her, but that’s where the similarities seemed to end. He was absolutely enormous in breadth and his biceps were as big in circumference as her waist. She could see some kind of discoloration on his neck, peeking out from beneath his hauberk, and she had no idea what it was. She even thought it might be a skin condition, but whatever it was, she didn’t recognize it. Or him.

She proceeded with some caution.

“On the day of the party, Boothe came to tell us… things,” she said, abruptly realizing that she probably shouldn’t tell him what Boothe had said. Not that she had ever believed it, but she had to remind herself that Gage had been gone for several years. He’d clearly left for a reason. “He said you’d gone and that you were not returning. That is why I am so surprised to see you. We thought you were gone forever.”

Gage watched her expression as she spoke, sensing her reluctance to speak about his unexpected departure those years ago. It was something he hadn’t thought of for years until his return to England this time around and, now, he found himself having to deal with it. He supposed that, at some point in his life, he knew that he would face this moment – speaking to someone who had known him before his brother banished him – but he had never expected that someone to be a young lady he’d been chummy with at one time.

As he looked at her, he still felt that chummy warmth.

And perhaps something more that terrified him.

“Did he tell you why I had gone, my lady?” he asked quietly.

Wynter looked at him with a flicker of fear in her eyes. “Aye,” she said. “But I did not believe him, Gage. I never believed what he said.”

“What did he say?”

She tensed up, biting her lip, before letting out a harsh sigh. “We have only just seen each other again,” she said. “Do you truly wish to hear such things? I did not believe him, no matter what he said. Your brother has become something of a pariah in Northumberland. He keeps to himself. He does not see friends or allies. In fact, I do not know if he has any allies at all. He is simply a ghost, someone we never see, but I do know he has been causing problems to an ally of my father’s.”

Gage’s brow twitched. “What problems?”

Wynter seemed to be glad that they were off the subject of what Boothe’s tale of Gage’s behavior had been, so she answered his questions freely.

“Do you remember Brian de Luci, Lord Tynedale?” she asked, watching Gage nod. “It seems that your brother has been harassing him.”

“De Luci,” Gage said thoughtfully. “I know Brian. We grew up together. He was Lord Tynedale even back then.”

“He was very young when his father passed away.”

“I recall.”

Wynter cocked her head thoughtfully. “I remember hearing my father say that a heavy mantle had been passed on to a young boy,” she said. “But he has worn it well over the years. The problem started when Brian began mining coal on land that borders Stagshaw properties. Your brother seems to have decided he wants that land for himself, so Brian has been forced to hire men to help him defend it.”

In those few words, Gage could see exactly where Varro’s army was going. There was no doubt in his mind. He almost didn’t need to hear anymore.

“An army?” he said.

Wynter nodded. “Aye,” she said, oblivious to any inflection in his tone. “Brian had to hire mercenaries. He would not ask his allies to help him, my father included, because he did not want to pit them against the House of de Reyne in general. He does not want your cousin at Throston Castle to become an enemy of anyone who helps him, so he thought it best to hire men who were neutral.”

Gage found the entire conversation incredibly ironic. “I see,” he said. “It sounds as if my brother may have brought himself a great deal of trouble.”

Wynter nodded, her amber eyes fixed on him. “He is not making any friends with his behavior and that is a fact,” she said. “Brian de Luci is a nice man and he has many close allies. If those men did not shun your brother before, they will certainly shun him now.”

“I can imagine,” Gage said. “I suppose it shall have to work itself out.”

“I suppose.”

“Other than my brother’s actions, has anything exciting happened since I was gone?”

He was shifting the subject away from the mercenary army because he didn’t want Wynter finding out that he, in fact, was the mercenary army. But she seemed happy to converse, whatever the subject, so she was easily diverted.

“Northumberland is not an exciting place, if you recall,” she said, a twinkle of mirth in her eyes. “It has been very quiet. There have been a few weddings, and a few deaths of men you might have known, like Brian’s father. But for the most part, it has been dull and quiet.”

Gage smiled faintly. “That is not a bad thing, my lady,” he said. “Trust me when I tell you that dull and quiet can bring a man a sense of peace.”

Her gaze lingered on him. “You sound as if you know that for certain.”

“I do.”

“Where have you been all these years that you should long for such a thing?”

He forced a smile. “I will tell you when you tell me what my brother said.”

Wynter could see that she was cornered, but she was still hesitant. “Mayhap another time,” she said. “You are home to stay, are you not? Then we shall see each other frequently and we will have much to speak of.”

His smile turned genuine. “As much as I would like that, my lady, won’t your husband mind?”

It was a leading question. He didn’t even know why he asked it, but it came out before he could stop himself. She frowned in response.

“I am not married,” she said. Then she lifted her hand to the room around them. “Do you think I would be here with Spring, alone, if I had a husband?”

Oddly, he felt some relief at her answer and his eyebrows lifted. “I do not believe you are not married,” he said. “A woman as beautiful as you? And an heiress to your father’s property? You should be the most sought-after woman in all of Northumberland.”

A faint mottle came to her cheeks. “I simply have not found the right man,” she said, almost coyly. “But it’s not for lack of my father trying, believe me. God’s bones, the man is frantically trying to coerce me into a betrothal with Brian de Luci at this very moment, but Spring has her eye on him and he barely tolerates her, so it is a complicated situation.”

Gage glanced over at Spring, seated across the table from Laurence, with her smeared white face. “It sounds quite complex,” he said, fighting off a grin at the ridiculous de Thorington sister. “Brian is a good man. At least, he used to be. He would make a fine earl.”

Wynter cocked a delicate eyebrow. “That is what my father says,” she sighed. “He is a very nice man, I agree.”

“But?”

“But I do not want to marry him.”

“Why not?”

She looked at him, a twinkle in her eyes. “We have only just seen each other again after several years,” she pointed out. “Do you really want to speak of betrothals? Surely there are better things we could be speaking of.”

She was being evasive, which made him crack a smile. “I did try to speak on other things,” he said. “I have asked you twice what my brother told you about my departure and, still, you will not answer me. So, we are speaking of betrothals. But whatever my brother told you must have been terrible, indeed.”

Wynter’s focus lingered on him for a moment longer before lowering her gaze. “If you really wish to know, I will tell you,” she said. “But I fear you will go riding off to Septentrion and demand his head for it.”

“What did he say?”

She lifted her eyes, slowly. “He told my father that you tried to murder him and steal his inheritance, so he banished you.”

Any hint of warmth left Gage’s eyes. He digested that statement for a moment, nodding his head as he did so, but the expression on his face was dark.

So very dark.

“Is that what he told everyone?” he asked steadily.

“Everyone who would listen.”

“What did your father say to that?”

Wynter wagged her head slowly, back and forth. “He did not believe your brother,” he said. “Your brother did not seem happy that he was not believed, but my father knows you. At least, he did. He does not believe you capable of such a thing. It… it’s not true, is it?”

Gage didn’t hesitate. “It is not.”

Wynter sighed heavily, as if relieved. “I knew it,” she said. “As I said, I never believed it. May I tell you a secret?”

“Please.”

“I thought he might have killed you and made up that tale to explain your absence, so when I saw you earlier… truly, I was very surprised.”

Gage could see that. In fact, he could see a lot of things, not the least of which was the fact that his brother had damaged his reputation badly to cover his own actions. That, more than anything, bothered him. What had been a dispute between brothers had been turned into Gage’s crime for the entire county to hear and Boothe had painted himself out to be blameless.

He wasn’t surprised by any of it.

As Gage lost himself in thoughts of his brother’s slanderous lies, Wynter found herself studying the man. She was coming to realize that his entire demeanor had changed the very second she’d told him of Boothe’s version of the truth behind his departure. Up until that moment, he’d seemed a little quiet and even a little cold. But at this moment, he seemed hard. Unmoving.

Icy.

As if someone had blown out a candle and everything suddenly went dark.

Truth be told, the situation felt surreal to her. She still wasn’t over the shock of seeing the man she thought she’d lost for good. When she’d flown at him and hugged him, it had been an inherent reaction. She hadn’t even realized she’d done it until he was in her arms and then all she could do was release him and apologize. She felt foolish. Wynter had sensed when their conversation began that this was not the Gage she remembered, but a different man altogether.

That was never more apparent than it was now.

“I am sorry,” she finally said. “I did not mean to upset you. I did not want to tell you, but you insisted. I am very sorry if you are troubled.”

He scratched his cheek. “You needn’t apologize,” he said. “It is not your fault that my brother is a liar. It does not surprise me.”

“Will you confront him now that you have returned?”

Gage shrugged. “Would it do any good?” he said. “It may just stir up trouble I have no wish to engage in.”

“What do you mean?”

He lifted an eyebrow. “If my brother said I tried to murder him, won’t he tell everyone that I have returned to finish the job? It would give him something to tell your father and the other warlords. It might even put my life at risk if they believe I am a danger.”

Wynter’s brow furrowed. “I did not think of it that way.”

He forced a smile at her, but there was no warmth in his eyes. They were still like ice. “Not to worry,” he said. “Now, let us speak on why you and your sister are here. Truly, young ladies should not be alone in an inn. It is not safe, as we saw, so may Bull and I escort you back to wherever you are staying? You never did tell me why you are so far away from home.”

He was deliberately changing the subject yet again and Wynter obliged him. “My mother has come to Durham to visit her aunt and have mass said for my grandfather,” she said. “That will take place tomorrow and then we shall return home the next day.”

Gage’s focus moved to the table where Spring and Laurence were still talking. He caught Spring yawning before returning his attention to Wynter.

“Then you have a full day tomorrow,” he said. “Bull and I will escort you and your sister back to your great-aunt’s home. Where is it?”

“Only a few doors down.”

He started to stand up. “Shall we go?”

Wynter didn’t move. In fact, she was becoming increasingly angsty over the conversation because it had been such a strange one. A man she no longer knew, words that seemed superficial and insincere, when all she wanted to do was welcome him home and resume where they had left off.

But something told her that wasn’t going to be possible.

The very idea filled her with great disappointment.

“You did not tell me if you were returning home,” she said steadily. “In fact, you’ve not said why you’ve returned or where you are going. You are going home… aren’t you?”

Realizing she wasn’t going to be so easily diverted this time, Gage was halfway to his feet but lowered himself back into the chair. “If you are referring to Septentrion, it is not my home,” he said. “As for why I have returned… when your sister asked a similar question, you told her that if I wanted her to know, I would have offered up the situation. Sometimes it is best not to ask a man certain questions. That is the same advice I give you.”

He was plainly refusing to answer and Wynter was coming to think that this might be the one and only time she would see him. He was being mysterious even if he was being kind to her, indulging her in conversation, but that was where it ended. He wasn’t going to let her in any more than he had and he wasn’t going to tell her where he’d been all of these years. It was like there was a wall between them that he wasn’t about to breach. It took Wynter a moment to realize that this conversation would go no further. Gage was a stranger these days and that was the way he wanted it.

God, that hurt her.

She’d idolized him for so many years. So many years of dreaming of him, of imagining that they were married. So many years of wanting to give her entire life to him and perhaps she still did. He was the one and only man who had made her heart sing, the man she’d told her father of – one to make her laugh, to make her feel something. It was Gage; it had always been Gage.

But Gage clearly didn’t return any of that.

He never had.

“As you wish,” she said, averting her gaze and quickly standing up. “In that case, we do not need you to escort us home. I would not wish to trouble you.”

Wynter pushed past him, realizing she was verging on tears. She’d just had the rudest awakening of her life and she was having a difficult time controlling those emotions. Spring saw her coming and was about to say something pleasant when Wynter reached out and pulled her sister to her feet.

“Come,” she said tightly, yanking her sister away from the table. “We must go home before they realize we are gone.”

Spring’s mouth was open in surprise as Wynter pulled her across the floor, towards the entry door, but Gage was blocking her way, looking at her with concern.

“My lady?” he said, brow furrowed. “Did I say something to upset you?”

Inadvertently, he brushed her arm and Wynter pulled away as if he’d burned her. She lost her grip on Spring as she did so and her sister moved back towards the table where Bull was on his feet, watching the situation curiously.

But Wynter only had eyes for Gage.

“Nay,” she said, giving him a wide berth and trying to get to the door. “Nay, you’ve done nothing at all. I suppose I’ve just realized that I’ve turned into that silly girl who pestered you constantly and idolized you, and it is shameful to annoy you so. I am glad you are not dead, Gage. I pray that life is good to you and that you have everything you ever want. I am grateful to have seen you one last time to tell you that. Bonne chance, wherever life takes you.”

She grabbed the door and yanked it open, bolting through the opening and out into the night. As Gage stood there, genuinely puzzled and the slightest bit concerned, Spring came up to stand beside him, watching her sister run off into the darkness.

“What did you say to her?” Spring asked.

She wasn’t accusing, simply curious, but Gage was genuinely at a loss. “I could not tell you,” he said. “One moment we were speaking of why she was in Durham and then she asked me if I was going home.”

“What did you tell her?”

He shook his head. “Nothing,” he said. “I jested with her, telling her that she should not ask such questions, and then she ran.”

Spring scratched her head. She was still tipsy from the fruit-soaked wine, but she wasn’t completely ignorant to what her sister must have felt upon seeing Gage again. It was much the same thing Spring herself was feeling having seen Bull again, but for Wynter… as much as Spring antagonized her sister and as much as they engaged in sisterly battles, she knew Wynter extremely well.

She was coming to suspect why she fled.

“And that was all you said to her?” she asked. “Did you tell her you were glad to see her, Gage?”

He looked at her, puzzled. “Of course I was glad to see her.”

“But did you tell her that?”

He had no idea what point she was trying to make. “Not in those words, nay,” he said. “Why? What’s wrong?”

Spring shook her head at him. “You are a dense man, Gage de Reyne,” she said. “Surely you know that my sister has been in love with you since nearly the moment she met you those years ago. You called her your little sister, but that is not what she wanted to be. She has tried to forget about you for the past six years, but to no avail. Papa wants her to marry but she cannot and I know it is because she cannot forget you. Seeing you tonight has ripped open the old wound.”

Gage was stunned. That’s not what he had expected to hear from Spring, who had always been a thorn in her sister’s side. Surprisingly, she did seem to have sisterly feelings for her eldest sibling and she’d articulated them quite well, but Gage felt as if he’d been punched in the gut.

He simply couldn’t believe it.

“Nay, my lady,” he said as if she were grossly mistaken. “That is not true. We were great friends, Lady Wynter and I, but there was nothing romantic.”

“For you, mayhap. But not for her.”

“She is quite a bit younger than I am.”

“She is twenty years and two,” Spring said, wagging a finger in his face. “She is a woman fully grown and after seeing you here tonight, I doubt she will ever wed, so if I become a spinster, it is your fault. And I do not want to be a spinster!”

Gage didn’t have a swift comeback. In fact, he had no idea what to say. The conversation he’d had with Laurence earlier in the day came back to him, speaking of an annoying young girl he’d not given a second thought to since he’d left England. But seeing her again, seeing how that annoying young girl had grown up into a magnificent young woman, had changed his opinion about Wynter de Thorington. She was exquisite and far out of his league. She was the heiress to a great earldom and he didn’t even have a title. He wasn’t even a knight in a noble household, but a mercenary. A rich one, but a mercenary, nonetheless.

And completely unsuited for an earl’s daughter.

Any romance was out of the question.

… wasn’t it?

“I am sorry,” he finally said. “Lady Spring, I appreciate your insight, but you are wrong. It is not even worth discussing, so I will offer to escort you home.”

Spring pursed her lips irritably and put her hands on her hips. “Why isn’t it worth discussing?” she demanded. “Don’t you like my sister? Is she not pretty enough? Not worthy enough?”

Gage could feel himself hardening. Spring was pushing him out of his comfort zone, speaking of Wynter and feelings, something that had him confused and uneasy.

He had to shut her down.

“Your sister is a goddess among women, but she is not for me,” he said simply. “I will not discuss this with you further. May I escort you home?”

Spring frowned. “God’s bones,” she muttered. “You are dense. And you may not escort me home. I’ll go alone.”

With that, she thrust up her chin at him and marched out of the inn, heading out into the darkness beyond. Laurence, who had been standing behind her, passed a long glance at Gage before following her out.

“I’ll keep an eye on them,” he mumbled as he went.

That left Gage standing alone in the doorway, off guard and fading fast. He finally turned and headed to his rented room for the night, trying to push the conversations out of his mind. As exhausted as he was, he should have easily fallen asleep, but thoughts of Wynter de Thorington had him up most of the night.

She has tried to forget about you for the past six years, but to no avail.

He didn’t want any complications in his life right now. He didn’t want any distractions. He had a job to do, a career to forge, and a woman didn’t fit into those plans. Especially a woman he used to call “little sister”.

When he finally did fall asleep, it was with dreams of amber-eyed beauties.
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CHAPTER FIVE


The only reminder of the previous night in The Rabbit Burrow was that Spring had bruised hands from when she fell through the open window and, somehow, Wynter had a bruise on her jaw. She didn’t even know how she got it, but the evidence was clear. She had a lovely purple mark, faint, along the right side of her jaw.

Both she and Spring awoke later in the morning, when everyone was already up and moving, and Maryann finally had to come into the chamber and slap her eldest daughter on the hip to awaken her. She did the same thing to Spring, who yelped at being whacked, but Maryann ordered her lazy daughters out of bed and downstairs in an instant. They had a journey to make into town and she would not be late.

Wearily, Wynter and Spring dragged themselves out of bed.

There wasn’t any real conversation between them as they moved about the chamber. Spring managed to scrub off the remnants of the night before, the mud and the last of the white make up, while Wynter went through the trouble of actually taking a bath. It had been a quick one, in a half-barrel with about four inches of hot water in the bottom of it, but that had been enough for Wynter. She had scrubbed down with soap made from lavender, which filled the air of the chamber with its scent. After climbing out of the bath and drying off, she rubbed some precious oil into her skin to ease the dryness from the bath and the oil smelled heavily of lavender, too. As she hunted down her clothing, Spring decided she needed a bath, too, and climbed into her sister’s cooling bathwater.

As Spring splashed around, getting water on the floor, Wynter donned the best dress she’d brought with her. It was a deep blue brocade with a bejeweled belt and matching slippers. Her hair, damp from having washed it in the bath, was quickly dried as much as she was able in front of the fire before vigorously brushed and left to drape down her back. Around her neck she wore the heavy golden cross with inlaid sapphires, a gift from her father when she reached eighteen years of age. In all, she looked every inch the glorious Ashington heiress.

But inside, she didn’t feel much feel like it.

Thoughts of Gage were heavy this morning. In fact, he was all she’d thought of all night long. She didn’t even know if she’d really slept much, but her mother’s slap on her hip to awaken her was proof that she had, indeed, slept a little. She didn’t feel like it. All she felt was exhaustion and gloom, convinced the man she’d been so fond of for all of those years had no such feeling for her. A cold, uncaring man who had simply been polite to her last night.

That’s all it had been.

Politeness.

Well, she didn’t want politeness. She wanted the man she’d known for all of those years back, her friend, someone she could talk to. She wanted the man back who had made her feel something.

But it was apparent that man was dead.

Wynter didn’t even try to fight off her depression and disappointment. After six years of longing for a dream that she had discovered didn’t exist, she had earned the right to grieve her lost dreams. Perhaps it was foolish of her, but she didn’t care. It was humiliating to realize she’d loved something that hadn’t existed.

She made it down to the great hall of her great-aunt’s manse where Maryann was hovering over Autumn and Summer, making sure they finished their meal. She could hear her mother fussing over them. The woman treated her daughters as if they were all still children even though they were women grown. Spring was perhaps the only sibling who liked her mother to treat her that way, someone who liked the hovering motherly attention.

But Wynter didn’t want any of it.

She took a seat across from her sisters.

“You look fresh and lovely, Wynnie,” Maryann said. “You surely must have slept well if you slept so late into the morning.”

Wynter hadn’t slept well at all. “After mass, are we going anywhere?” she asked, diverting her mother away from the subject of sleeping late. “You promised that we could shop. Will we do that this afternoon?”

Maryann waved over one of the servants to remove Autumn’s empty bowl. “We shall,” she said. “We shall go to the street of the merchants. Aunt Sedelia was telling me of a woman who makes the most marvelous dresses, already sewn together and hanging in her shop. I thought we might inspect her wares.”

A servant placed toasted bread and a bowl of eggs baked in a cream sauce in front of Wynter. “Good,” she muttered. “Let us get this over with and go home.”

She said it under her breath, or at least she tried to. Some of it was still audible. Maryann looked at her curiously.

“Whatever is the matter, Wynnie?” she said. “You are usually the first one into the shops, eager to see their wares.”

Wynter dug in to the baked eggs with her spoon. “Nothing,” she said. “I am simply… weary.”

“Do you feel unwell?”

“I feel fine.”

She shoveled food into her mouth so she couldn’t answer anymore of her mother’s questions. From across the table, she could feel Summer’s gaze on her, but she didn’t look up. She continued with her eggs as her mother was distracted by a spot of food Autumn had gotten on her skirt. It was the usual chaos at the morning meal when Spring entered the hall, hair still damp from having washed the mud out of it.

“Good morn, Mama,” she said brightly. “Are we leaving right away for mass?”

Maryann was trying to carefully clean the spot upon Autumn’s skirt with some soda a servant had brought her. “Aye,” she said. “Hurry and eat. I will not wait overly for you.”

Spring sat down next to Wynter and a servant produced a bowl of eggs for her as well. She dug in with gusto.

“I like Durham,” she said to her mother. “You were fortunate to grow up here, Mama. Did you have many friends?”

She was being terribly chatty, which only served to annoy Wynter. She ate in gloomy silence as Maryann finished with the spot. “I did,” she said. “Your grandfather was a well-respected man in town. The name Haswell used to be well-regarded when he was alive.”

“It still is, Maryann.”

Lady Sedelia Haswell made her presence known as only Aunt Sedelia could. An older woman with snow-white hair, a rather horse-like face and imposing manner, she shuffled into the great hall, dressed in an elaborate surcoat that would have cost a normal man an entire year’s wage. Her brother had left her a great deal of money and she wasn’t afraid to flaunt it, even if the only people she was flaunting it to were her great-nieces. As she made her way to the table, Summer instinctively stood up and moved around to the other side where Wynter and Spring were seated. Aunt Sedelia was still feared by them, even as young women, because she wasn’t beyond pinching or slapping if she was displeased.

All of the girls had been on the receiving end of those manners.

“Good morn to you, Auntie,” Maryann said pleasantly. “Did you sleep well?”

Sedelia shoved Summer’s empty bowl aside as servants rushed to her, making sure she had everything she needed within a matter of seconds. No one made Sedelia wait and lived to tell the tale.

She reached for her warmed, mulled fruit juice.

“Well enough, I suppose,” she said. “Maryann, take Summer and Autumn out of the hall. I wish to speak with Wynter and Spring alone.”

It was a terrifying and abrupt request. Spring’s eyes widened as she looked at her mother questioningly, but Maryann was already in motion. Even she didn’t disobey her aunt’s wishes and most especially not in her own home. As she shooed Summer and Autumn from the hall, who were more than happy to leave, Sedelia turned her calm attention to her food.

But the lull was only momentary.

“I would like to ask a question, ladies,” she said as she picked up her spoon.

Wynter, who was incredibly leery of her great-aunt’s motives at this early hour, eyed the woman.

“Please ask, Auntie,” she said, trying to sound unconcerned. “I will tell you whatever you wish to know.”

But that unconcerned tone would be her undoing. Sedelia thought every tone other than the tone of surrender was a challenge to her unquestioned authority and she flicked her eyes up, fixed on Wynter.

“You will tell me where you and your sister went last night,” she said. Seeing Spring’s horrified reaction pleased her and she focused on her in particular. “Do you think my guards tell me nothing? I pay them more than you do, so next time you slip them a coin, make sure it is a gold one and they might keep their lips shut. Well? Where did you go?”

Spring was starting to tremble out of sheer terror. “Please do not tell Mama.”

“Then tell me where you went.”

Spring sounded as if she were going to cry. “To The Rabbit Burrow,” she said. “It is so quiet and dull at Ashleven and I wanted to go where there might be music and dancing. I made Wynter come with me, so do not be angry with her. She came to protect me.”

Sedelia spooned some honeyed gruel into her mouth. Missing most of her teeth, she was relegated to soft foods and slurped rather loudly.

“Protect you from what?” she asked.

Spring’s eyes were starting to well. “From rude and lascivious men.”

Sedelia looked at her as she swallowed the bite in her mouth. “Spring, you do not need protection from men,” she said. “You are an ugly girl. They do not want to waste their time with you, so if I were you, I would commit myself to the nunnery and be done with it. Wynter, on the other hand, is the beauty of the family. She is quite beautiful. If anything, she is the one who needs protecting.”

Spring’s eyes were wide, her mouth hanging open at the blatant insult. She wanted to clap back at her great-aunt, but she didn’t want a spoonful of gruel to come flying at her, so she looked at Wynter, hoping her sister might defend her. Wynter gazed back at her, some sympathy on her face, but that was as far as it went. She wasn’t going to challenge Sedelia, either.

But perhaps she could soften the blow.

“Auntie, I could not let her go alone,” Wynter said. “We ate, we listened to some music, and we returned home. That is all there is to it.”

Sedelia lifted an eyebrow. “You came home with a man following you.”

“Who told you that?”

“I told you. I pay my guards better than you do.”

“He was a knight we knew many years ago. He happened to be in the inn and offered to escort us home.”

Sedelia wiped her mouth with a soft napkin, neatly folded on the table, before speaking. “You were both fortunate that nothing terrible happened,” she said, looking between them. “Spring, you are not only ugly, you are stupid. Stupid to put you and your sister in such danger. I will tell your mother of this because she must know how stupid her daughter is so that she can protect you even if you refuse to protect yourself. And stop dragging Wynter into your foolish follies. If harm befalls her because of you, your father will never forgive you. Nor will I. Do you understand me?”

Spring was close to bursting into tears. “Aye, Auntie.”

Sedelia’s wizened gaze lingered on the pair for a moment before returning to her food. “Go, now,” she said. “Out of my sight. Go and pray for my dear brother and while you are there, pray for guidance on how to be less ridiculous.”

The conversation was effectively over. She returned to her food and both Wynter and Spring knew there were to be no more words on the subject. Sedelia always had to have the last word. Quietly, they left the table, heading into the foyer where the door was open to the courtyard beyond.

Outside, they could see their mother and sisters and the escort of Ashington soldiers. There were five palfreys, one for each de Thorington lady, and three Ashington knights, men who had led the escort from Ashleven the day before and men who had been in their bed when Wynter and Spring had snuck out. As Spring wiped her humiliated tears away and headed outside, Wynter caught sight of Sir Clark de Vries.

Her father’s captain, Clark was an older man with thinning blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He had an imposing presence that was difficult to describe other than when he was in a room, he seemed to fill the entire thing up. It was a presence of command, of skill, of years of fighting wars. The man dressed in black – always in black – with the exception of the de Thorington serpent standard on his tunic. As Wynter came down the steps from the manse and into the bailey, Clark walked past Spring to greet her.

“Well?” he asked, his blue eyes crinkled at the corners. “Did you survive whatever verbal projectiles Lady Sedelia was slinging?”

Wynter chuckled; she genuinely liked Clark. “I did,” she said. Then she sobered. “Spring crept out last night to go to the inn down the road and I went with her to make sure she came to no harm. Aunt Sedelia’s guards told her we slipped away, but Mother does not know. Please do not tell her because Aunt Sedelia has already threatened to.”

Clark scratched his head, passing a casual glance at Spring, who was standing with her mother. Maryann was clearly comforting her distraught daughter after her encounter with the brutal old woman.

“I only heard about it after you returned,” he muttered. “Had I been aware of your departure, I would have gone to bring you back.”

“I know,” Wynter said. “But you know how Spring is sometimes. There was no dissuading her.”

Clark snorted softly. “I know how she is,” he confirmed. “She drags you into her foolery and your intentions are always to protect her from herself.”

“Someone must.”

“She is going to fall into real trouble someday and you along with her.”

Wynter held up a hand. “Please,” she said. “No more admonishment. Aunt Sedelia dished out one of her better scoldings, including telling my sister that she was an ugly girl who was better off on a nunnery.”

Clark burst into soft laughter, covering his mouth to hide the grin. “She didn’t.”

“She did.”

Clark struggled to wipe the smile from his face. “She has always been a brutally honest woman,” he said. “Mayhap your sister would have done better had Lady Sedelia raised her. She is a disciplinarian.”

Wynter sighed, watching Maryann put a hand to Spring’s cheek in a comforting gesture. “There is something else, Clark,” she said softly.

“What?”

“We saw Gage de Reyne at the inn last night.”

Clark’s smile vanished. “What?” he said, incredulous. “He’s here?”

Wynter nodded. “He is with Bull,” she said. “We saw them both last night. It was Bull who followed us back here, presumably to ensure we did not come to any harm.”

Clark was obviously surprised and it took him a moment before he was able to respond. “God’s bones,” he muttered. “What in the world is Gage de Reyne doing back in the north? Did you speak to him?”

Wynter nodded. “A little,” she said. “He said several things, not the least of which was the fact that his brother lied when he told everyone Gage tried to murder him and steal his inheritance. We all knew it wasn’t true, but Gage confirmed it.”

Clark stared at her a moment before shaking his head. “That is nothing shocking,” he said. “As you said, we all knew it wasn’t the truth.”

“Indeed.”

“Where did Gage go when he left? Did he say?”

She shook her head. “Nay,” she said. “We did not really speak of it. He did not even tell me why he is here in Durham. He did not want me asking questions, but I will say one thing about him.”

“What?”

“He has changed a great deal.”

“What do you mean?”

Wynter noticed that her mother was directing her sisters to mount their palfreys. “He’s… different,” she said as she started to walk towards the escort with Clark beside her. “He looks different. Much different. And he’s bigger than you remember him. His shoulders are broad, his arms enormous. Everything about him has changed. He seemed so… distant. Not the Gage we knew at all.”

Clark didn’t push her. They were coming into the hearing range of Maryann and he didn’t want their conversation overheard, so he simply headed off towards his own steed to prepare to move the escort out.

But his mind was lingering on Wynter’s revelation.

News of Gage de Reyne’s return had been an interesting disclosure, indeed. He’d known Gage well. In fact, when Gage had fostered at Ashleven in his youth, it had been Clark who had helped trained him. He and Gage had been good friends and he had liked him a great deal, an overly sensitive knight with astonishing talent. He, too, never believe the rumors of his departure from Septentrion Castle, but to think of Gage back in the north was a curious thought.

More than curious, in fact.

There were two things about the news that gave him pause.

The first thing was the fact that Brian de Luci had been having trouble with Stagshaw. Was that reason enough for Gage to suddenly appear in the north again? But the second thing – and more importantly – was that de Luci had hired a mercenary army in his fight against Stagshaw. Clark had heard rumors this morning when the night patrols came in that a small army had been sighted encamped off to the east of Durham. A heavily armed army.

Perhaps the very mercenaries that de Luci had hired.

And now, an appearance by Gage de Reyne.

Coincidence? Clark wondered.
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He’d used the excuse of finding a smithy for Varro’s lame horse.

But that wasn’t the truth.

The truth was that Gage wanted to catch a glimpse of Wynter because today was the day, she had told him, that her family was going to mass to say a prayer for her dead grandfather.

For some reason, he felt inexplicably drawn to her.

He hadn’t been able to sleep with thoughts of the lovely Wynter de Thorington floating through his mind. Every time he’d drift off, he’d have a vision of her expression right before she marched out of the inn. He kept telling himself that his concern stemmed purely from the fact that he’d hurt her feelings somehow and he didn’t want to hurt the woman he’d once called little sister.

But she was no longer a little sister.

She was no longer a little anything.

Those amber eyes had always been beautiful to him, even when she had been a young girl, but as a grown woman, they were like jewels set within her perfect face. He’d spent so many years ignoring his emotions, stamping out any sentiment, that the mere fact that she had stirred something in him had him greatly confused.

It seemed that The North Wind wasn’t as cold as he liked to believe.

So, he waited for her.

Since he knew where Langley Castle was, the destination of Varro’s army, he knew he could catch up fairly quickly. He’d found a smithy in the predawn hours, firing up his blacksmith’s forge and the man had agreed to fix the horse’s shoes in the hope of easing the strain on the right front hoof. Gage left the horse there while he went to the manse Laurence had indicated as being the Haswell homestead – three doors down from The Rabbit Burrow, on the left.

And what a homestead it was.

It was tall – very tall. The portion that faced the avenue was at least four stories tall with the ground floor being two massive arches that were heavily gated. One could see through the gates to the courtyard beyond. The manse was packed in with other manses along this stretch of the River Wear, on this exclusive avenue, so it made the maximum use of the space. The stables and other trades were on the ground floor while the house was built up over it. All four sides of the manse were four stories tall.

The Rabbit Burrow, by contrast, was only two stories and, as daylight broke, looked oddly out of place amongst the great Medieval houses. Across the avenue from the Haswell manse was a row of more modest homes belonging to some of the business owners in town, the merchant class. Gage planted himself back in the shadows of one of those more modest homes and watched the Haswell gates as the sun rose.

Fortunately, he didn’t have to wait long.

He saw the escort ride through the gates and turn north, heading towards the main part of Durham. He recognized the knights in the lead, two men he’d known from his time at Ashleven Castle. Sir Dirk de Branton and Sir Etienne de Gault had been squires when he’d known them those years ago, now excellent knights from excellent families. They were about Gage’s age and he smiled when he saw them, wondering if Dirk was still as arrogant as he once was and if Etienne was still as serious. He swore in all the years he’d known the man that Etienne had smiled only once. Maybe twice.

It did his heart good to see them again.

Following them through the gates came the de Thorington soldiers bearing the dark blue and red serpent tunics and spread out amongst the soldiers were the women. He spied the younger sisters, Autumn and Summer, and then Spring, and finally Wynter. She was bringing up the rear with her mother and Sir Clark de Vries. Even though he was covered from head to toe in armor and protection, Gage would have known Clark’s proud stance anywhere.

A man he respected greatly.

As the party headed north, Gage followed in the shadows. At first, he’d been glad to see Dirk and Etienne and Clark, but as he pursued at a distance, the unemotional man in him began feeling emotions. They were breaking through the barrier he’d created over years of tamping down his emotions, forming cracks and slipping through. He saw the three knights, riding proudly with honorable positions, and it hadn’t occurred to him until that moment just how far he’d fallen.

It should have been him riding escort as a skilled and noble knight but because of his brother’s cruelty, he wasn’t where he should have been. Instead, he was a paid warrior and a paid assassin when it was required. He worked on the fringes, on the dark side of his profession, and he’d never regretted that until this moment. Not until he saw men who were in a position he should have been in.

That realization cut him like a knife.

He’d told Laurence that he’d never wasted his time with thoughts of revenge towards his brother, but that seemed to have change in an instant now that he saw the tangible evidence of what his brother had taken away from him.

Boothe had stolen everything from him.

Fighting off feelings of rage and depression, Gage continued to follow the escort as they headed into the business district of Durham. It was a struggle to focus on Wynter and not the abject feelings he was experiencing. Specifically, the de Thorington group seemed to be heading to the street of the merchants and it was busier there, with more people to conceal his movements. The morning around them was in full swing. Once they actually reached the street of the merchants with its rows of mercantile and commerce, it was quite busy as people went about their daily business.

Gage kept his eye on that dark, red head.

He didn’t particularly want to be seen by Clark or the other knights. He didn’t want to have to explain himself and he wasn’t in the mood for an old friends reunion. He watched as the countess took her daughters into one of the shops only to quickly emerge and go into another. He watched them go into four different stalls until they entered a much larger stall that utilized the alley behind it to display wares.

Gage ducked around back to the alley, noticing Wynter right away. She wasn’t hard to find. She was looking at a woman who had silk fabric draped on her, trying to sell it to customers. But he also noticed several armed guards, as was usual with the merchant stalls. They had their own small armies to protect their wares. But Gage didn’t want their wares.

He only wanted one of their customers.

Keeping his eye on Wynter, he moved closer.
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Wynter thought the woman with the silks draped on her was terribly pushy. She kept trying to put the fabric on Wynter to show her how lovely it was, but Wynter wasn’t in the mood to be dressed and she wasn’t in the mood to shop. That wasn’t like her.

All she wanted to do was go home.

The more the morning progressed, the more disgruntled she became. She wanted to go home and focus on her plays. She thought that her next play would be the story of Job because, certainly, she felt that torment now. A man she’d been fond of her entire life held absolutely no fondness for her, a cold man if she’d ever seen one. If that wasn’t a tribulation to her fragile soul, she didn’t know what was.

The woman with the silks was coming on strong and Wynter finally turned away from her, forced out into the alley because the woman wouldn’t leave her alone. She just started walking away, hoping the woman would turn her attention on someone else if she moved far enough away from her. Fortunately, that was the case, but Wynter was far down the alley by that point. She thought that she might as well walk around to the main avenue and wait with the escort since she had no desire to go back into the merchant’s stall.

She just wanted to leave.

“My lady?”

A voice came from behind. Startled, Wynter turned to see Gage standing there, emerging from the rear of one of the stalls that fronted the avenue. Clad in full protection, including an enormous broadsword, he looked every inch the powerful knight except for the fact that he wasn’t wearing an identifiable tunic.

He looked as if he were going to war.

“Gage?” she said, shocked. “What in the world are you doing here?”

Gage smiled timidly. “A reasonable question worthy of a reasonable answer,” he said. “I followed you from your great-aunt’s home.”

Her brow furrowed. “Why?”

“Because I wanted to speak with you.”

“What about?”

Gage was still smiling, though it was forced because the gesture didn’t come naturally. More than that, there was tension in the air between them and Wynter’s lack of joy in seeing him again seemed to confirm that.

He cleared his throat softly.

“Because I offended you last night, though I did not mean to,” he said. “I could not leave without making amends. If I upset you last night, please understand how sorry I am. We were great friends once, you and I, and I value that friendship greatly.”

Wynter eyed him for a moment. His appearance had been unexpected, but the reason behind it was even more unexpected. Truth be told, she was quite off balance by his presence.

She was also quite guarded.

And perhaps even a little upset.

“Gage,” she said, looking him in the eyes. “You do not value anything between us and to boldly lie is beneath you. If our friendship had been of any value to you, you would have come to tell me personally that you were leaving those years ago. You would have come to tell us all. I am an acquaintance of your youth and nothing more, so you do not have to pretend otherwise. I have accepted that any friendship we had is purely in the past.”

Gage’s expression didn’t change. “I thought so, too,” he said honestly. “But when I saw you last night, I realized that I had missed you. I had missed everything I left behind and that is a difficult admission because I went through months and years of missing what I’d left behind and forcing myself to forget about it. I never wanted to leave Septentrion, you know. Boothe banished me. It was either leave or he would kill me. And that is the only reason I left.”

Wynter grew serious. “Kill you?” she said. “That is a terrible thing, of course, but I am not looking for a confession. You told me last night to mind my own business and that is what I intend to do.”

Gage’s smile faded and he took a deep breath. “I realize that,” he said. “I can only apologize for being so rude last night. In my profession, I am not used to speaking of myself. I have learned not to do it. But I would like to tell you where I have been, if you will listen.”

Wynter eyed him, but it was difficult not to let her guard down. Gage easily had that effect on her and he always had, so all of those hurt feelings she had been dealing with gave way to resignation.

It was Gage, after all.

Surrender was inevitable.

“I will listen,” she said. “Tell me what happened with Boothe. What reason did he give for banishing you?”

Gage shrugged. “He did not have to give a reason,” he said simply. “Boothe is Lord Stagshaw and that is reason enough, but I will say that he was always threatened by me. I was a better knight, a better man. People liked me but they did not like him. By telling you that I attempted to murder him and steal his inheritance, he tried to change that dynamic. He tried to make himself out to be the victim of his scheming younger brother and thereby gain sympathy. He accused me of something I did not do and was unable to defend myself against. So yes, it is true that I fled and I did not tell anyone. I was not given a choice.”

Wynter had no reason not to believe him. The Gage de Reyne she’d known those years ago hadn’t been a liar. More than that, she couldn’t ignore the old embers he was stirring up. She could see her sisters down the alley, looking at the woman with the silks on her body, and she didn’t want them to see her with Gage. She didn’t want to have to fend them off and she very much wanted to continue their conversation.

But she wondered if he would after she told him what was on her mind.

“Walk with me,” she said softly.

She started to move and Gage took up position beside her. The River Wear wove a path through Durham and the city was designed around it, so nearly every road led to the river at some point. Taking a small road that branched off from the street of the merchants, they ended up down by the riverbank.

“This is very confusing to me, Gage,” Wynter finally said, pausing as the soft sounds of the river filled the air between them. “Last night, you were quite guarded. You did not wish to speak of yourself at all. Instead, you chose to glean information from me about what had gone on since your departure. I do not think that was quite fair to me. You simply wanted to use me for your own benefit. If you think to extract more information from me by telling me a little of why you left Northumberland, know that I have told you all I can.”

He nodded, some remorse in his otherwise emotionless face. “I do not blame you for feeling that way,” he said. “It is true we only spoke of things I wished to speak of last night and, for that, I am sorry.”

Wynter cocked her head. “Prove it,” she said. “Tell me where you went after you left Septentrion and do not expect anything from me in return. This time, you will do all of the talking and I will do all of the listening. Fair enough?”

He drew in a long, thoughtful breath. “It is,” he said. “But there is no simple answer to my life since leaving home. It is several years’ worth of my life.”

He seemed reluctant, again, and she hardened. “You said you wished to speak with me, but once again, you are controlling the conversation,” she said. “You clearly do not wish to speak with me at all.”

“I do, I swear it,” he said quickly. “It is simply that there is a lot to tell. It is difficult to know where to start.”

“Start from the beginning.”

She was right. He sighed heavily because this wasn’t going to be easy for him. But gazing into her jewel-colored eyes, he realized that he very much wanted to tell her everything. He wanted her to understand. Odd for a man who had never given the woman he’d once called his little sister any more attention than a doting brother would have.

As he’d observed, she was most definitely not his little sister any longer.

This was the moment where the situation between them would change…

Forever.

“Very well,” he said. “If you want the story, I shall tell it. When Boothe told me to leave Septentrion or he would kill me, I left to save my life. He never gave a reason, only that I was to leave and never return. Bull, unable to stomach serving my brother, went with me. I think he mostly went to see that I did not come to harm, which I appreciate. He is a very loyal friend. It all started with booking passage to France on a cog that was old but seaworthy. Our landing in Calais was the beginning of adventures we could have never imagined.”

Already, Wynter was quite interested. “How?”

He smiled at the irony of the question, a rare gesture. “My original destination had always been Pamplona and my grandfather’s home of Fortaleza de los Vascones because, truthfully, I had nowhere else to go. So, we made our way south to Paris, working any job we could find to make money – escorting clergy at one point, providing protection for some of the better inns around Paris, and then we heard that the Comte de Troyes was looking for good men because he was preparing to go to war against the English in Poitou.”

Wynter’s eyes widened. “You fought with the French at Poitou?” she gasped. “My father told me about that battle. He said it was terrible.”

Gage couldn’t deny what was true. “That had been a strange happening,” he said. “So many English lords that we knew, men we were now fighting against. When de Troyes realized he had English knights among his ranks, he paid us extremely well for any information he could use against Henry’s forces. I was in an awkward position because although I may have been out of England, I couldn’t take England out of my blood. I am still an English knight and I knew many of the houses that were part of Henry’s army. I didn’t want to contribute to the death of Englishmen, nor did Bull, but we knew if we didn’t come through with useful information, we could very well find ourselves in irons, or worse.”

Wynter was listening closely. “But you still fought?”

Gage nodded. “I still fought,” he said quietly. “Bull and I orchestrated a careful dance of real information versus vague information when it came to the English warlords. We told them only as much as we dared and, at one point, led a midnight raid into the encampment of the Earl of Chester for supplies. It was enough to solidify trust with de Troyes, but once that trust was established and we were no longer being watched with suspicion, we fled one night under the cloak of darkness. We had our money, and a lot of it, and we didn’t want to get caught up in the endless cycle of battle between the French and the English.”

There was an old, rotten stump on the riverbank and Wynter sat down, settling in for more of a story than she had imagined. “Where did you go after that?” she asked.

Gage moved in her direction, leaning up against a big tree with a heavy, green canopy. “South, towards Pamplona,” he said. Then, he sprouted one of those rare grins. “In Bayonne, while Bull was at a smithy having the new shoes put on his horse, I became ragingly drunk and was preyed upon by one of the serving wenches. I ended up passing out and she stole every bit of coin I had. Fortunately, Bull caught her but when he took the money back, she screamed that she was being robbed and, once again, we were forced to flee. From that moment on, I have never again let myself get drunk out of my senses. In fact, I… forgive me. I probably should not have told you a story about my drunken escapades. That was tasteless.”

He was looking at her with some horror but Wynter laughed. “Why not?” she said. “It simply proves that you are mortal with mortal weaknesses, like the rest of us. At least it has a happy ending. You got your money back.”

“I did,” he said, looking sheepish. “There were a few more adventures here and there, but that mostly ended when we reached Fortaleza de los Vascones. When I arrived, I was told that my grandfather had long since passed away and the lord now in command was my mother’s eldest brother. Alejo de Soto, Duque de Navarra, was happy to have his nephew serve him, but his sons were not. They were threatened by Bull and me, prompting some dangerous encounters.”

Wynter looked at him with concern. “Did your uncle do anything about it?”

Gage nodded. “Uncle Alejo tried to be the peacemakers between his four sons and me, but it was not to be,” he said. “After a year of being on guard for our very lives, every minute of every day, we knew that we could not remain. But we also knew that we had to earn wages and as seasoned knights, our talents would be in demand. There are opportunities for men of our skill and we simply had to find them. And here we are, back in Northumberland.”

“But why are you back?” she asked. Then, she looked at him with some fear. “Surely you are not returning to Septentrion, not after Boothe threatened you. He still has an army, Gage. I told you that he has been harassing Brian. If he sees you, there is no telling what he will do to you.”

Gage’s expression twitched. “I think Boothe should be more concerned with what I will do when I see him,” he said. “I am not worried about my brother.”

“Then you will not see him?”

“Not if I can help it.”

Wynter paused, pondering thoughts she probably shouldn’t be thinking. The entire conversation had been incredibly enlightening and, not strangely, she forgave him for not having come to tell her about Boothe’s ultimatum those years ago. It was clear he’d been wrongly treated, wrongly accused, which was something she’d always believed.

Fortunately or unfortunately, she had an idea.

“Have you and Bull returned looking for a post?” she asked. “If you have, I am certain my father would accept your fealty. You know he has always liked you a great deal, Gage. Mayhap you will come to Ashleven and speak with him? At the very least, please come to visit. I know he would like to see you.”

Gage could feel the warmth from her, the hope in her request. He’d seen the light of hope in her eyes before when she looked at him, long ago when he thought he thought she was too young and she thought he was the only man in the world. He had to admit that her blind adoration of him had fed his pride. Every man needed a young woman or two who thought he was the moon and the stars. But as he looked at her, the warmth he felt wasn’t feeding his pride.

It was feeding his interest.

“I would like to, of course,” he said. “But…”

“She told me you had returned but I did not believe it until I saw for myself.”

The somewhat low and rumbling voice interrupted them and they both turned to see Clark standing a few feet away.

He was looking straight at Gage.

“De Vries,” Gage acknowledged him steadily. “It is agreeable to see you again.”

Clark looked him over for a moment, inspecting the prodigal knight, before replying. “And you,” he said. “But dragging a young lady off for a private conversation is an ill-bred action. You should not have taken her away from the stall. Her mother is in a panic.”

“I brought him here,” Wynter said quickly. “Do not blame him, Clark. I brought him because I did not want my sisters to see him and swarm him. They would all be hanging on him and I would have no opportunity to speak with him.”

Clark lifted a disapproving eyebrow. “I see,” he said. Then, he held out a hand to her. “Come along, my lady. Your mother is fraught with worry.”

Wynter didn’t want to go but she knew she had no choice. She looked at Gage, feeling a good deal of disappointment that their time together was being cut short. She knew that Clark was right in separating them but, still, her disappointment was great.

“You will come to Ashleven, won’t you?” she begged softly. “Before you leave us again, please come.”

Gage’s eyes took on a faint twinkle. “I will, my lady,” he said. “I swear it.”

That one-sided warmth that always radiated from Wynter was now two-sided. Gage had a hint of it, as well, but before Wynter could reply, a scream filled the air and Clark turned sharply towards the source, back towards the street of the merchants. As he watched, he could see that there was a commotion going on and another scream pierced the air.

That was never a good sign.

He pointed at Gage.

“Keep her here,” he snapped quietly. “Let me see what that was about, but you protect her with your life, do you understand?”

Gage nodded, once, watching Clark tear off towards the street of the merchants. They heard yet another scream and, this time, Gage took notice. Something was happening right where Wynter had left her mother and sisters and by the sounds coming forth, it was something serious. Gage grasped Wynter by the hand and pulled her with him.

“Come,” he said quietly. “Something is happening and I would see what it is.”

Wynter didn’t care what it was because those screams had caused Gage to hold her hand. Stunned, she looked at him rather dumbly as he pulled her along, her hand wrapped up in his big and rough mitt. It was the most blessed thing in the world as far as she was concerned. She was so caught up in the sensation of his hand holding hers that she failed to see a man as he suddenly barreled around the corner of the stall nearest them with a host of Ashington soldiers chasing him.

He had Autumn in his grasp.

Autumn was squealing, unable to do much more because the man had her so tightly around the torso and neck. He was carrying her awkwardly, with the hand around her throat also wrapped up in her hair. Startled, Wynter immediately ran towards the man but Gage was faster. He was also armed and he hit the man in the head with his gloved fist, like a sledgehammer, throwing him backwards as Autumn screamed in fright. As the man landed on his back heavily, Autumn was loosened from his grip, but not entirely. The man still had a hand tangled up in her hair and as Wynter grabbed her hysterical sister and tried to pull her away, Gage drove a dagger into the man’s throat.

Suddenly, the wild chase had come to an abrupt and deadly halt. As Wynter watched in horror and fascination, Gage removed the dagger from the man’s neck and plunged it through his left eye, all the way through the skull, coming out the other side and pinning his head to the ground. He did it without expression, without any hint of emotion. He killed as easily as he breathed. Bile rose in her throat but she was distracted from becoming ill because Autumn was in distress. Frantically, she tried to unwind the dead man’s hand from her sister’s hair, but it seemed to be tangled everywhere.

By this time, Clark, Etienne, and Dirk were standing over them trying to separate Autumn from her abductor. Dirk finally took out a razor-sharp dagger and cut the hair to get it away from the dead man. Once Autumn was free, Wynter pulled her away from the scene, practically carrying her as her mother and sisters rushed up.

“My God,” Wynter breathed, shaken. “What happened?”

Maryann threw her arms around her youngest daughter, hugging her tightly as tears streamed down her face. “I do not know,” she said, squeezing her daughter a moment longer before releasing her and cupping the young woman’s face in her hands. “What happened, Autie? How did that man manage to take you?”

Autumn was still hysterical, her hair askew and chopped away on one side by a few inches, but at least she was safe. That had yet to really sink in. “I do not know,” she gasped. “I was in front of the stall and he was in the road with a white kitten in his hands. He told me I could pet the kitten and then… then he grabbed me and started to run. Oh, where is the kitten? He must have hurt it when he grabbed me!”

She was weeping but Maryann was terrified to the bone, too terrified to entertain the thought of a random kitten somewhere. She pulled Autumn into her arms once more, weeping with relief and fear, as Wynter looked at Spring and Summer. They gazed back at her with utter terror and shock as Autumn sobbed over the kitten.

“Is she well?”

The question came from Gage, suddenly standing next to Wynter. He had blood on his hands and his jaw. Unsteadily, she nodded.

“She seems to be,” she said. “She is asking for a kitten. She said the man lured her with a white kitten and she is worried for it. Can we look for it? It might help to calm her.”

Gage nodded. “Where was it?”

Wynter pointed out to the avenue. “Out on the street,” she said. “The man grabbed her in front of the merchant stall where my mother and sisters were. Mayhap it is somewhere near the stall.”

Gage immediately headed off to search for the little cat as Wynter told Clark and Etienne about it, too. They headed after Gage, taking soldiers with them as they went. Wynter returned her attention to her trembling mother and sister, managing to walk them back to the merchant’s stall where the merchant and his wife were anxiously watching the activity. They sat Maryann and Autumn down, giving them both cups of good wine to ease their nerves. As they were calming, Wynter went to the front of the stall where Gage was heading towards her with a little white kitten in his right hand.

Wynter rushed to him.

“You found it,” she said, both grateful and surprised. “Is it injured?”

Gage lifted the little creature, looking it in the face. “I do not think so,” he said. “It’s a little muddy, but it does not seem to be hurt.”

Wynter quickly took it from him and rushed to Autumn, handing her the little kitten, which pleased her immensely. It helped her spirits tremendously and that, along with the wine, calmed her. As the frenzy of the situation began to die down, Wynter returned her attention to Gage.

“Thank you,” she said sincerely. “Had you not knocked the man down when you did, there is no knowing what would have happen. I am sure my mother will want to thank you, too, when she is not so consumed with comforting my sister.”

Gage could see Maryann hovering over her child. “Your thanks is enough, my lady, truly,” he said. “Your mother has more important things to worry about. Her thanks and her attention are not necessary, I assure you.”

Wynter thought it was rather humble of him not to need her mother’s gratitude, but it was true that Maryann only had eyes for Autumn. She hadn’t even spared a glance for the knight she once knew, a man no one had seen in years.

But Gage didn’t seem to mind.

“That man was running for the river,” Wynter murmured. “He could have… God only knows what he could have done once he reached it.”

She appeared sick at the mere thought and Gage was completely sympathetic. “How did he manage to grab her with all of these soldiers around?” he asked.

Wynter sighed heavily, looking over at her shaken sister. “I am not sure,” she said. “Autumn said that he told her she could pet his kitten and then he grabbed her. Why would he do such a thing?”

Before Gage could reply, Clark was suddenly standing there, a disgusted look on his face. “This is why you do not run off to an inn following your reckless sister, my lady,” he said in an uncharacteristic burst of temper. “There are men like that everywhere, simply looking for an opportunity to ravage a woman. Thanks to Gage, Autumn was fortunate, but that good fortune might not hold out for you and your sister should you try something so foolish again.”

Wynter was surprised at the scolding, but she couldn’t quite muster the determination to fight back. He was correct, in every way, and she was well aware. Without much to say to him, she gestured to her mother and sister.

“We must take them back to Aunt Sedelia’s,” she said. “I do not think Mama will wish to continue shopping after this.”

Clark held his angry expression for a moment longer before giving up the rage altogether and nodding wearily. He, too, couldn’t muster much more anger than he already had because it wasn’t Wynter’s fault her sister was so stupid. But this entire incident had unnerved him and the thought of Wynter and Spring cavorting about without any armed protection was giving him hives. Without another word, he headed over to Maryann as she soothed Autumn, leaving Wynter alone with Gage.

“You saved my sister,” Wynter said softly. “I will never forget that, Gage, not as long as I live. You were very heroic today.”

Gage had been watching Etienne and Dirk haul the dead man up from the ground and hand him over to some soldiers to take over to the local parish church. But Wynter’s gently uttered words had him looking at her. He’d never realized how her voice could send chills up his spine.

There were a lot of things he’d never realized about her.

“It was an honor to be of service, my lady,” he said after a moment.

She smiled faintly. “I do believe we are leaving now,” she said. “Will you come to sup tonight at Aunt Sedelia’s and let us thank you properly?”

He couldn’t. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t. He smiled at her, but it was a gesture filled with regret.

“Alas, I cannot,” he said. “I wish with all my heart that I could, but I am expected elsewhere. In fact, I should not even be here right now. I should have moved on at dawn, but I wanted to bid you a proper farewell and ensure that all is well between us again.”

Wynter tried not to let her disappointment show. “I understand,” she said. “Will you tell me where you are going?”

“A task I have been paid to fulfill.”

That was all he was going to say about it and Wynter didn’t push. This had been a morning of extraordinary honesty and she knew that if he wanted her to know everything, he would tell her. But clearly, that wasn’t the case.

Gage de Reyne had returned to England a man of mystery.

“Will you be able to come to Ashleven and visit with my father when you are finished?” she asked. “I know he would like to see you. So would I before you leave again.”

He could hear the disappointment in her voice, matching his own. This morning had been an odd yet exhilarating experience in becoming reacquainted with Wynter de Thorington. He was coming to see, quickly, that she was most definitely not the young woman he’d left behind those years ago and he was rather kicking himself that he’d not given her another thought since then. But the truth was that she had been a child. As he’d told Laurence, he wasn’t in the habit of showing romantic feelings towards a child.

As of this morning, however, that very well may have changed.

Impulsively, he collected Wynter’s hand and brought it to his lips for a warm and gentle kiss.

“I will try,” he said quietly, releasing her hand. “It has done me a world of good to see you again, my lady. It will not be the last time.”

“Promise?”

“I do.”

With a smile tugging on his lips, he moved away from her, heading out onto the street of the merchants and disappearing from view. For a moment, Wynter simply stood there, staring at the street, the last spot she had seen him. She didn’t realize that she was still holding her hand aloft, the one he had kissed, and she found herself looking at her hand as if he had somehow marked her flesh. She was in disbelief that he had kissed her hand so sweetly. But more than that, his words were ringing in her ears.

It will not be the last time.

She was trying desperately not to read too much into it, but it was difficult. Surely he meant that he would see her again and, given that she was somewhat intuitive, she was quite certain he meant it in a most interested fashion.

Interested in her.

God, is it even possible?

With a smile on her lips, she turned for her distraught mother and shattered sister.
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CHAPTER SIX


“Are you well after that awful incident today? You seemed so terribly angry about it.”

Clark looked up to see Summer standing at the entrance of the stable. He was tending to his stallion, the big gray beast who would rather be a pet than a warhorse. It was true that he was still agitated about the incident with Autumn and the madman, and perhaps he was cleaning out the hooves of his horse harder than he should have been, but that all ended when he saw Summer standing in the doorway.

That ethereal beauty always had an effect on him.

“I was,” he said, forcing a smile. “But I am not any longer. Simply seeing you has the ability to calm all of my troubles.”

Summer returned his smile as she entered the stable. It was dark and somewhat quiet, with servants moving about but not nearby. Still, they were close enough that Summer didn’t move any closer to Clark than she already was.

She’d learned to keep a proper distance where there was a possibility they might be seen.

“I have never in my life witnessed anything like that,” Summer said softly. “Have you ever heard of a man simply stealing a woman in front of everyone?”

Clark sighed faintly, shaking his head. “Never,” he said. “That is a first for me. How is Autumn faring?”

“Shaken, but uninjured. I think my mother is taking it harder than Autumn is.”

“Lady Ashington is a woman of deep feeling.”

Summer nodded, inching a little closer to him. “And you, my love?” she whispered. “You are a man of deep feeling, also. How are you feeling after everything?”

His expression reflected the warmth in his heart for her, this young woman he’d watched grow up who, upon the eve of her seventeenth year, declared her love for him. He’d spent months trying to fight her off, reminding her repeatedly that he was more than twice her age. He was too old for her, he’d insisted, and she needed a husband of the appropriate age, but Summer was unconvinced.

Sweet, slightly silly, but utterly divine Summer was in love with her father’s captain and as much as Clark, an unmarried career knight, had tried to resist her, he’d eventually succumbed. She was his angel and he was madly in love with her, something neither her father nor mother knew. The truth was that Clark was waiting until Wynter at least married until he offered for Summer, who had just turned eighteen years old.

He wasn’t sure how much longer he could wait. He also wasn’t sure just how the Earl of Ashington would take his interest in his daughter.

Theirs was a clandestine, and careful, relationship.

For now.

“I am perfectly fine,” he murmured after a moment. “I have told you time and time again not to worry about me and most especially not in a situation like the one that happened to your sister. Do you think I cannot handle such a thing?”

Summer laughed softly. “Of course you can, my love,” she said softly. “You are a man of many talents and great strengths. But I also heard you yelling at Wynter. None of that was her fault, you know.”

His smile faded. “Nay, none of it was her fault,” he said. “I did not scold her about that.”

“About her and Spring leaving last night?”

“You know about that, do you?”

Summer nodded. “I heard them hissing at each other when they were supposed to be sleeping,” she said. “I heard Spring force Wynter to go with her. Honestly, Clark, it is not Wynter’s fault. It is Spring’s fault for being so desperate for male attention. She would do anything for a man to notice her.”

Clark grunted unhappily. “One of these days, she is going to get the wrong kind of attention and it will cost her,” he said. Then his eyes narrow. “She does not ever demand that you go with her on these foolish escapades, does she?”

Summer fought off a smile. “Would it trouble you if she did?”

“I will kill any man who looks at you.”

She knew he was serious and it did her heart good. Looking around to make sure no one was watching them, or would even notice them, she slipped back into the shadows of the stall and motioned for Clark to follow. He did and by the time he reached her in the corner, she put her arms around his neck and pulled him down to her for a sweet kiss. Clark responded passionately, holding her tightly against him. Warm and delicious, he relished the feel of her body against his.

Such a sweet, stolen moment.

“God,” he gasped, pulling away and hugging her tightly. “I do not know how much longer I can wait, sweetling. Every day that I cannot touch you freely or call you my own is like torture.”

Summer’s hands were in his blond hair, running her fingers through it. The moments when they embraced were few and far between, so she savored the feel of him down to the texture of his hair. She found herself smelling the strands, smelling the leather from the helms. Closing her eyes, she allowed herself a few moments to bask in it, fortifying her tender heart.

“I’ve heard Mama and Papa speaking,” she whispered. “Papa wants to marry Wynter to Brian de Luci, so we may not have to wait much longer. I know de Luci is keen on her.”

“And Spring is keen on him,” Clark mumbled.

Summer sighed, pulling away to look at him. “He is not keen on her,” she said. “I feel a good deal of pity for Spring. It goes back to what I was saying earlier. She is so desperate for a man to notice her that she’ll do almost anything for that attention. I am not entirely certain Papa will agree to our betrothal if Wynter is married and Spring is not. Do you suppose we can find a husband for her?”

Clark frowned. “Who?”

Summer shrugged. “You do not know of any eligible men who would like to be married to the second daughter of an earl?” she said. “What about Etienne or Dirk? They are not married.”

Clark eyed her. “And they have never shown the slightest bit of interest in Spring,” he said. “I think any man we find for her will have to be someone who does not know of Ashington and who has never seen her dance.”

He rolled his eyes at the mere thought and Summer struggled not to laugh. “Then we will have to find a young man who is desperate to marry an heiress,” she said. “Spring has an excellent dowry. We all do.”

Clark shook his head. “Forget about a young man,” he said. “We will have to find a kindly old knight who is half blind and tolerant of a foolish young woman. We may also have to consider that Spring may never marry, which will cause problems for you and Autumn. Propriety and custom dictates that the daughters are married off in order of age and if she does not marry…”

Summer knew what he was going to say. It wasn’t as if they didn’t have this discussion regularly. “If she does not marry, then you must ask Papa for my hand, anyway,” she said. “If he does not agree, then we shall marry regardless and flee to Scotland. They are always looking for seasoned knights in Scotland.”

Clark had heard that before. He loved Summer with all of his being and he was fully prepared to leave the life he knew and run away with her, but he really wondered if she was. She was young and had mostly grown out of her foolishness, that sweet silliness she was so capable of, and there was an underlying maturity to her these days. But leaving her family was something he truly wasn’t sure she was prepared for. As much as he loved her, he didn’t want a miserable wife on his hands.

“Well,” he said, sighing heavily. “I suppose the only thing for me to do is find a husband for Spring unless I want to grow old alone and you end up at the nunnery.”

“You would let me go to a nunnery?”

“Of course I would. I would pay them handsomely to take such a foolish woman off my hands.”

He was jesting and she grinned. “I would marry a farmer before I would let you commit me to a nunnery.”

His eyes glimmered with mirth. “We shall see,” he said. “Meanwhile, give me a kiss and go back in the house before they come looking for you. I will see you at sup.”

Dutifully, she kissed him, but he wasn’t satisfied with a sweet peck and he grabbed her, lustily feasting on her tender mouth. Summer clung to him, allowing him to do whatever he wished to do, which in times past had meant his hands wandering up her skirts or into her bodice. But she hardly cared; on more than one occasion, she’d loosened the ties and allowed his hands the freedom to roam in intimate places. But that was as far as he would go.

Clark loved her enough not to compromise her.

But he wasn’t sure how long that resolve was going to last.

With a final kiss, he swatted her gently on the behind, turned her around, and pushed her out of the stall by the shoulders. Summer turned to him, giving him a saucy wink before heading out of the stables. From his position in the stall, he could see her as she headed across the kitchen yard towards the manse.

His smile faded.

Nay, he wasn’t sure how long he could wait at all.

Time, for them both, was growing short.
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“I am very sorry to hear about what happened to Autumn,” Sedelia said seriously. “Truly, it is quite distressing. The priests sent for the local sheriff when your soldiers brought them the body to bury and the sheriff says that the man who was killed was quite mad. He’s been known to try and take children as well. But he also happens to be the son of a prominent man.”

It was early afternoon on a most trying day. Maryann had a throbbing headache as Autumn slept upstairs, having been given a sleeping draught by Sedelia after being told of Autumn’s horrible adventure on the street of the merchants. But Maryann couldn’t sleep; she was overwrought in dealing with the situation.

“And they let him run free in town?” she said, exasperated. “Why did the sheriff not lock him away before he tried to abduct my Autumn? Had he done that, none of this would have happened.”

Surprisingly, Sedelia was being very patient with her. “As I said, he is the son of a respected goldsmith,” she said quietly. “The father usually keeps his son contained but, unfortunately, he escaped the man today. And now he is dead and the sheriff, nor his father, are happy about it.”

Maryann was furious at that statement. “He is dead because he brutally attacked my daughter,” she said angrily. “Where is this sheriff? Where is the man’s father? I will tell them personally that the man brutally attacked Autumn, grabbing her by the throat and yanking her by the hair. She was saved by a knight who had to kill him in order to force him to release her. So if the sheriff is angry about that, know that I am angrier. And once my husband hears what happens, the sheriff will be lucky if John does not send his army down and burn Durham to the ground!”

Given the fact that Ashington had a large army, that wasn’t an idle threat. Knowing this, Sedelia put her hands up to ease Maryann’s fury.

“That is not necessary, I assure you,” she told her niece quietly but firmly. “I am simply saying that it was well known that the man who attacked Autumn was… troubled. No one blames you for what had to be done. That does not mean they are happy about it, however. But I understand that it was necessary.”

Maryann still wasn’t eased. She was outraged that the man who attacked Autumn seemed to have those who supported his dangerous behavior. With a heavy sigh, she took a long drink from her wine cup, struggling to calm her nerves.

“We are leaving for home tomorrow morning,” she said. “I do not know when next I shall visit Durham after this. I am certain my daughters will not want to come at all.”

Sedelia didn’t blame her, but she’d listened to the woman rant about the incident with Autumn for the past half-hour and it was best that they move on to another subject so some healing could start to take place. Maryann was going to give herself fits if she kept on the way she was going, but more than that, Sedelia felt as if she were somehow being blamed for the incident and she didn’t like that.

She wasn’t one to take responsibility for anything, earned or not.

“Your daughters are all grown women now,” she said. “Even Autumn. It is time that they stopped traveling with their mother and began traveling with their husbands. Wynter, most especially. She is too old to be unmarried, Maryann. Does she have any interested suitors?”

It was enough of a subject change to shake Maryann out of her focus on the dead man and the town sheriff. At least, it had her thinking on something different.

“There have been a few,” she said, but she wasn’t ready to speak on it just yet. “That is a discussion for another time.”

“It is a perfect time to discuss it,” Sedelia said, unwilling to go back to Autumn’s attack. In fact, she was thinking of telling Maryann what she knew of Wynter and Spring’s escapades the night before and how husbands would solve that problem, but she was going to have to lead into that gently if she decided to tell her at all. “Tell me about Wynter’s suitors and do not leave out any details. Of course, she can only have one husband so whoever loses his chance will have to be focused on Spring.”

Maryann sighed heavily. “Men who are interested in Wynter are most definitely not interested in Spring,” she said. “They are two completely different women.”

Sedelia grunted. “Wynter is the beauty,” she said. “Spring has not been so blessed. We must find a man willing to overlook her plain appearance.”

Maryann frowned. “Spring has good qualities. Not all men want a woman for only her beauty.”

“Those men are blind.”

“That is a cruel thing to say.”

Sedelia poured herself more wine. “It is the truth,” she insisted. “But do not veer off the subject. Who is interested in Wynter?”

Maryann turned back to her own wine, knowing it was futile to discourage her aunt from a subject once she’d sunk her teeth into it. She took another drink.

“John wants Baron Tynedale for her,” she said. “Brian de Luci of Langley Castle. I believe you knew his father. He was a friend of Papa’s.”

Sedelia thought on that. “De Luci?” she repeated. “A wealthy family, as I recall.”

Maryann was beginning to feel weary now that her emotions were beginning to calm. “Wealthy, aye,” she said. “But Brian is a good man. He’s kind and considerate and I believe he would be good to Wynter. He is a worthy man to inherit the Ashington title.”

“And what does Wynter think of him?”

Maryann shrugged. “She is not anxious to marry,” she said. “She does not show much interest in any of the suitors she has had and they have eventually given up, but not Brian. He is determined to win her heart.”

Sedelia considered that carefully. “Unless you want four spinsters on your hands, you must take charge of the situation,” she said. “John gives his daughters entirely too much freedom. He values their opinions when he should make the decisions for them. Wynter, especially – if she does not marry soon, she will lose valuable prospects. Do you think de Luci will wait forever?”

Maryann knew she was right. After a moment, she shook her head. “He will not,” she said. “In fact, he was at Ashleven before we left for Durham. He comes to Ashleven quite often to see Wynter.”

“Does Wynter ever visit him?”

“Nay.”

Sedelia made a sweeping motion with her arm. “Then you must take her,” she said imperiously. “You must take her to Langley Castle and you must force her to accept him as her husband. Maryann, if you do not do this, you are dooming your daughter. You are dooming all of your daughters. You are their mother and you must make the decision. Stop listening to the opinion of a girl who does not know what is good for her.”

Maryann wasn’t in the mood to be scolded, but Sedelia had a point. Still, the woman was making her feel as if she were failing as a mother. “Langley is not far out of our way as we travel home,” she said, trying to appease her demanding aunt. “Clark was supposed to go there after escorting us back to Ashleven, but mayhap that will not be necessary. Mayhap we will all go to Langley for the night.”

“Why is de Vries going to Ashleven?”

“Because John promised de Luci Clark’s assistance with a neighbor,” she said. “Truly, Auntie, it is a story for another time, but Clark was supposed to go to Langley after escorting us home. However, we can take a detour on our way home and stay the night. I am certain de Luci would be happy to have us.”

“Excellent,” Sedelia said, pouring Maryann more wine as she decided her niece was finally worthy of a second cup by taking her advice. “Call upon de Luci and make sure Wynter is attentive to him. If he is an excellent candidate, then you must not let him get away. Certainly there are many young maidens who would wish for such a chance with the man. Let him be Wynter’s prize.”

Maryann took another big drink of wine. “Spring would like a chance with him,” she admitted, starting to feel her drink a little. “She is the one who wants to marry him and not Wynter, but de Luci is clearly smitten with Wynter. There are times when I do feel pity for Spring. She simply cannot compare with her sister’s beauty.”

Sedelia agreed. “Wynter could command a very fine husband, you know,” she said. “De Luci sounds like an excellent candidate, of course, but has there been anyone else of a higher social station? Surely there is a young earl about looking for a beautiful and wealthy wife?”

Maryann looked at her. “De Luci is more than acceptable,” she said. “You told me to make a decision and I shall. I shall take Wynter to Langley Castle and then I shall tell John to enter into negotiations for a betrothal. You are absolutely right – my daughters will be spinsters if Wynter does not marry and that is not fair to them.”

Sedelia was quite pleased that her niece was finally seeing the light and because she was, she decided not to tell her about Wynter and Spring’s folly the night before. In her opinion, Maryann was finally making the right decision where it pertained to her wild daughters.

“Do what needs to be done, Maryann,” she said confidently. “This is for Wynter’s own good. She must understand that.”

Maryann nodded. “She will, in time,” she said. “I have told her that she needs to give up her entertainments and grow up. A man does not want a wife who dresses in beards and pretends to be men from the bible.”

Sedelia snorted. “Is she still doing that?”

“She is.”

“Then get her married immediately. A husband will make her stop that soon enough.”

Maryann lifted her cup to her lips, thinking of Wynter married to Brian de Luci. She’d told Wynter that a man like Brian would let her do whatever she wanted, so Sedelia’s suggestion that a husband would make Wynter stop with her plays wasn’t entirely accurate if that husband was Brian.

Even so, it was time that Wynter marry.

The journey home was about to take a slight detour.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Septentrion Castle

“You are certain of this? There is no doubt?”

The knight missing an eye, with white hair that stood up like straw and a heavy Nordic accent, shook his head.

“No doubt, my lord,” he said through a jumble of yellowed teeth. “Our spies have seen a substantial army settling around Langley Castle. When they grabbed a servant from the castle and questioned him, he said that it is El Vibora’s army.”

Boothe scowled. “El Vibora?” he repeated. “Who is that? What is that?”

“Mercenaries, my lord,” another man said. He was a senior sergeant who had been with Septentrion’s army since the days of Lord Stagshaw’s father. He didn’t much like the current Lord Stagshaw, but he was too old to start over somewhere else. “It’s a mercenary army. We’ve seen armies like that before, when King John moved through the north lo those many years ago and brought mercenaries with him. They have the same look about them – an army of men who do not speak our language, who do not serve an English lord. They scavenge the countryside, stealing and looting. It is the same every time.”

Boothe stared at him. He was seated in the solar of his forefathers, one that used to be well-appointed and warm. It had deteriorated since Boothe ascended to the Stagshaw barony. Boothe had never been good with money and he’d thrown it all away on fine horses he could no longer afford to feed and building an army he could no longer support. The only men who would serve him these days were those who simply wanted a roof over their heads and what food they could scrounge in their bellies, and those types of men weren’t usually good soldiers.

Once proud Septentrion was falling apart at the seams.

That was why Boothe had tried to stake a claim on Tynedale lands. Pure and simple, it was for the money. He needed whatever money the coal mining operation could bring him and he thought it would have been a simple thing. He thought he could chase Tynedale away from a relatively remote and barren piece of land, but Tynedale had dug in. The land might have been impossible to farm, but the coal deposits were rich and Brian de Luci was making money by selling it to the smithies all throughout the area.

The situation had spiraled out of control more than Boothe had anticipated, especially after the injury of a de Luci knight who had turned out to be a cousin to Brian. That had raised the stakes considerably and now Boothe was hearing of a hired army on Tynedale lands.

That was… unexpected.

“God’s bones,” he finally muttered as he sank back into a chair that had seen better days. “Are they looting and stealing even now? More importantly, will they come onto my lands to do it?”

The old Nordic knight glanced at the sergeant. They had already discussed the situation, ever since the spies had returned. They knew for certain that it was a mercenary army and they were fairly certain why de Luci had paid for them to come to Langley. Now it was a matter of telling Stagshaw their thoughts, for the man didn’t take kindly to a situation that didn’t go his way.

The knight cleared his throat softly.

“My lord, they are here because of you,” he said quietly. “There are only two possibilities – either Tynedale will put them all at the mine to protect it from our raids, in which case our raids are at an end unless we use our entire army to conduct them, or they are here to lay siege to Septentrion and punish you for your aggression.”

Boothe looked at him in horror. “Do you think they will attack me?”

The knight shrugged. “As I said, it is a possibility, my lord.”

Boothe blinked as if startled by the course of the conversation and the potential future for Septentrion. Unhappy, he leaned back in his chair, putting a dirty boot on the table in front of him.

“Why is he doing this?” he hissed, bewildered. “The disputed land has been remote and unattended as long as I can recall. Is it worth so much to him that he would hire an army to protect it?”

“Is it worth so much to you that you would fight him to the death for it, my lord?” the old sergeant dared speak up. “It’s his land. He has a right to protect it.”

Boothe looked at the old man, one of the few who had experience and skill in his large and ragtag army. “He paid it no mind until it began producing coal,” he said. “Once we started with our raids, he should have simply left it to us. Why did he not simply leave it? Is he making so much money that it is worth that much protection?”

The old knight sighed heavily, looking at the sergeant. It was the old man who spoke again because he seemed to be able to speak honestly and not incur Boothe’s wrath.

“He’s willing to hire an army, so it must be worth something to him, my lord,” he said. “If the army has come simply to protect the land, then we can stay away. We can protect our men and stay out of their reach. But if he’s brought the army to attack us and punish us, we must prepare.”

Boothe began to chew on the nail of his right thumb. It was a nervous habit he had and he’d chewed the nail down to the nub. He gnawed furiously as he pondered the situation.

“Mayhap I should send word to de Luci,” he said. “Mayhap I should offer a truce. He has gone to great expense to hire an army to reinforce his ranks, which are already substantial, I might add. I do not think he would hire a band of highly skilled professional soldiers simply to guard the mine.”

“Then there is your answer, my lord,” the old sergeant said. “If he is reinforcing his army, then it must be to attack us. He would not have hired an army simply to let it sit idle.”

Boothe eyed him. “Then I shall offer him a truce and he will not have to attack.”

“I believe we are beyond a truce, my lord,” the knight said in his heavy accent. “That time is past. You must send word to your allies and ask for help. Tynedale has a bigger army than we do and now with the reinforcements, he can overwhelm us.”

Boothe looked at him curiously. “And that statement brings about a question,” he said. “Why did de Luci hire a professional army? Surely he has allies who would help him, so why pay for mercenaries?”

No one had an answer. The knight and the sergeant simply shook their heads. “I would not know, my lord,” the knight said. “But the fact remains that he has them. You must send word to Throston Castle. Ask your cousin for assistance. Or send to another ally, a closer ally. If de Luci’s paid army has arrived, then action will be soon. We cannot wait too long to ask for help.”

Boothe was still trying to figure out why de Luci had hired mercenaries. Truth be told, he always thought he had the upper hand in their disagreement. He still couldn’t believe this situation had turned against him.

And now this.

Mercenaries on his doorstep.

“We must defend ourselves,” he finally said. “But let us be truthful – I have not maintained my relationships with my allies. Not nearby Prudhoe Castle, not the royal garrison at Newcastle, and not any number of barons that my father was allied with.”

“What of sending word to your cousin at Throston?” the knight asked again. “Creed de Reyne would surely come to your aid.”

Boothe snorted softly. “I’ve not kept that relationship, either,” he said. “Cousin Creed is a man of principle and character. I do not think he would help defend me against a man whose lands I have coveted. Moreover, his wife is a Scottish bitch and I am sure she will not let him help me. She has never liked me and I have never liked her. Nay, we must forget about Baron Hartlepool.”

“What of Ashington?” the old sergeant said. “Your father was close to the earl. Mayhap he will consider helping you if you ask him.”

Boothe was back to chewing his thumbnail again. “The Earl of Ashington,” he said slowly. Then he stopped chewing and cocked his head. “Four daughters with a rich earl for a father. I do not know why I’ve not thought about this before. Mayhap I should rekindle my alliance with Ashington. It might even lead to a wife who would undoubtedly have some wealth from her father. Of course, if I offer to take one of those daughters off his hands, then Ashington would be obligated to help me. The women should all be of marriageable age now.”

That wasn’t exactly the way the knight and the old sergeant had planned for the conversation to go. When Boothe should be thinking of protecting Septentrion, he was thinking about a wealthy earl with four daughters – with dowries. That was far away from de Luci and his mercenary threat.

As the knight and the old sergeant watched, Boothe produced a scrap of vellum and a broken quill and managed to scratch out a request for assistance. Given that he was barely literate, it looked as if a child had scrawled the words, but he signed it with Stagshaw’s seal and had a messenger depart Septentrion within the hour.

Once the rider was gone, Boothe returned to what Boothe did best – drinking and pondering why the entire world was against him, now with de Luci failing to surrender the coal-rich lands. As far as Boothe was concerned, the man had gall by seeking to protect what was his. The knight and the old sergeant went back to work, trying to prepare Septentrion’s useless army against a professional band of mercenaries.

The odds, to them, did not seem to be in their favor.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Langley Castle

Northumberland

Wynter didn’t realize they were going to spend the night at Langley Castle until they were very nearly upon it and she could see the big, dark-stoned structure looming on the crest of a not-too-distant hill.

Then, she knew.

Frustration bloomed.

The last time she had seen Brian was at Ashleven, just a few days ago before they left for Durham. They’d had a rather meaningful conversation about the trouble Brian had been obliged to deal with from Boothe de Reyne and the mercenaries he’d been forced to hire as a result. They were supposed to speak more that evening at sup, but Wynter had pleaded a headache so she wouldn’t have to see him. She’d had a moment of weakness that afternoon in her father’s solar, thinking she should simply surrender to de Luci and get it over with, but she found that she simply couldn’t do it. Now, with Gage returned to England, Brian de Luci didn’t stand a chance.

He never truly had.

That made this unexpected trip to Langley more unwelcome than ever.

“Look, Wynnie!” Spring said happily. “We’re going to visit with Lord Brian for the evening. How delightful!”

Of course, Spring would find it delightful. Jolted from her thoughts, Wynter looked at her sister, seeing the glow of happiness in her eyes. Spring was thinking of de Luci the way Wynter should think of him but couldn’t manage to. Perhaps Spring was even thinking about dancing for him again, but John had warned Wynter against allowing Spring to dance. She was coming to think that he was right because the last thing Wynter wanted to do was turn Brian against Spring. Quite the contrary – she wanted the man to notice her sister.

That was her only hope of salvation.

“Brian told me that he has golden ponies,” Spring said, her gaze on the great castle she hoped to be lady over one day. “I would very much like to have one.”

“Ask him,” Wynter said. “Ask him for a pony and I am sure he will give you one. I know the man has eyes for you, Spring. Did I ever tell you that?”

Spring’s eyes widened with surprise as she looked at her sister. “Me?” she repeated. “He has eyes for me?”

Wynter turned to her. “You,” she confirmed. “You must be very kind to him. You must be obedient. But do not dance for him anymore. Papa was right when he said it was unseemly for a woman to dance for a man who is not her husband, so no more dancing until after you have married him. Then, you can dance as much as you like.”

Spring was electrified by the idea. “Do you truly think he likes me?” she said. “I know that Papa wants him for you, but you…”

She trailed off, unwilling to provoke her sister now that Wynter was seemingly on her side in this matter. However, Wynter saw how she could get back at her parents for thrusting Brian upon her and win this Battle of the Betrothals. If she could play matchmaker between Brian and Spring, then she would be out of the equation forever.

“It is not that I do not think he is a kind man, because he is,” she said. “It is only that Brian and I have nothing in common. We have different ways, different interests. I have nothing terrible to say about him at all. I simply think you would make a better wife for him than I would, but you must do as I say. I will help you capture his interest and mayhap he will finally ask Papa for your hand.”

Spring had a look on her face that suggested all of this was too good to be true. “What shall I do, then?”

Wynter’s focus turned to the castle that was looming ever closer and Spring failed to notice that rather calculating look in her eyes.

“You will be kind and obedient,” she said. “You will make yourself amusing and pleasing. Tell him stories. Tell him about our visit to Durham. Wait… mayhap you should not tell him about The Rabbit Burrow. But you may tell him about Autumn’s abduction. The man will be compelled to show sympathy for what we have been through.”

Spring nodded quickly. “Kind and obedient and tell the man stories,” she repeated. “I will do that. And this will endear me to him?”

Wynter looked at her sister again, looking her over. She was well-dressed, but her features were pale and plain. She looked quite a bit like their father, who was a handsome man, but those same features on a woman simply weren’t attractive.

“I am not sure if he will be endeared all in one motion,” she said. “But pay him compliments. Every man likes to be complimented and told how strong and handsome he is. Brian is no different.”

Again, Spring nodded swiftly. “Compliment the man,” she said, more to herself than to her sister. “I will do that. Is that all?”

“For now,” Wynter said. “I will do what I can for you, so if you see me in private conversation with Brian, know that I am doing it for you. I will be telling him what a fine wife you would make.”

Spring could hardly believe her sister’s turn of heart. Usually, she and Wynter were at each other’s throats constantly, so to have an ally in Wynter was… strange. Strange but encouraging. Not knowing what to say to that, and unable to thank the woman because she’d never been able to thank Wynter for anything in her entire life, Spring turned her focus forward, watching Langley Castle as it loomed ever closer. She was indulging in a daydream about how wonderful it would be to be the Lady of Langley when she heard a shout go up from the men at the front of the escort.

Weapons began to come out.

“Back up, ladies.” Etienne, who had been riding behind them, suddenly charged forward, his sword unsheathed. “Move closer together, please.”

Wynter obeyed without question. When knights gave a command, she knew enough to obey first, ask questions later. She reined her palfrey closer to Spring, who was looking off to the west were most of the attention seemed to be.

“What is happening?” Spring asked anxiously.

Etienne was watching Clark and Dirk, up at point. They were speaking with a couple of their own scouts and as the group came to a crest in the road, with the trees parting, they could see a small army encamped on the south side of Langley’s walls. Clark had his arm up, motioning to the column behind him, and the men came to a stop. More than that, they began to back up.

Etienne turned to Wynter and Spring.

“Go back with your mother and sisters immediately,” he said. “They are towards the rear. Go now.”

He said it in a tone that suggested they not argue with him, so the women turned their palfreys around and headed down the center of the column, protected by soldiers who were drawing their weapons.

The rear of the column had already come to a halt. Towards the rear was a fortified carriage, an enormous box on wheels, with wooden sides fortified by iron bars. Maryann insisted traveling for any distance that way, as she was fine for a short while on a palfrey, but for anything of length and distance, she liked her comforts.

For all of its prison-like appearance, the interior of the carriage was quite comfortable. Both Summer and Autumn were inside, Autumn because Maryann insisted on keeping her youngest close since the incident in Durham and Summer because she simply didn’t want to ride with her sisters. Wynter and Spring reined their palfreys next to the carriage, watching the front of the column with some apprehension.

“What do you think is happening?” Spring asked.

Wynter shook her head. “I do not know,” she said. “But there is an entire army camped outside of Langley’s walls. Clearly, that was not expected.”

“Do you think they are attacking Langley?” Spring said fearfully.

Wynter didn’t have an answer. She wasn’t exactly afraid, but she was curious. She could see the Ashington men forming a line along the western side of the road, protecting the women and the carriage. She was coming to wonder why they hadn’t evacuated the carriage altogether, but she could see Clark speaking to some men she didn’t recognize.

Dismounting, Wynter handed the reins of her palfrey over to Spring and made her way to the edge of the road, trying to catch a glimpse of what was happening in the front. Unfortunately, the line of soldiers wouldn’t let her pass through them to see, so she was stuck for the moment, blind to what was going on. Frustrated, she went back to her horse.

“Get off,” she told Spring. “Get off and get into the carriage.”

Spring slithered off, her eyes full of fear. “Why?” she asked. “Is something awful happening?”

Wynter shook her head, taking the reins of both palfreys from her sister. “I do not know,” she said. “Get inside with Mama and Summer and Autie. I will wait and see what is transpiring.”

Spring wasn’t much for courage, so she didn’t have to be told twice. She scurried to the rear of the carriage where there was a fortified door and her mother opened it from the inside to let her in. Wynter could hear Maryann calling to her, telling her to come inside, but Wynter wasn’t ready to fold yet. She very much wanted to see what was happening.

It didn’t take long.

Etienne returned to the rear of the column, charging back along the line and telling the men to get moving. He ended up a few feet away from Wynter, his horse kicking up rocks from the road. Wynter had to step back or risk being stoned to death.

“Well?” she demanded. “What’s amiss?”

Etienne waved a big arm at the men towards the rear of the column, encouraging them to move forward.

“It seems that it is a mercenary army encamped outside the walls,” he said. “Lord Tynedale says we are quite safe, so let us move forward into Langley’s bailey quickly.”

Wynter craned her neck to get a look at the distant army but quickly gave up because the column was moving. She tied Spring’s palfrey to the back of the carriage before mounting her own horse, riding forward through the men to the front. She wanted to get a look at the mercenaries because, frankly, she’d never seen any before. She could see them spread out by the southern wall, a rather large encampment.

“De Luci told my father he had hired mercenaries to fortify his ranks against Lord Stagshaw,” she said. “I never thought I would actually see them.”

She was in the midst of the knights at the front of the line, who hadn’t noticed her until she spoke. They, too, were looking off towards the army of professional soldiers.

“My father used to tell stories of the mercenary armies King John brought into England when he was fighting the wars against his own barons,” Clark said, his gaze on the distant camp. “He said they tore up the country worse than anything he’d ever seen. They have no love for England, only for themselves. They steal, kill, and maim without regard.”

There was condemnation in his tone. He didn’t sound thrilled in the least that a foreign army was on English soil. Wynter turned to the man, noting his hardened expression.

“You will be joining Tynedale’s army as an observer when he goes to war against Stagshaw,” she said. “My father told you as much. You are supposed to watch the actions of the mercenary army so they do not get out of hand.”

Clark grunted unhappily. “It is not for me to control them if they get out of hand,” he said. “I am simply supposed to be a neutral observer. I am to be on the side of Tynedale in case the allies condemn him for an army that was beyond his control, but the truth is that he has done something dangerous. No one likes mercenaries around here, my lady. I know why Tynedale hired them, but I am not sure I agree.”

“It is not for you to say.”

“Nay, it is not.”

He sounded both resigned and disgusted. In truth, she felt some pity for him, an honorable man who viewed dishonor as worse than death and mercenaries the worst of all. Her gaze moved back to the men who were spread out in their well-made tents.

“Do you think they’re going to war against Stagshaw immediately?” she asked. “Mayhap my mother’s unannounced visit today was ill-advised.”

Clark simply shrugged. “I’d heard rumor in Durham that there had been a foreign army sighted, so I suspected they might be de Luci’s paid soldiers,” he said. “In any case, this is not a surprise. We knew they were coming. But your mother only wants to stay the night and leave on the morrow, so I do not think our arrival will delay anything.”

Wynter’s attention remained on the army in the distance. She could see that they were flying big standards over the tents, much as any other army would do. The standards had something coiled on it, golden lines against a sea of black.

It occurred to her what she was seeing.

“El Vibora,” she muttered.

Clark looked at her. “What did you say?”

She pointed. “Brian said he’d hired a mercenary army led by a man named El Vibora,” she said. “The Viper. See the serpent on his standard?”

Clark could, indeed, see the golden serpent against the dark background. “I do,” he said. “Somehow, that does not comfort me. A mercenary called The Viper? I hope we do not need St. Patrick when this is over to chase away the snakes.”

Wynter glanced at him, grinning, and he broke down in a series of ironic snorts. He could only hope that these mercenaries did their job and left quietly.

The last thing they needed was a land full of vipers.
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In the great hall of Langley Castle, one that smelled heavily of dogs and unwashed bodies, Brian happily joined his unexpected visitors and more than happily greeted Wynter. He bid her a warm welcome but she was characteristically distant. If he was disappointed by the young woman who couldn’t seem to warm to him, he didn’t show it. As always, he simply soldiered on.

“I am greatly honored by your visit,” he said, indicating for them to sit at the dais of the great hall, which was being quickly swept up. “I cannot remember when I’ve had such charming guests. To what do I owe the pleasure of your presence?”

The hall of Langley was surprisingly small for the size of the castle itself. It was an enormous place, with a massive moat around it, and gatehouses that would keep out God himself when properly secured. But the hall was smaller, and cozy, and traditionally arranged with a dais at one end and three massive feasting tables rather crammed into the rest of the space.

“We were returning from Durham and thought we would visit Langley,” Maryann said, maneuvering her way to the dais through the tables and benches. “It seems as if we have come at an inopportune time, however. We saw the army outside your walls.”

Brian had his servants running for refreshments. “They have only just arrived,” he said, indicating the most comfortable chair for Maryann to sit in. “In fact, I have not yet met their leader. I have only received a missive telling me of his arrival and that he will join me once his army is settled.”

“I do not think it would be wise to have the women in the hall when they arrive, my lord,” Clark said in a tone of utter disapproval. “I do not think Lord Ashington would like his family exposed to such men.”

Brian looked at him as if surprised by the suggestion but, very quickly, he realized the man was right. “You are correct, of course,” he said. “I did not mean to suggest that we should have Lady Ashington and her daughters in the same room as mercenaries. I will make sure the men are kept away from them.”

That eased Clark somewhat. “That would be best,” he said. “I know that my lord would appreciate your discretion.”

“I am happy to provide it.”

“And you do know that I am to remain here at Langley as an observer when you go against Stagshaw?”

Brian nodded. “I do,” he said. “I welcome your presence and wisdom, de Vries. This is a… difficult situation. I hope a neutral presence will keep the situation from becoming an all-out war between neighbors.”

“And you do not think we are past that point?”

“I hope not.”

Clark simply nodded, unwilling to express his willingness to assist because he wasn’t willing at all. He didn’t want to involve himself in someone else’s battles. He was saved from the awkward moment, however, as servants began to appear with food and drink. As they all began to sit down to what turned out to be quite a delicious feast of warmed-over beef pies, stewed fruit, and a bowl of milk for Autumn’s kitten, which she had carried into the hall, one of Brian’s gatehouse commanders appeared.

But he wasn’t alone.

There were four men with him.

Wynter was the first one to notice. She was sitting at the end of the dais, trying to figure out how to position herself so she wasn’t sitting next to Brian, when the men made an appearance. Since it was daytime, the massive iron chandeliers in the hall weren’t lit, nor were any of the freestanding sconces positioned around the room. The only light was coming in through the windows placed high on the walls, which allowed for quite a bit of illumination. It was enough for Wynter to see a big, bald man enter with three large men around him.

She recognized two right away.

One in particular.

Gage.

Shocked, Wynter watched as the four men made it about halfway into the hall before Brian stopped them. He met them in the middle, exchanging words that had the men focused intently on him as Clark, Etienne, and Dirk rushed to the dais.

“Come, ladies,” Clark said, quickly but steadily. “Let us leave immediately. This is no longer a suitable place for you.”

Maryann didn’t argue. After what had happened to Autumn, she wasn’t willing to expose any of her daughters to something Clark considered unsuitable. She leapt up, pulling Autumn with her as Clark reached out and took Summer by the hand. Etienne took charge of Spring, following the others to a servants’ entry, while Dirk came to collect Wynter.

“My lady?” he said, holding out a hand. “With me, if you please.”

Wynter thought about ignoring him. In fact, she was so swept up with the sight of Gage that she very nearly pushed Dirk out of the way because he was cutting off her view. She craned her neck around him to catch a glimpse of Gage but as she did so, Autumn suddenly let up a cry.

“Gage!” she gasped. “Mama, it’s Gage!”

The procession of women and knights towards the servants’ entrance came to a grinding halt as Autumn broke away from her mother and rushed towards Gage, still clutching her precious kitten against her chest. Because she was running, Spring started running and because Spring was running, Wynter yanked her hand away from Dirk and sprinted after her sisters. The only sister who wasn’t running was Summer and that was because she was holding Clark’s hand. There wasn’t anywhere else she would rather be than holding the hand of the man she loved. But Autumn had spied the knight who had saved her and she was gleefully flocking towards him.

“Gage!” she cried out as she drew close to the startled knight. “You’re here! I’m so happy you’re here!”

Because of the angle of the entry, Gage hadn’t seen the women at the dais. He’d caught sight of movement out of his peripheral vision when they began to move towards the door, but he was more focused on Varro and, subsequently, Brian. Autumn’s appearance had caught him off guard.

“My lady?” he said, rather incredulous. “And… and you are here, as well. What are you doing at Langley?”

He didn’t know what else to say. Autumn was standing in front of him, her entire face alive with joy.

“I did not have the chance to thank you for saving me,” she gushed, ignoring his question. “You saved me from certain death and I shall ever be in your debt. You are the greatest knight I have ever known. You are heroic!”

By this time, Spring and Wynter had joined their sister and Gage found himself looking into Wynter’s amber eyes, realizing he was never more glad to see someone in his life. It was therefore a struggle to focus on Autumn’s praise.

“I was simply doing what any man would have done, my lady,” he said evenly. “I did not know you realized that it was me.”

Autumn nodded firmly. “I saw you run at the man,” she said. “It has been a long time since I saw you, but I knew it was you when you came close. You hit the man in the face and saved me.”

“El Norte?” Varro interrupted, smiling as he looked at the three young women. “Will you not introduce us?”

Gage tore his gaze away from Autumn and Wynter to notice the people standing behind them. He recognized Etienne and Dirk, and most especially Maryann and Clark, who had a tight grip on Summer. The last time he saw Summer de Thorington, she was a lovely young girl. Six years later, she had grown into a spectacular young woman. She could compete with Wynter for the family beauty but, in his opinion, Wynter was the most beautiful. In gazing at all of those people he once knew, however, he was once again reminded of his painful past. The one that saw him become a member of a mercenary army.

He realized his past was about to meet his present.

This wasn’t how he had planned it.

“Of course, my lord,” he said after a moment, looking to Autumn. “This is Lady Autumn de Thorington. Her father is the Earl of Ashington. These are her sisters, Lady Spring, Lady Summer, and Lady Wynter. Behind them is their mother, the Countess of Ashington. Ladies, meet my uncle, Varro de Soto. He is the brother of the Count of Viana.”

The girls dipped into a practiced curtsy, including Wynter, but she was mostly looking at Gage, who couldn’t seem to take his eyes from her. She smiled faintly because he seemed so tense, but he didn’t respond.

His cold façade held fast.

“It is an honor to meet you, my ladies,” Varro said in his thick accent. “I have heard tale of English beauty and I can see that it is true.”

Autumn and Spring smiled bashfully, but Clark broke up the moment. He still had Summer in one hand as he reached out to take Autumn.

“The ladies were just retiring,” he said in a tone that all but shouted his displeasure at this moment. “You will excuse us, please.”

“Wait,” Maryann said. Everyone froze as she came to stand behind Autumn, her curious gaze on Gage. “Gage? Is it really you?”

Gage nodded. “Aye, my lady,” he said. “Thank you for remembering me. It is good to see you again.”

Maryann was clearly baffled. She looked between Autumn and Gage. “He saved you from the man in Durham?” she finally said to her daughter. “It was Gage?”

Autumn nodded solemnly. “Aye, Mama.”

Maryann looked at Clark. “You told me a knight saved her,” she said. “You did not tell me who it was and I assumed it was one of our own. You did not tell me that it was Gage de Reyne. In fact, you did not even tell me that you saw him.”

Clark was trying not to be defensive. It was true, all of it. He had told Maryann that a knight saved Autumn but he never mentioned who it was, mostly because he didn’t want her to know that Gage de Reyne was back in England. He wasn’t sure why he didn’t want her to know, only that the man had fled those years ago without a word and left confusion and disappointment in his wake. He had intended to tell Lord Ashington about Gage’s return and let him decide whether or not to tell his wife, but now he had no choice.

Perhaps there was a part of him that resented the way Gage had treated a family who had loved him like one of their own.

Especially Wynter.

Aye, he knew that Wynter was sweet on Gage. They had all known. He also knew how badly his disappearance had hurt her. He wanted to protect her from Gage, but she was a woman grown now. Moreover, she’d probably gouge an eye out if he tried to prevent her from seeing or speaking with Gage. As he struggled to come up with a reply, Gage spoke.

“I asked him not to tell you, Lady Ashington,” he said. “I wanted to visit Ashleven at some point soon and I wanted it to be a surprise. I have so many good memories from Ashleven and I was hoping my visit would be welcome. Therefore, I asked him not to tell you. I am sorry if that was wrong of me.”

As Clark gave the man a rather surprised look that he would cover for what could have been interpreted as a slight against him, Maryann focused on Gage.

“It was not wrong of you,” she said. “But you must realize how happy we are to know you are alive and well. Your disappearance those years ago was confusing and sad. We were quite worried about you. And now you have returned in time to save my Autumn? Gage, I am astonished.”

Gage smiled weakly. “It was my pleasure, my lady,” he said. “And I hope that my presence is welcome.”

“Most assuredly, it is,” Maryann agreed. Then, her gaze moved to Varro, who was smiling openly at her. He seemed quite friendly. “And this is your uncle?”

Varro dipped his head politely. “I am his mother’s brother, my lady,” he said, answering for Gage. “Avelina was my younger sister and we were quite close. Her son is special to me.”

Maryann nodded in understanding. “I see,” she said. “You are from Navarre?”

“Pamplona, my lady.”

Maryann’s gaze moved back and forth between Gage and Varro as she began to put the pieces of the puzzle together. She wasn’t a stupid woman – a mercenary army outside of the walls of Langley and, suddenly, Gage and his uncle appear.

She could connect the dots.

“Then you are both with the mercenary army?” she said.

They both nodded. “It is my uncle’s army, my lady,” Gage said. “He is known as El Vibora. The Viper.”

As the English knights glanced at each other in shock, shock that a knight the caliber of Gage de Reyne should forsake his noble career for the role of a soldier of fortune, Maryann didn’t seem the least bit put off. In fact, she seemed rather interested by the entire situation.

“How curious,” she said. “Your uncle is the mercenary leader?”

Gage nodded. “He is, my lady. His army is a well-trained army and I am honored to be part of it.”

He said that for the benefit of the knights who were listening. Here he was, the last six years of his life laid bare, and he swore he could feel the weight of their judgment upon him. English knights who believed serving lords and kings was the only honorable execution of their profession.

He was sending a message to them.

“How fortunate for you that your uncle accepted your fealty when you left Septentrion,” Maryann said in a surprising show of acceptance. “Mayhap you will tell me more tonight at sup. I assume you are supping with us, correct?”

Clark heard her. That went against everything he wanted. He didn’t want the women exposed to the mercenaries, but Maryann was making her position known. He couldn’t go against her and he looked at Gage as if daring the man to agree. Gage caught the man’s expression and although he knew he was simply being protective of the ladies, he didn’t see any need to be so controlling. Or so rude.

Besides… he wanted to see Wynter.

He smiled at Maryann.

“If that is your wish, my lady,” he said. “We would be happy to sup with you.”

Standing back behind Maryann, Clark curled his lip in a display of disapproval, glancing at Etienne and Dirk to see that they, too, didn’t agree with the earl’s family supping with common mercenaries. Even if one of them was Gage de Reyne. The whole situation was extremely distasteful and they looked to Clark to see what the man was going to do about it.

At the moment, he could do nothing.

But he would when he was able to speak with Lady Ashington alone.

“Then you will allow the ladies to rest until sup,” Clark said, taking control of the situation. “I am sure you have business with Lord Tynedale that they do not need to be part of, so we will bid you a farewell.”

Maryann let Clark steer the group away because it was clear that Gage and his uncle had come on business. She didn’t want to intrude on that. Taking Autumn by the hand, she led her daughter away as the others followed. All but Wynter, that is.

She was still looking at Gage.

He was standing with his uncle and Bull and another knight with long, flowing dark hair. Varro was speaking to Brian and Gage was standing partially behind his uncle, but Wynter was in his line of sight.

For a moment, their gazes met. There was something in the air between them, something tangible, and Gage was the first to define it. In fact, he could almost smell it.

Disillusionment?

Wynter was the first to break the spell and turn away. She was nearly to the servants’ door when she heard someone rush up behind her.

“My lady,” Gage said. “May I have a word, please?”

Wynter paused at the door, turning to the man without a hint of warmth in her eyes. “What is it?”

He took a deep breath, perhaps for courage. “I wanted to say that I am pleased to see you again,” he said. “I hope we have the opportunity to speak at sup.”

Wynter’s gaze drifted over him. In truth, she wasn’t sure how to react to the realization that he had become a mercenary. He was dressed from head to toe in protection and weapons, every inch the killer. She’d seen that killer at work in Durham when he had killed the man who had abducted Autumn. He’d done it without thought, without feeling. The Gage she’d known those years ago had been an emotional man, with compassion and kindness, but as she was coming to see, the man he’d become was not a man soft with emotion. Quite the opposite.

As she kept telling herself, he’d changed.

But he also changed in another way. He was showing more interest in her than he ever had those years ago and although she was thrilled, the truth was that she simply didn’t know what to make of it.

She was still trying to make sense out of the man she’d just met.

“Why did you not tell me you were a mercenary?” she asked after a moment. “You had ample opportunity. I asked you what you had been doing over the past six years, but you did not answer me. Now I know why.”

The hopeful expression on his face hardened a little. “I had to do something,” he said. “I had to earn my way. Given that my brother had banned me not only from Septentrion, but from Northumberland, I felt that I did not have much choice but to leave England. I told you I went to my grandfather’s home in Pamplona with the intention of serving him, but that was prevented by my cousins. My only choice to earn my living by using the skills I’d been trained for was to serve my Uncle Varro. You should know that I do not regret it. It is an honest living, my lady, but I am sorry if I have disappointed you.”

There was both an explanation and a rebuke in that statement. But Wynter didn’t back down. “You have not disappointed me,” she said. “But if you do not regret your choice, as you have said, why did you not tell me to begin with?”

He looked at her, realizing she had a point. It was true that he had avoided telling her about his current profession, but his reasons behind it were increasingly confusing. This young woman who had adored him so those years ago.

This young woman he was finding fascination with now.

After a moment, he shook his head.

“Because I did not want that to be the first thing out of my mouth after having not seen you for many years,” he said. “And mayhap I was afraid you would react just as you are reacting now. I am put in the position of defending myself for choosing an unconventional path.”

Her brow rippled with confusion, perhaps concern. “Is that what you think I’m doing?” she said. “Reacting poorly to the life you’ve chosen?”

“Aren’t you?”

Wynter almost denied it. But she realized that she couldn’t. He was right, about everything.

“You are a great knight, Gage,” she said quietly. “My father thought you were the best young knight he’d ever seen. He thought you had such potential, so I suppose what you see is not judgment. Mayhap it is regret for the life you should have led had Boothe not chased you away. That is all you see, I swear it.”

She wasn’t wrong in her feelings and he snorted softly. “I have often thought that myself,” he said. “Though I refuse to relive that part of my life, I will agree that there have been times I have wondered what my life would have been like had Boothe not banished me. Mayhap I would have remained at Septentrion. Or mayhap I would have sworn fealty to a great lord, like your father. Mayhap I would have a wife now and children.”

“You do not have a wife?”

Gage shook his head. “This lifestyle is not conducive to a family,” he said. “The travel is constant, the conditions harsh. That is no life for a woman.”

“Not even if she loved you very much?”

He lifted an eyebrow. “Especially if she loved me very much. I could not subject her to such a thing.”

Something in his words struck her painfully, like a dagger poking holes into her tender heart. In his own words, he was telling her that he would never marry. He was a mercenary, a life he had clearly chosen, and that was what he knew.

There was no place for a wife.

Wynter began to feel sick inside.

“Then I am sure that is a noble attitude,” she said quietly, realizing there was a lump in her throat. “I wish you well, Gage, I truly do. I told you that before and I meant it. If you will excuse me, I must go with my family before they come looking for me.”

“Will I see you at sup?”

She took a deep breath as she turned away. “I think not,” she said. “But I wish you well in your endeavor against your brother. Does he know you are part of this army Brian has hired?”

Gage could see that she was growing emotional, almost teary-eyed. “There is no way he could know,” he said. “My lady… what is the matter? Have I said something wrong again?”

“Nay,” she said quickly. Too quickly. “I must… go.”

She was off before he could stop her. He stood there for a moment, wondering what he could have said to upset her so. It was the second time she’d run off as if he’d insulted or hurt her somehow and that was something he most definitely didn’t want to do. Then something Spring had said to him that night at The Rabbit Burrow came back to him again.

She has tried to forget about you for the past six years, but to no avail.

Perhaps that was becoming more apparent. Perhaps talk of a wandering lifestyle was upsetting to her, but most upsetting was surely the mention of the fact that it was no life for a woman. For a wife. It was arrogant of him to assume that might have upset her, but he couldn’t help but think it. He couldn’t believe, after all these years, that she would still have feelings for him – romantic feelings. He’d told Spring that he’d never had any romantic inclination towards her and that was true. It had been true once, anyway.

But he was coming to realize that, increasingly, it wasn’t. This was the third real conversation he’d had with Wynter since seeing her at The Rabbit Burrow and he knew, as he lived and breathed, that something was happening inside of him that was most unexpected. Perhaps even unwelcome, but he couldn’t seem to resist it. He wasn’t sure he wanted to.

And it all centered around Wynter de Thorington.
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CHAPTER NINE


As promised, Wynter didn’t appear for the feast later that night.

She had given her regrets to her mother who, in turn, shared it with Brian. Gage only knew because he heard Maryann mention it to Brian, who seemed genuinely disappointed. That disappointment struck a chord in Gage as he remembered what Wynter had told him from their conversation at The Rabbit Burrow.

My father is frantically trying to coerce me into a betrothal with Brian de Luci.

That explained what she was doing at Langley with her mother and sisters. He understood that their visit was unannounced, so it was probably a rash decision by Lady Ashington to once again bring her eldest daughter and Brian together. They got more than they bargained for, however, with a mercenary army camping around the castle.

Gage spent the evening putting these pieces of the puzzle together and came up with a couple of conclusions. The first was that he didn’t like de Luci’s obvious interest in Wynter, which wasn’t reciprocated according to her. The second was that he didn’t like the fact that she wasn’t supping with him. He was sitting, quite alone. As he was stewing over that situation, he began to notice Varro and his behavior towards Maryann.

The man with the reptilian green eyes and bright smile had been charming Lady Ashington all evening. Varro liked women and they liked him, and Maryann seemed to be quite taken with Varro as the man explained his travels to faraway lands. She was enthralled by his tales, as was Summer. In fact, Clark didn’t seem to like the fact that Varro was charming two of the de Thorington women but there wasn’t much he could do about it except watch and glare. Varro charmed, Clark scowled, and the women were oblivious.

Then there was Spring.

Unfortunately for Bull, she’d been his shadow since the feast began. Bull had moved seats three times and Spring had followed him every time. The third and final move had him sitting near Autumn, who remembered Bull from six years ago but not very well. Given what had happened in Durham, she seemed to be leery of men in general, even when Bull tried to engage her in conversation in the hopes of escaping Spring.

It didn’t work.

Gage watched Bull tolerate Spring until he could stand no more and excused himself, only to disappear outside. A half-hour later, he hadn’t returned and Gage suspected that he wouldn’t. That left Spring sitting at the table, quite unhappy and alone, but it also gave Gage a window of opportunity.

He went to sit next to her.

“I am sorry that Lady Wynter is feeling poorly this evening,” he said. “I hope she will recover quickly.”

Spring turned to him. She’d already had too much wine this night and not enough food because she’d been chasing Bull all over the hall. One look at Gage and she rolled her eyes.

“She is not feeling poorly,” she said, unhappy. “If you truly think she’s not come to the hall because she’s feeling poorly, then you do not know women at all. I told you the night we saw you in the inn that my sister still has feelings for you. That’s why she’s not come down.”

Spring had never been one to hold her tongue, which would work to Gage’s advantage. For the first time in his adult life, he wanted to hear all about what Wynter might be feeling for him.

“Is that so?” he said, casually taking a cup of wine that Bull had been nursing. “After six years, I find it astonishing that she would even remember me much less remember feelings from when she was a young girl. Surely she has outgrown any silly infatuation.”

A servant came around with a confection of chopped chestnuts soaked in brandy and honey, and Spring helped herself to them.

“Is that what you really think?” she asked. “Are you just going to laugh at my sister because you think she’s silly and still in love with you?”

“Most assuredly, I am not laughing,” he said. “I’m quite earnest in my questions. I find it astonishing that she’s not forgotten me. I am quite… honored by it.”

“Do you mean it?”

“I do, I swear it.”

Spring shoved a brandy-soaked confection into her mouth and chewed. “Then I am not certain what more I can tell you,” she said. “She has not spoken of you in years, but after you left, she cried almost every day for a year. She did not think I knew, but I did. I think others knew, too. Now that you have returned, those feelings she buried long ago have come back.”

“And you are certain of this.”

“Of course I am. You’re the only man she ever… and why can’t you marry her now that you have returned?”

Gage nearly choked on his wine. He sputtered, setting the cup down and wiping his mouth. “That is a fairly blunt question, my lady.”

“It is not a complicated one.”

“Aye, it is,” Gage said. “Marriage is never a simple thing.”

Spring sighed sharply. “Why not?” she demanded. “You marry my sister and you will be the next Earl of Ashington. Don’t you want to be an earl?”

Gage was coming to think that his attempts to probe her were starting to backfire on him as Spring’s questions became aggressive. “I’ve not thought on it,” he said honestly. “The earldom does not mean much to me, I suppose. What means something to me is that I marry a woman I like, one that is more valuable to me than any title.”

“Couldn’t Wynter be that?”

He nodded. “I am sure she could, easily,” he said. “But marriage… I am a very busy man, my lady. My life is as you see – I am a knight in a professional army. I enjoy the excitement and adventure of what I do.”

Spring looked at him with great curiosity. “And marrying my sister would not be worth more than that?”

He sighed faintly. “She is the most worthy woman in the world,” he said quietly. “But the truth is that I am not worthy of her in the least. She should have a great and powerful husband, not a knight who serves a mercenary lord. I am not nearly good enough for her. Don’t you understand that?”

Spring shook her head. “Nay, I do not,” she said flatly. “What does it matter if you are a rich and titled lord or simply a landless knight? You are a good man, Gage. We all know that. Unless you have changed drastically over the past six years, you are worthy enough of her and worthy enough to be the next Earl of Ashington.”

“But…”

“Because if you do not stake your claim, my sister will be forced to marry Brian and she does not want to,” she said, interrupting him as she raised her voice. “He is the man I wish to marry, Gage. I am in a difficult position, as the next eldest daughter of the Ashington empire, because my sister must marry if I am to accept suitors, but the suitor my parents want for Wynter is the very man I would like to marry. It’s not fair at all.”

She was starting to tear up, returning her attention to her alcohol-soaked dessert and taking another bite. Gage watched her carefully as she chewed, pondering what she’d said. He’d been hoping to hear any private thoughts Wynter might have had of him, but he got more than he bargained for. In addition to his thoughts of Wynter, now he was feeling some sympathy for Spring.

“Nay, it is not,” he said softly, showing surprising compassion for a man who thought he’d lost that ability long ago. “But life is seldom fair, my lady. Sometimes we simply cannot have what we want.”

Spring was gearing up for more tears when she suddenly stopped and looked at him. “Do you mean Wynter?”

“I do not understand.”

“You said that sometimes we simply cannot have what we want. Did you mean you cannot have Wynter but that you want her?”

It was surprisingly intuitive. He cleared his throat softly. “She will make some man a fine wife,” he said. “As I said, it cannot be me. I am not of her class.”

Spring wasn’t beyond being manipulative and, in this case, her motives weren’t entirely altruistic. If Wynter married Gage, then that would clear a path between her and Brian.

She was well aware of that.

“Then who is?” she said. “Lord Stagshaw? Because I have heard my father speak of a betrothal between your brother and Wynter if Brian grows weary of waiting for her and looks elsewhere. Should my sister marry your brother, then? How worthy of a husband do you think he would be to her?”

It was an utter and complete lie, but she’d said it for a reason. As she’d hoped, mention of his brother seemed to light something in Gage’s eyes. Even speaking the man’s name seemed to darken his expression.

“Your father said that?” he asked.

Of course, he hadn’t, but Spring pushed forward with her lie. “I’ve overheard him speaking,” she said, trying to be vague about it. Specific untruths were never a good thing. “Do you want to see my sister married to your brother?”

Gage’s expression hardened. He had been quite interested in gleaning information from a rather silly young woman but, now, the tables had been completely turned. He’d heard something he didn’t like, something he’d not expected. It was an effort to fight down the utter murderous rage in his heart. Not simply because he couldn’t imagine his brother marrying Wynter.

It was more that he couldn’t imagine anyone marrying Wynter.

“Nay, I do not,” he finally said. “But it is not my decision. Your father must do what he feels is right.”

Spring didn’t want to hear that. “And why not you?” she demanded.

He averted his gaze. “I have told you why,” he said. “I am a mere knight. Not merely a knight, but a paid sword. Men pay me to fight their battles and kill their enemies. That is what I do and that is not the husband your sister deserves. She is an heiress to an earldom.”

“And you are the nephew of a count,” Spring countered. “I heard you say that your uncle is the Count of Viana. That makes you more than worthy, don’t you think?”

Truth be told, Gage really hadn’t thought of it that way. He didn’t see himself as the grandson of a count or a nephew of a count, but it was true that he was. Had he been a knight in a noble household, that lineage would have meant something. He was, technically, also the heir to the Stagshaw barony. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have bloodlines or connections. But the path he’d chosen was not one that would appeal to any family of a prospective bride and most certainly not the heiress to Ashington.

Still…

He was thinking foolish things. Spring had him thinking that he wasn’t as lowly as he knew himself to be. Did he want to marry Wynter? He didn’t want to marry at all, but if he did want to marry, it was very possible that Wynter would be his choice. But he couldn’t make that decision based on a few conversations with a woman he’d once known. He had to get to know her better.

But he couldn’t do that if she was hiding from him.

He had an idea.

“Your arguments are most convincing,” he said, avoiding her question for the most part. “Will you do something for me?”

Spring nodded. “What is your wish?”

“Tell Lady Wynter to meet me in the stables. I must speak with her.”

Spring eyed him doubtfully. “She will not go.”

“No chance at that, eh?”

“Nay.” Spring pondered the situation a moment before her face lit up with an idea. “But I will take you to her. She cannot hide from you if I take you to her chamber.”

Gage’s focus shifted to the Ashington knights in the hall – Clark, Etienne, and Dirk. He would be in a bad way if one or more of them caught him alone with Wynter, but since they were occupied in the hall, he figured he may as well take a chance. This might be the last time he’d be able to speak with Wynter because tomorrow they would be knee-deep in planning the offensive against Septentrion and she would be heading home. He’d told her that he’d come to see her when he was finished with his task, but he truthfully had no idea when that would be. Or if that would be.

Therefore, he had to take the opportunity when it presented itself.

“Very well,” he said. “Shall I follow you?”

Spring showed surprising caution as she looked around the hall. “Not right now,” she said. “Do you know where the keep is?”

“I saw it when we entered.”

“Let me go first and then you meet me at the entrance.”

Gage nodded and Spring bolted to her feet, quickly leaving the great hall. Gage pretended that he wasn’t paying attention to her, sipping at his wine and giving her several minutes before he got up and left, too, but that was before he caught sight of Brian looking at him.

The man was watching him like a hawk.

Curious, he met Brian’s gaze for quite some time before the man was engaged in conversation by Azul, who politely addressed him. Once Brian’s attention was diverted to the dark-haired knight, Gage slipped out.

[image: *]*

“What are you doing out here? You should be inside, drinking all of de Luci’s fine wine.”

Gage was halfway across the bailey when he caught sight of Laurence, lingering near the entrance to the stables. Gage came to a halt and faced him.

“The better question is what are you doing out here?” he said. “Where did you go?”

Laurence snorted. “God have mercy,” he muttered. “I had to get away from Lady Spring. The woman was all but asking me to marry her. She used to do it years ago when I knew her but I had hoped she would have outgrown those aggressive female demands.”

Gage was fighting off a grin. “It seems that these de Thorington women don’t change too much over the years,” he said. “Lady Spring seems to be a slightly older version of the girl we remember and Lady Wynter…”

Laurence cocked an eyebrow. “She’s only grown more lovely,” he said quietly. “So much for the girl you haven’t thought of in six years. I would wager you’re wishing you had thought of her now.”

Gage shook his head. “It would do no good.”

“Why not?”

“Because our stay in England is temporary,” he said, growing annoyed. “We will be leaving after this business with my brother is finished and I shall never see her again.”

Laurence was shaking his head before Gage finished speaking. “That is not true,” he said. “Gage, the situation has changed drastically since we were informed that our task is against Septentrion. Have you not realized that?”

“Realized what?”

“That you are your brother’s heir,” Laurence hissed. “He will die in this battle and Stagshaw will belong to you. Are you truly going to leave it to rot? It’s your legacy, man. Think!”

Gage held out a hand to shush him. “I am thinking,” he said. Then, he sighed heavily. “If Boothe does not survive the battle, then I suppose I shall have to consider my choices.”

“Not choices,” Laurence said. “Responsibilities. Stagshaw and her vassals will be your responsibility. You cannot leave them to fend for themselves.”

He had a point. Gage hadn’t really considered his brother dying in battle until Laurence mentioned it. Of course that was a possibility. With the way Boothe fought, he would be an easy target.

Heavily, he sighed.

“When we were traveling north, you asked me if I was going to find out what had become of my brother,” he said. “I told you that I didn’t waste my time thinking on him. But since we’ve returned to the north, it has been unavoidable. Do you know when it hit me the hardest? When we were in Durham and I saw the Ashington knights, men of noble position with a wealthy lord. Men who had the respect of their peers. It occurred to me just how much Boothe took from me by sending me away. He took my entire future. Those were all thoughts and ideas that I chased away when we turned to the life of a mercenary, but now they are back and I am trying desperately not to feel embittered or vengeful. Those emotions will cloud my judgment in battle.”

It was the first serious show of emotion from an otherwise emotionless man in a very long time and Laurence didn’t take it lightly.

“Nay, they will not,” he said quietly. “You’re too good for that. But you must face the fact that things have changed since our return. At the end of this battle, you may very well be Lord Stagshaw and we can both return to England.”

Gage’s focus lingered on him for a moment, sensing something in that statement. “And you would like to return home?”

Laurence averted his gaze, forcing a smile. “I go where you go,” he said. “But if you are asking, then I would like to return to England someday. It is our home, after all.”

Gage sighed heavily, as if the reality of Laurence’s true opinion of this life they’d chosen had finally been revealed. “Christ,” he muttered. “You came with me and you should not have. I should have forced you to remain behind. Only I had to leave, Bull. Not you.”

Laurence put a hand on Gage’s shoulder. “I made the choice,” he said plainly. “You did not force me to. No one forced me to. We’ve had some adventures, you and I, but I would like to return home to England at some point. I cannot spend the rest of my life fighting other men’s wars. I’m almost too old to do that as it is.”

That didn’t ease Gage’s mind, but at least Laurence wasn’t blaming him for anything. “You’re a good friend, Bull,” he said. “You have always been my very best friend and I cherish you for it.”

Laurence smiled faintly and patted him on the cheek. “Do you trust me?”

“With my life.”

“Then trust me when I tell you that you must stay if your brother meets his death during this battle,” he said. “Septentrion Castle must have you as a custodian or Hart de Reyne’s legacy will die. You are the heir he always wanted, Gage. Boothe is the one he got. You must not disappoint your father.”

His words were wise. As Gage resigned himself to a future that could very well change in an instant, he heard hissing coming from the direction of the keep. Both he and Laurence turned to see Spring over near the stairs that led up into the keep, motioning to Gage frantically. When Laurence saw who it was, he started to bolt but Gage put his hand on him.

“Nay,” he said quietly. “She is not calling for you, but for me.”

Laurence looked vastly relieved, but also vastly puzzled. “Why does she want you?”

Gage’s focus was on the young lady in the distance. “Because of that young woman I’d forgotten about.”

He headed in Spring’s direction, leaving Laurence no less puzzled than he had been before. Gage wasn’t going to explain himself, however. He was already in a world of upheaval and it only seemed be getting more turbulent.

That turbulence was about to become worse than he could imagine.
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She was bored.

That was the price for solitude away from the feast in the hall – there was no one to talk to, nothing to capture her interest. Therefore, Wynter was plotting out her latest play on a piece of vellum from the small box she always carried with her. She was never without it, at home or when she traveled. The box had a compartment for small pieces of vellum and another compartment for ink and quill. She was sitting on the end of her bed, using the only table in the chamber to write upon, when there was a knock at the door.

“Who is it?” she called.

“It’s me!” Spring said, muffled through the door.

“Come in.”

The latch was lifted from the other side and the door opened enough to reveal Spring’s head.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

Wynter was looking at the paper. “I am writing a scene where Sarah presents Hagar to her husband,” she said. “I think Abraham should not want another woman to give birth to his child, don’t you? The priests make it seem as if he should be eager for such a thing. Why would he? Hagar was not his wife.”

This was typical of Wynter, who thought deeply on the subjects that interested her, particularly her plays. Even though the stories were set in the bible and everyone knew how they ended, sometimes she would explore different choices for her characters before the story came to its given conclusion. Especially with women – she gave the women in her stories more of a voice than they would have traditionally had, which was why Salome aggressively danced the Dance of Veils even when she was told to stop. In Wynter’s plays, the women were not shrinking violets and knowing this, Spring was prepared with her answer.

“Hagar would do as she was told,” she said. “Abraham didn’t have any children, so why would he not have a son with a woman his wife gave to him? God said it was acceptable for him to do so.”

Wynter shrugged. “I still wonder why he would lay with a woman not his wife,” she said. “If it were me, I wouldn’t give my husband my maid to bed. He would be for me and me only.”

“And he would be a very fortunate man.”

It was a decidedly male voice that responded. The door swung open and Gage stood there, smiling timidly at Wynter. The woman’s eyes widened in surprise as Spring ducked out and Gage stepped in. It was Spring who shut the chamber door, leaving Gage standing a few feet away from Wynter as she tried to recover her composure.

“What are you doing here?” she finally said. “You should not be here with me. Alone.”

Gage held up a hand. “I know,” he said. “I swear to you that I will not come any closer. But I told Lady Spring I wished to speak with you and she told me that I must come to you. She said you would not speak to me any other way.”

Wynter gazed at him, feeling her cheeks grow hot. She lowered her eyes, focusing on the vellum again.

“I am simply weary from our journey,” she said. “I wanted to sup in my chamber and go to bed early.”

“You are avoiding me.”

“It is arrogant of you to presume that.”

“Are you not avoiding me, then?”

Wynter sighed sharply, looking up from the vellum. “What do you want me to say, Gage?” she said. “We met yesterday after not having seen each other for six years and I think we have said all we need to say to one another. You have your life and I have mine and although I am glad you are happy in your life, I do not think we should pretend as if we are long-lost friends. We’re not. Therefore, I really have nothing more to say to you.”

He could tell that she was hurt. He could hear it in her voice. He took a step back, by the door, leaning against the wall.

“But I have something to say to you,” he said quietly. “I hope you will listen.”

Wynter shrugged and looked back to her vellum. “I will always listen,” she said. “What is it?”

Gage realized that he was being forced out of his comfort zone, into a realm he was unsteady and unfamiliar with. The realm of speaking of his thoughts and feelings, something he never did. Not ever. He and Laurence had a close relationship, but even Laurence didn’t know what was buried far below the surface. Truth be told, Gage didn’t even know what was in the depths of his heart and soul, but he knew that something was stirring and it began stirring when he saw Wynter de Thorington at that inn in Durham.

He just couldn’t let that moment go.

“Do you have dreams, my lady?” he finally asked.

She looked at him in surprise. “Everyone does,” she said. “Why?”

His eyes took on a faint twinkle. “When we knew each other long ago, you told me that you dreamed of traveling to Rome,” he said. “Do you recall?”

A flicker of remembrance came to her expression. “I do,” she said. “I’d heard the streets were paved with gold and there was free-flowing wine in every fountain.”

“That’s not true, you know.”

“Have you been there?”

He nodded. “I have,” he said. “It is a magnificent place, but there is no gold in the streets. They are quite common, in fact. I remember thinking of your dream to visit when I went there, one of the few times I thought of you since leaving England. But now, I have a serious question to ask you.”

“What is it?”

“Have you thought of me since I left?”

Wynter’s cheeks flamed a bright red. Lowering her head didn’t make it any less noticeable because her ears were red, too. “Nay,” she said flatly. “Not since we heard of your departure. I’ve not given you a second thought.”

“I may have heard otherwise.”

Wynter seemed to cower, as if she were shrinking from him. “Who told you that?” she demanded. “Spring? She’s lying.”

“How do you know it was Spring?”

“Who else would say such things?” She was becoming genuinely angry. “If she told you that, it is only because she is angry because I have no wish to marry and she lusts for any man who crosses her path. She hopes that I’ll marry soon so she can have her pick of suitors. That’s why she told you such things.”

Gage was trying not to smile because her anger was amusing. None proclaim their innocence so loudly as the guilty, he thought.

“Well, I’ve thought of you,” he said, utterly lying to her in the hope that it would weaken her enough to tell him the truth. “I thought of a very pretty girl I used to call my little sister, a girl who has grown into a magnificent woman. I cannot tell you how good it has been to see you again. I am in a risky business, my lady, and my heart is never light. It is heavy with the burden of my vocation. But you… you lighten it. Mayhap that is why I wanted to speak with you tonight, because you remind me of a life that is fine and beautiful. I could not go into battle without feeling that one last time.”

Wynter was looking at him with shock. “Then if it has helped you, I am glad,” she said. “But I do not see any point in continuing this conversation if you expect me to say that the sight of you is just as pleasurable to me.”

“Isn’t it?”

“Nay.”

He wasn’t put off, nor was he insulted, but he could see by her expression that she was lying. Casually, he folded his enormous arms over his chest.

“I’ve also come to say something else to you,” he said frankly. “Seven years ago, you asked me to marry you. Do you recall?”

The flush that had been fading from her cheeks returned full force. “I was a child then,” she said, deeply embarrassed. “I did not know what I was saying. It was foolish.”

“Not so foolish,” he said. “I am thinking of accepting.”

Her eyes flew open wide and her jaw dropped. “Nay,” she breathed, standing up from the bed and trying to back away from him. “You are cruel and terrible in your joke. I do not see why you should torture me so with…”

He cut her off. “It is no joke,” he said. “Most assuredly not.”

She had backed herself into the wall, recoiling from the man as if she’d just met the Devil himself. “It is a joke,” she said. “A nasty and mean one. You told me that you had no intention of every marrying because…”

He cut her off again. “I told you that the path I’ve chosen is no life for a woman,” he said. “That is very true. But I never said I would not take a wife.”

He was correct. He’d never said such a thing. But the conversation had Wynter so rattled that she had no idea what to say or do. Her composure was beginning to show signs of cracking.

“What do you want from me?” she finally asked. “Why are you telling me such things?”

It was an honest question that deserved an honest answer. “I am not trying to toy with you, I swear it,” he said. “It’s only that so much has changed since I saw you in Durham. I realize it has been a short amount of time, but I didn’t know my most recent paid task with Varro’s army was against my own brother. I only found that out the night I spoke to you.”

Wynter eyed him. “You were not told before that?”

He shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “But in fairness, Varro never divulges the details of a task we are hired for until we arrive, so that is not unusual. But Bull reminded me of something.”

“What’s that?”

“I am my brother’s heir,” he said simply. “If Boothe dies in battle, Stagshaw and Septentrion are mine. That is something I never thought would happen. I was so certain that I put it out of my mind.”

She was starting to look a little less harried. “It is all true,” she said. “What will you do?”

He shrugged. “I am not sure,” he said. “But one thing I do know is that I cannot leave Septentrion to fend for itself. I cannot destroy my family’s legacy more than my brother already has by refusing the responsibility. I suppose I will come home again.”

Wynter came away from the wall. “But that’s good news, isn’t it?” she said. “Or did you want to be a mercenary for the rest of your life?”

Gage shook his head. “Not for the rest of my life, but it has been very lucrative,” he said. “I have more wealth than God now from all of the battles I have been paid to fight. I could return home and restore my family’s castle and our reputation. But that has me thinking on something else.”

“What?”

“I will need my own family. My own wife and sons to carry on the de Reyne name.”

Wynter started to stiffen again. “Then I wish you well,” she said, refusing to look at him. “A wife from a good family would indeed restore the de Reyne reputation.”

“Your sister says you are in love with me.”

He lowered the boom on her. He had been waiting for the right moment to speak those words and he determined that it was now. Wynter went back to the wall again, pressed against it, her features a mask of shock.

“She had no right,” she finally stammered. “She had no right to say that. I do not know why she would say such a thing.”

Gage held up a hand to ease her. “I am not looking for a confession,” he said. “I came to give you one of my own. When I saw you at The Rabbit Burrow, it was as if my eyes had finally been opened. My lady, I have no right to come back into your life and expect anything at all. Even though you do not think we were friends once, I did. I do. I was hoping we could become friends again and mayhap… if I inherit Stagshaw… you would consider me a viable choice for a husband.”

That was it for Wynter. She plopped down on her bum, still against the wall, too stunned to stand. Perhaps it was everything she wanted to hear, but it wasn’t the way she had expected to hear it.

It was a struggle to overcome her astonishment to process what he’d actually said. It wasn’t an unconditional proposal. The man had come with terms and conditions. The more she thought on it, the more baffled she became.

“And what if you don’t inherit Stagshaw?” she asked.

“Then I would be unworthy of you.”

“Then the suggestion of a betrothal is conditional. Only if you inherit.”

“I would have something to offer you then. Without it, I have nothing.”

She frowned. “Is that what you truly think?”

He smiled faintly. “It is what I know,” he said softly. “If Boothe continues as Lord Stagshaw, I will not return to England. I will go along my chosen path. I would not be worthy of the daughter of Ashington.”

Wynter pondered his words, which made absolutely no sense to her. The more she thought on his proposal, the angrier she became.

“Then you want to know if I will consider you as a husband if you become Lord Stagshaw?” she said. “And if I agree and you do not become Lord Stagshaw, what happens then? Do you simply go off and leave me behind, heartbroken for the husband I should have had? What a horrible thing to do to me, Gage.”

Because she was sitting on the floor, he crouched down to be more on her level. “I could not hold you to it if I were not titled,” he said. “I could not do that to you.”

She stared at him as if he’d lost his mind, her ire rising to the point of shattering her control.

“You will listen to me and listen carefully,” she said. “If I agreed to marry you, it would be for you alone. I care not for your titles or wealth. You could be a pauper for all I care. It would be you I married, Gage de Reyne, not your possessions. I proposed marriage to you when you were a lonely knight, with nothing to your name, because it was you I loved. Do I still love you? I have always loved you. I will never love another. But for you to propose marriage to me on the condition that you inherit Stagshaw, with the full intention of leaving me should that not transpire, is the cruelest and most inhumane thing I have ever heard of. It means you view me as nothing more than a possession or a symbol of status. It means you don’t want me for who I am, but rather for what I am and what I can do for you. I will not let you do that to me.”

Gage was genuinely astonished at her response. “But that’s not what I…”

She cut him off, roughly. “I want you to get out of this chamber and never come back. Not ever. I never want to see you again.”

By the time she was finished, her eyes were filling with tears and she stood up, turning her back on him. Shocked, Gage stood up, watching her go to the window and struggling not to weep.

He felt as badly as he possibly could.

“I am sorry,” he whispered. “I did not mean it to sound that way. Truly, I only meant to venerate you. You are so much better than I am, in every way. You deserve to be worshiped and loved by a husband and I swear to you, I would do that. Of course I would marry you for who you are, without a penny to your name, but that is not the case. You are an heiress. You deserve a man worthy of who you are. If you thought I meant otherwise, I am so terribly sorry. Please don’t send me away. Please give me the opportunity to make amends.”

She wiped the tears streaming down her cheeks. “The only way you could make amends is by agreeing to a marriage regardless of your future or mine,” she said. “I would have a husband who would take me no matter what, not tell me he’d only marry me if he inherits or if he is worthy. You have demeaned me greatly with your suggestion, you truly have. I do not want to speak on it any longer.”

Gage sighed sadly. “I understand,” he said. “But I truly did not mean to upset you. I am so terribly sorry.”

Wynter didn’t say anything. She just stood there and sniffled, trying not to openly break down. As she looked out the window, feeling the cool evening breeze on her face, she could hear Gage moving. His big boots were making hollow sounds against the wooden floor. She assumed he was going to open the door, but that’s not what transpired.

He was coming closer to her.

Wynter tensed up, hearing him come up behind her. The man had a presence that could fill up a room with no effort at all, a powerful aura, so she didn’t have to see him to know he was mere inches from her. She knew he wouldn’t hurt her, but she was on pins and needles with his close proximity. Closer he came until she felt him touch her hair. She couldn’t see that he had lifted a section of it to his lips, kissing it tenderly before laying his cheek against it in a gesture reminiscent of worship.

Or penitence.

He was doing penitence.

“Forgive me,” he whispered. “I did not mean to hurt you. That was the very last thing I would want to do. I am not an eloquent man and it shows. I fear the past two days have shown me that I have always belonged to the woman I used to call my little sister. I have always belonged to her and have only just realized it. Please forgive me, Wynter. I could not live with myself if you did not.”

Wynter’s entire body was on fire as he gently fondled her hair. Her heart was beating so swiftly in her chest that she was certain it was about to break forth and fly away. She turned to him, only meaning to speak, but he was standing too close. He was too near. His full, smooth lips were beckoning. Before she realized it, her arms went around his neck and her mouth slanted over his.

Gage responded with fervor.

His massive arms went around Wynter, pulling her against him as her lips suckled his. Or perhaps his lips were suckling hers. It was difficult to know where she ended and he began because, suddenly, they were of one mind, one body. He kissed her so passionately and forcefully that he could taste the blood where his teeth had cut into her tender lip, but even then, he kept kissing her. He never stopped. So many things came clear to him at that moment, not the least of which was her.

She was becoming clear to him.

A knock on the door broke the spell.

“Wynnie!” It was Spring, creaking open the door. “Mama is on her way with Autie and Summer. Gage must leave!”

Gage was already midway across the chamber. He had been ever since the knock. He’d released Wynter so swiftly that the woman fell against the windowsill where she was still leaning, unable to catch her breath. But he looked at her, seeing her through new eyes.

Seeing the woman he was becoming quite infatuated with.

“Good sleep to you, my lady,” he said, licking his lips where he was still tasting her. “I will see you on the morrow before you leave for home.”

Wynter, hand on her chest because she couldn’t quite breathe correctly, simply nodded. Not waiting for a reply, Gage quit the chamber swiftly, disappearing downstairs as Spring stood in the doorway, watching him go. Then, she looked at her flush-cheeked sister.

“Well?” she demanded quietly. “Did he speak with you?”

Wynter was dazed but she managed to push herself off the windowsill and walk to the bed on quivering legs. She lowered herself down next to the table with her vellum and quill.

“Aye,” she said. “He… he spoke to me.”

“And?”

Wynter picked up her quill, struggling to think straight. “And it is none of your affair,” she said. “If I want to tell you, I will, but leave me in peace for now.”

“But…!”

“Please, Spring. No more talk of Gage if Mama is coming.”

Spring made a face at her, unhappy that her sister wasn’t going to confess all of her deepest, darkest secrets when it came to Gage de Reyne. She went out onto the landing where her mother and sisters were just coming up the stairs. Wynter could hear them as she struggled to get control of herself. But her fingers flitted to her mouth, still tasting Gage.

She couldn’t keep the smile off her lips.
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CHAPTER TEN


Brian wasn’t stupid.

He’d seen Gage coming from the keep.

Since there was no earthly reason for the man to be in the keep, he had an idea as to why he was there and he didn’t like it.

He didn’t like it for a lot of reasons.

Brian, too, had known Wynter de Thorington for many years, just as Gage had. Just as many other people in Northumberland had. He’d known that Gage had served at Ashleven Castle for a few years and he remembered hearing, long ago, that Wynter had been sweet on the man. One of many silly bits of gossip he’d heard in his youth. He hadn’t even thought of it until Gage reappeared with El Vibora’s army.

He’d been surprised when he’d first seen Gage with the mercenary troops but he hadn’t put the pieces of the puzzle together until he saw Gage catch up to Wynter as she was leaving the hall with her family. They’d had a short, private conversation and then she’d departed, but that was when Brian began to remember what he’d heard those years ago. Perhaps it was a love affair that had never died and, suddenly, it began to become clear as to why Wynter had fought him off all of these months. Perhaps she still had feelings for that young knight she’d been fond of, long ago.

Nay… Brian wasn’t stupid, at all.

In fact, he was seeing things quite clearly now.

He’d been keeping an eye on Gage all evening and when his attention had been briefly diverted, Gage had disappeared. So had Spring. Since Wynter had pleaded exhaustion as her reason not coming to sup, she wasn’t in the hall but Spring knew where her sister was. Perhaps she was in support of the lovers’ reunion. It was a suspicion compounded when Spring and Gage left the hall around the same time.

Brian wanted to follow them but he’d been cornered by a big knight by the name of Azul, a very smart man who was quite interested in the history of Tynedale and Langley Castle. Brian wasn’t rude by nature so he told the man as much as he could before excusing himself from the great hall. Knowing that Wynter was in the keep, he headed in that direction, wondering what he was going to see.

Wondering if his suspicions were right.

Laurence de Becque had been near the stables, looking over a silver stallion, when he’d made it to the bailey. Brian greeted Laurence briefly, as he was another man he’d been acquainted with for many years. He knew that “Bull” was a good man. He was also a close friend of Gage and Brian knew that anything he said about Gage would more than likely make it back to the man, so he didn’t mention him at all. He kept the conversation strictly focused on Laurence. When Laurence finally took the silver stallion back into the stable to bed it down for the night, Brian went out into the bailey again only to be met by Lady Ashington and her daughters as they headed to the keep for the night.

“Thank you for a lovely feast, Brian,” Maryann said pleasantly. “And thank you for inviting the mercenary captain to feast with us. The man is very interesting and quite charming.”

Brian forced a smile. “I am glad you have enjoyed yourself, my lady,” he said. “I am also glad you stopped on your journey home to visit, although I’ve not had an opportunity to spend any time with Lady Wynter. I was hoping I would be able to at the feast.”

Maryann’s pleasant expression faded before she told her daughters to go stand by the steps leading up to the keep. That gave her a private moment with Brian.

“I know,” she said quietly. “Brian, you may as well know that I would not have brought her here if I knew Gage de Reyne was also here. I’m afraid that seeing him again has upset her terribly.”

That was what Brian had suspected but he was glad she’d brought the subject up. He intended to glean what he could from her.

“Oh?” he said, feigning ignorance. “Why is that?”

It was clear that Maryann was trying not to spill family secrets, but she also felt that Brian, as a suitor of her daughter, had the right to know what dynamics might be at play.

“Because she was quite fond of him before he left England,” she said. “She was young, of course, but she was quite infatuated with him. I am sure she is over that infatuation but seeing a man she was so fond of might have brought back… memories. Wynter has never been one to hide her feelings, so I suspect that is why she did not come to the hall. She did not want to see Gage.”

Brian’s eyebrows lifted thoughtfully. “Then she is not fond of him any longer?”

Maryann shook her head. “As I said, I do not think so, but he hurt her feelings when he left so abruptly,” she said. “Knowing my daughter, she has not forgiven him.”

That was good news to Brian. “I see,” he said. “For her own sake, I hope that is the truth. Gage did not leave under the best of circumstances.”

“Oh?” Maryann said. “Why do you say that? We were told that his brother exiled him.”

Brian nodded. “I heard the same thing,” he said. “I heard that Gage tried to steal Boothe’s inheritance so the man sent him away.”

“And you believe that?”

Brian shrugged, turning his attention towards the mercenary army camped outside his walls. “Quite truthfully, I gave it no thought until now,” he said. “But it would seem that Gage’s return with a mercenary army, a band of soldiers paid princely sums to fight other men’s wars, might lend that rumor some credit.”

“Why?”

Brian looked at her. “Because Gage is accused by his brother of trying to kill him and steal his inheritance,” he said. “Now, Gage is back, with an army no less, an army that is being paid to defeat Boothe. Coincidence?”

Maryann’s eyes widened as she understood the logic. “Do you think he’s come back to finish what he started?” she gasped. “But how would he even know about your feud with his brother? How would he know to return to help you defeat Stagshaw?”

Brian lifted his shoulders. “Gage is well-known in southern Northumberland, my lady,” he said. “When I was looking for help against his brother, my cousin, Michael, recommended I go to a rather seedy establishment in London to find an agent for a mercenary army to hire. They are all over in London if you know where to look. I found such a man who brokers deals for Varro de Soto, Gage’s uncle. I cannot say that I was manipulated by a man who knew of Gage’s feud with his brother because that would be an incredible coincidence if true. However, I did end up hiring an army that Gage was part of and he would like nothing better than to see his brother dead. I’m afraid we can only draw conclusions based on the fact.”

Maryann had her hand over her mouth in shock. “Good heavens,” she muttered. “Gage is here to seek revenge on his brother.”

“That is very possible,” Brian said. “And if it is true, it is good that Lady Wynter does not want to see him. If the man would go to such lengths to steal his brother’s inheritance for his own, then it might be a simple thing for him to also gain the Ashington earldom if Lady Wynter was still fond of him. Stagshaw and the Ashington earldom would be quite a prize for a greedy man.”

“But how do you know if he is greedy?”

“He’s a mercenary, isn’t he?”

Maryann let out a little shriek as all of Brian’s speculation made perfect sense. “We shall be leaving at dawn and going straight home,” she said fearfully. “Tell my knights to have the escort ready to depart at sunrise!”

Brian nodded as the lady gathered her skirts. “As you wish, my lady,” he said. “I will come to Ashleven in a few days and visit with Lady Wynter, if that is agreeable.”

Maryann waved impatiently at him as she started to walk away. “Of course,” she said quickly. “Good eve to you, Brian.”

Brian watched her scurry away. “And to you, Lady Ashington,” he muttered, feeling as if he’d just accomplished something great this night. “And to you.”

He watched the woman grab Autumn by the hand and lead her and Summer into the keep. As the women disappeared into the entry, Brian was about to turn away when he caught a glimpse of someone departing that same entry after the women had gone inside. It was dark except for a few torches to light the area, so he couldn’t really see who it was until they came to the bottom of the entry stairs and headed in his direction.

Gage.

Brian had no doubt why the man was in the keep. No doubt at all. That suspicion and jealousy that he’d kept at bay, emotions that were completely foreign to him, burst forth and filled his veins until all he could feel was rage. To Gage’s credit, however, he didn’t try to hide or veer away from Brian when he realized he’d been seen. Instead, he headed straight for him.

“My lord,” he greeted politely.

Brian was so furious that he was trembling. “De Reyne,” he said evenly. “You were coming from the keep?”

“I was,” Gage said. But he changed the subject immediately. “I must say that it has been oddly comforting to be here. I remember coming here when I was very young, as our fathers were friends. I have good memories of playing in the vault of the keep, using a sling to shoot pebbles at you. I think I made contact on more than one occasion.”

He meant it as a light moment, but Brian wasn’t yet over the fact that he’d dodged the question about his reasons for having just come from the keep. “As did I,” he said. “I seem to remember drawing blood and my mother becoming quite upset.”

“Lady de Luci was a delicate and kind woman. We were animals at that age.”

Brian nodded, his gaze drifting over this bigger, meaner-looking version of the man he used to know. In fact, he looked quite fearsome. “Indeed, we were,” he said. He paused before continuing. “I suppose I should tell you that I was surprised to see you this afternoon, but after hearing El Vibora is your uncle, I suppose it is not surprising at all.”

Gage nodded. “Though you and I have known each other for many years, I do not think you knew the background of my mother’s family,” he said. “Her father was the Count of Viana, a title my uncle now holds. Varro’s older brother, in fact.”

“I see,” Brian said. “Then it was indeed a coincidence to hire El Vibora’s army. Sometimes it is quite a small world.”

“It is, truly,” Gage said. “And if it would not sound offensive, let me take the opportunity to apologize for what my brother has done. But I must say that his actions do not surprise me.”

Brian was trying to hold on to his rage after that unexpected apology. He simply wasn’t a man give to violent emotions by nature. In fact, he was quite calm and accommodating most of the time, so it wasn’t natural to maintain such negative emotions.

“Boothe de Reyne was never what you would call predictable or generous,” he said. “When we were very young, I remember that we were all schooled by the same tutor, Father Dominus. He was a difficult child, even back then.”

Gage cracked a smile. “That never changed,” he said. “I understand it is a dispute over land?”

Brian nodded. “The land borders Stagshaw property,” he said. “There is a vein of coal that runs through it. I’ve made good money from it and your brother wants it. You should know that I was willing to take his raids and harassment so long as there was no loss, but that changed when he badly injured my cousin.”

Gage grunted unhappily. “I am sorry, indeed,” he said. “What happened?”

Brian thought back to that dreadful event. “He was a new knight and swore he could protect the land from the harassment,” he said. “Fool that I was, I gave him permission. He got into a physical altercation with one of Stagshaw’s men and was pushed into a mining hole. He fell awkwardly, I’m told, and the impact broke his neck. He cannot feel his limbs any longer. He cannot move anything.”

Gage closed his eyes briefly at the horror. “God’s bones,” he muttered. “Where is your cousin now?”

“I sent him home,” he said. “His mother is my father’s sister. He must be tended day and night, as he can no longer do for himself.”

“You will let me help,” Gage said, clearly upset by what his brother had done. “I will give you money before I leave and you will send it to your aunt. Please, Brian. You must let me help.”

It was a surprising offer, which put Brian even more off his guard. He was trying so hard to hold on to his jealousy and anger but he couldn’t seem to manage it. He and Gage were talking like old friends again and it meant something that Gage should want to help his cousin.

“If you wish,” he said. “We have had to pay for a man to feed him and bathe him, so it would be helpful.”

“Say no more,” Gage said. “I will pay you a goodly sum before I leave. It is not nearly enough for your cousin’s sacrifice, but it is all I can do. I am truly sorry.”

Brian simply hadn’t expected Gage to be so compassionate about the situation. Now he was feeling rather confused and foolish about his jealousy, his determination to prevent Gage and Wynter from rekindling whatever they once had. Gage, as it turned out, was a decent fellow.

“No need,” he said. “But you should know that Septentrion is not doing well these days. Your brother has shamed your family’s legacy by letting the castle go to ruin.”

Gage lifted his eyebrows. “Again, I am not surprised,” he said. His gaze lingered on Brian for a moment. “You have not asked why I left those years ago, but I shall tell you. It is really very simple – Boothe exiled me. I’ve learned that he has told everyone I tried to steal his inheritance, but that’s simply not true. De Becque can vouch for me in this matter. Boothe threatened to kill me unless I left Septentrion, so I had no choice. I joined Uncle Varro’s army because I had to make my living somehow.”

Although Brian had told Maryann that Gage had tried to steal Boothe’s inheritance, because that was indeed the rumor that had been spread, the truth was that he never believed it. Hearing Gage speak of the reality of the situation was perfectly believable in every way.

“And have you?” he asked quietly. “Made your living, I mean.”

Gage nodded. “I’ve made an excellent living,” he said. “But returning to Northumberland, to fight against my brother no less, has been a… strange experience.”

Brian paused before speaking. “You should know that it is not merely my intention to damage your brother,” he said. “I intend to destroy him because if I do not, he will destroy me. It has always been my wish to live peacefully with my neighbors, but your brother has made it impossible. When we go to battle against him, we go to crush him, Gage. I hope you understand that.”

Gage nodded. “I expected as much,” he said. “We are to have a conference with you on the morrow to discuss battle plans, are we not?”

Brian nodded. “Once the Ashington ladies leave.”

“Then I shall do my best to contribute.”

“Do you think you can separate yourself from the fact that our goal is to destroy your brother?”

Gage snorted. “Where Boothe is concerned, most assuredly, I can.” He eyed the man. “You do realize that if my brother is killed, I am the new Lord Stagshaw. Unless the man has married and has a son, I am his heir.”

That hadn’t really occurred to Brian and he very nearly rolled his eyes. He was going to rid one bad neighbor for a man his future wife was fond of? That hardly seemed fair.

He sighed with resignation.

“He has not married to my knowledge,” he said. “I am sure you will be a better neighbor than he is.”

“I will behave with honor and your coal producing lands are your own. I have no interest in them.”

Brian could hardly believe his luck. One bad brother exchanged for one good brother who might prove to be even worse than the bad brother as far as his romantic intentions were concerned.

God, why can’t anything be easy?

“We shall speak more on the morrow,” he finally said. “But I do have a question for you.”

“What is that?”

“What were you doing in the keep?”

They were back on the original subject. Brian hadn’t forgotten. But Gage answered without hesitation.

“Visiting with Lady Spring and Lady Wynter,” he said. “Something about a play. Remember when they used to act out those plays so long ago?”

Brian winced. “They still do,” he said. “I am sorry if Lady Spring did the Dance of Veils for you.”

Gage’s normally emotionless face screwed in confusion. “The what?”

Brian actually chuckled. “Thank God she did not,” he said. “I’ll tell you more another time.”

It seemed that the conversation had come to its natural conclusion, so Gage simply nodded and headed off towards the hall. In truth, he was glad the conversation was over before Brian could ask any further question about what he’d been doing in the keep. Given the fact that the man was expecting a betrothal with Wynter, he wouldn’t like the truthful answer. In fact, if Boothe really was killed in battle and Gage assumed Stagshaw, then Brian was more than likely going to regret that, too.

Gage was sorry about that. But, then again, he wasn’t.

As Gage wrestled with the fact that he would be competing for the woman Brian wanted, Brian was left trying to decide if he believed Gage’s reason for being in the keep. Certainly, Wynter was in the keep. He didn’t know about Spring because she left the hall and he hadn’t seen her since, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t in the keep with her sister, just as Gage said. Perhaps he had been truthful and it had been to visit both ladies.

But Brian was still determined to put a major blockade between Gage and Wynter. Whether or not Gage was a decent fellow wasn’t the issue – the issue was Brian’s future. And he wanted Wynter to be part of it. The man who didn’t have a mean bone in his body was going to have to think in a way foreign to his nature if he wanted to marry Lady Wynter.

And he would, no matter what the cost.
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“What in the world are you doing out here?”

Clark’s question was to Summer, who had slipped back into the hall even after her mother had taken her and her sisters to bed. She’d stood by the smaller servants’ door, finally catching Clark’s attention as he sat with Varro and listened to the man tell stories of a battle near Athens. It had been quite an exciting story, to be truthful, but the sight of Summer in the shadows had him making a hasty excuse. He slipped out as Varro spoke to anyone at the table who would listen.

Clark wasn’t missed.

As he moved towards Summer, she slipped away from him, out of the servants’ door and into the cold night beyond. He finally caught up to her when they were near the buttery. Behind that was a shed where they kept things like iron pots and spits to cook with. Beneath the icy and silver moon, Summer came to a halt next to the shed as Clark caught up to her.

“Well?” he said when she didn’t answer him quickly enough. “What are you doing out here? I thought you went to bed.”

Summer reached out to take his hands. “I did,” she said. “But I told my mother that I needed to use the privy and not that horrible chamber pot that was under the bed. She let me go, but I do not have much time. I simply had to see you.”

He sighed faintly, a smile on his face as he brought her hands to his lips, kissing them gently. “You are reading my thoughts,” he said. “I must say that as I watched The Snake speak to you and your mother, I had visions of spearing the man with whatever dagger I could get my hands on.”

She giggled. “His name is not The Snake,” she said. “And why should you kill him?”

His smile faded as he reached up with one hand, stroking her long, blonde hair. “Because I did not like the way he was looking at you,” he said. “Any man who should try to take your attention away from me will have my instant and undying ire.”

Her gaze was warm upon him. “No man will ever take my attention away from you,” she said. “Though I thought my mother was going to join his army. She was quite enchanted by his stories.”

“I noticed.”

“She has always wanted to travel, but Papa will not leave England.”

Clark knew that. John was definitely a man rooted to his home. “Then I suppose we shall have to ensure that your mother makes it home and does not run off to fight with the mercenaries.”

Summer snorted. “That is the truth,” she said. But her smile soon faded. “When we leave, you will not be going with us. That is why I had to come and see you. I am not sure I can stand leaving you behind.”

He reached out and pulled her into his powerful embrace, sighing with contentment as he did so. “It will be torture watching you ride away without me, but I have no choice,” he said. “Your father wants me to remain with de Luci to make note of how the mercenary army behaves. I am to be a neutral observer until this nastiness is over.”

“But how long?”

“I have no way of knowing,” he said. “Hopefully no more than a week or two. It is my understanding that they intend to go to war against Stagshaw within a few days, so we shall see how long it takes to bring down Septentrion.”

“Will you fight?”

“Nay.”

She breathed a heavy sigh of relief. “Thank God,” she said. “I could not bear it if you did.”

He pulled her closer, for there was a chill in the air, but also because he wanted to feel her nubile young body against him. He wasn’t wearing any protection this evening, so there were only a few garments between their bodies. He could feel her breasts, firm and pert, against his chest, her hips against his thigh. This was a rare sensation and, very quickly, he grew aroused.

“You needn’t worry,” he murmured, his hands beginning to stroke her gently, caressing her. “I would not do anything to alarm you if I can help it. In this case, I am simply an observer. But I am flattered that you would worry so over me.”

Summer lifted her head to look at him. “I will always worry over you,” she said softly. “I love you, Clark. I will always love you. That means I shall always worry over you and you cannot stop me.”

A smile flickered on his lips. “I do not want to stop you, but…”

Someone came out into the yard and, afraid they would be seen, Clark pulled her into the shed that stored the excess cooking implements. It was dark in there, the only light coming from the moonglow streaming in through the ventilation holes at the top of the shed, but it was private.

So very private.

They waited until the footsteps faded away.

“As I was saying, I do not want to stop you, but you also must trust that I know what I am doing,” he said. “I have been a knight for as many years as you have been alive. I think I have acquired some skill during that time.”

Summer wrapped her arms around his neck. “I know,” she murmured, kissing his chin. “You are a magnificent knight, proud and strong and talented. You make my heart sing.”

His arousal was growing as she kissed his jaw, his neck. With her pressed up against him as she was, he couldn’t think of anything else but his stiffening manhood.

“My dearest darling,” he said, sounding strained. “As much as I adore you, if you do not stop what you are doing, I am going to have to run away screaming.”

She stopped and looked at him. “Why?” she said. “What am I doing?”

He grunted because she shifted, rubbing against his arousal. “You are doing things that are going to drive me mad with desire and there is nothing I can do about it, so no more kisses,” he said. “In fact, we need to leave this…”

She cut him off, her arms tightening around his neck. “We are not leaving,” she murmured. “And I am not stopping. Clark, I shall be your wife someday, will I not?”

“God willing.”

“You have remained unmarried for many years because you were waiting for me to come of age.”

He cleared his throat quietly. “I have remained unmarried all these years because I was focused on my vocation,” he said. “I did not need or want a wife until you decided you could not live without me.”

“And you can live without me?”

He chuckled. “Of course I cannot,” he said. “But we must be patient. We have discussed this. We must wait until Lady Wynter is betrothed before I can approach your father.”

“I do not want to wait,” she whispered, kissing his jaw again. “I want you to ask him now and I want us to be married, for I do not want to spend another day pretending I do not love you madly. I want to be able to hold your arm in public without fear of being discovered and I want to kiss you when I feel like kissing you. Most of all, I want to feel your body against mine. I want you to love me as if I were your wife.”

His brow furrowed. “I already love you as if you were my wife,” he said. “In my heart and soul, you are. You will always be.”

Summer shook her head. “That is not what I meant.” She unwound her right arm from his neck, bringing her hand to bear on the stiff arousal in his breeches. “This is what I meant. I am tired of waiting. I want to become yours completely.”

He flinched when she gently rubbed his arousal, feeling himself weakening by the second. “I cannot, Summer.”

“I want you to.”

“I will not.”

Her reply was to pull at the tie at the top of his breeches. He put a hand down to stop her but she suddenly went to her knees in that confined space, her mouth on the hand that was covering the ties on his breeches. She began to lick his fingers and Clark nearly lost his mind.

“Christ,” he breathed. “Do not do that. Stand up, darling.”

Her answer was to suckle his fingers, moving his hand aside so she could get to the ties. She fumbled with him as she sucked on his fingers and Clark stood there like a fool, completely at her mercy even though he knew he should fight her off. He should leave the shed at that very moment.

But he couldn’t even manage to bring forth the words.

Summer yanked down the top of his breeches and his big arousal sprang free. She put her mouth on the tip of his phallus, kissing it, and the man snapped. He yanked her up by her arms, his mouth slanting over hers hungrily.

“Where did you learn to do that?” he demanded between heated kisses.

Summer had her arms tightly around his neck, matching him kiss for kiss. “Learn what?” she said, muffled against his mouth. “I was simply kissing you.”

She had no idea what he really meant and he knew it. She was virgin and pure, but she was also bold and curious. His restraint vanished. With a growl, he lifted her up so that she was braced against him and the wall of the shed. His hands roamed freely and Summer let him, caught up in the blaze of passion. This was what she wanted, what she had been yearning for, and when his hands began to roam gently over her breasts, she untied the ribbons that held her bodice together and he was able to snake his hands inside.

Flesh against flesh, she gasped at the warm heat of his touch. When she tried to put her hands over his, to feel what he was feeling, he grabbed both her wrists and pinned her arms above her head.

Now, he was free to go to work.

Clark was out of control at this point, his hand moving over her breasts and teasing her nipples into hard pellets. When he lowered his head and captured a nipple between his lips, suckling firmly, Summer felt bolts of desire shoot through her body. Lightning raced through her limbs and she surrendered to it. He was warm, overwhelming, and she loved him madly. This was how it was always meant to be between them.

His hand moved lower.

Pulling up her skirts so they were bunched around her waist, Clark began to stroke the fluff of curls between her legs, fondling her as she bucked and twitched with the newness of what she was experiencing. He wedged himself in between her knees and forced her legs open, his mouth claiming hers as he kissed her passionately. When he finally inserted a finger into her warm, wet passage, Summer groaned but he absorbed the sound with his heated mouth. He stroked a finger in and out of her, feeling her tight body, and it drove him over the edge.

He’d never been so aroused in his entire life.

With his free hand, he lowered his breeches even more, exposing his big erection. Releasing her wrists, he grabbed her behind the knees and wrapped her legs around his hips. Summer went along with it, so caught up in her blossoming passion that she was feeling lightheaded with it. With her arms around his neck, supporting herself against him, he grasped her buttocks and slid into her warm and wet virginal passage.

Summer cried out as he thrust forward and seated himself almost completely on the first try. She was tight and slick, but so highly aroused that she hardly noticed the sting of losing her innocence. All she could feel was the overwhelming emotion she had for the man, holding him fast as he withdrew himself and thrust into her again. It was so glorious that a sob escaped her lips.

The beauty of giving herself over to the man she loved.

And then he began to move.

Slowly at first, withdrawing almost completely before pushing into her again. She was incredibly slick and his pace began to increase. His hands clutched her buttocks against him, his mouth on her neck and shoulders as she gasped with every thrust, every withdrawal. The more he moved, the more she liked it.

It was bliss beyond words.

Clark stroked in and out of her, holding her beautiful body tightly against him as he moved. His mouth was on her face, her lips, her neck. There wasn’t any part of her upper body that he hadn’t lovingly kissed. He shifted so he could lap at her breasts again, those naughty things that had teased him through the fabric, and he could feel her body drawing at him as he tasted her. He thrust hard, grinding his pelvis against hers and feeling her first release around his swollen member. As Summer muffled her cries against his head, Clark thrust into her a few more times before finding his own blinding release. He pulled out swiftly before he could spill inside of her, spending himself on the dirt floor of the shed.

After that, the little storage shed was full of the sounds of heavy breathing and pleasurable groans. Clark’s hands were still on her buttocks and as Summer held him around the neck, her body pressed against his, her legs wrapped around his hips like a vise. Her arms were growing weary, however, so he shifted so she could lean back against the wall and take the strain off her arms.

“Are you well?” he whispered, kissing her mouth tenderly. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

Summer had her hands on his face, studying him. “Nay,” she murmured. “It was just as I imagined it to be. I’ve waited my entire life for this moment with you, Clark. It was magical.”

He smiled faintly, not sure how to respond to that. There was a large part of him that knew he had just done something very, very bad. No matter how much he loved her, he’d always kept her pure. He had never compromised her and he was proud of that fact, but all of that resolve had quickly vanished on this night.

His desire for the woman had gotten the better of him.

God, he was in trouble.

“Mayhap that is true,” he said after a moment. “And it was all the things you have said it was. But I must apologize. I should not have let this happen.”

“Do you regret it, then?”

He shook his head. “Never,” he said firmly. “Do not misunderstand me. What happened… it was not lust. It was emotion. That is what overpowered us. My love for you, your love for me. When emotion is that powerful, it overwhelms common sense. But for propriety’s sake, we should not have done it. I want to be clear that it must not happen again, not until we are properly wed.”

Summer smiled faintly, her legs tightening around his hips and pressing her pelvis against his. He was still embedded in her, though growing flaccid, but she could still feel him. It was an unfamiliar sensation but she knew she would come to crave it. Already, she could tell. Perhaps he didn’t want to do it again until they were properly wed, but that wasn’t what she wanted.

She wanted more.

“Not again?” she said, kissing his chin. “We cannot do it again right now?”

He groaned, trying to resist her. “Nay,” he said flatly. “You have been gone overly long from your mother and she will send the servants to look for you and they must not find us… like this.”

Summer sighed heavily. “I know,” she said, stopping her onslaught. “It is simply that I never want this to end.”

This time, he leaned forward to kiss her. “Nor do I,” he said. “But it must, for now. If this ever got back to your father, I would be in an enormous amount of trouble. He would more than likely send me away, so you must never speak of this to anyone.”

Summer knew that. The spell of their lovemaking was somewhat broken and she unwound her legs as he carefully set her to the ground. She began to tighten up the ties on her bodice.

“I will not,” she said. “No one will ever know but you and me.”

“That is the way it should be.”

“We must get Wynter married sooner rather than later because I am not sure how much longer I can wait to call you my husband.”

He finished tying off his breeches, now helping her with her garment. He pulled it down around her feet and helped her smooth it over.

“The day I call you my wife will be the proudest day of my life,” he said. “Until then, we must be patient. Remember that the reward will be great.”

He had his hand on the door but she stopped him. “Will you at least tell me you love me before we part ways?” she murmured.

He grew serious. “I love you madly, Lady Summer de Thorington,” he said. “You are the heart that beats within me. I am not certain how long we will be separated, but any day I am apart from you is one day too many.”

Summer smiled at him, putting a finger to her lips and blowing him a kiss as he opened the door. Once it was open, Clark checked to see if anyone was around before beckoning her forth. Once out of the shed, Summer went one way and he went the other.

Two lovers, parted by circumstance.

And an older sister who refused to marry.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


It was a cold, gray morning.

Wynter had been forced to share a bedchamber with Spring and sleep in the large, canopied bed with her, but sleeping with Spring was always an adventure because she kicked and flailed her arms around all night. Wynter had spent the night defending herself against an offensive in her very own bed until she finally got tired of it, gave sleeping Spring a shove, and pushed the woman right onto the floor. Then she lay there, pretending she was asleep as Spring ended up believing she must have rolled out of bed. She climbed back in, promptly fell asleep, and the pummeling began again in earnest.

Therefore, Wynter had just a few hours of sleep at most. She was grumpy and exhausted, now watching the escort form with no hint of Gage in sight. Brian, however, had come out to see them off and as she stood there, wrapped up in a blue cloak against the damp mist, he came over to her and smiled politely.

“I am sorry you must leave so soon after having only just arrived,” he said. “I fear my castle will soon be a bastion at war, so I hope you understand that it is safer if you go home.”

Wynter nodded. “I understand,” she said. “What will happen now? After we leave, I mean. Will you go to war today?”

Brian shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “Today is a day of planning and reconnaissance, but we will be moving out in the next couple of days. My army is ready and I’m sure de Soto’s army is already prepared to move out.”

“Will you fight?”

“I will.”

Up until that moment, Wynter had mostly felt indifference to him and the conversation. But realizing the man was going to battle in a war he had no control over, she felt as if she needed to say something encouraging. The man was going to fight, after all, risking his life for his home. She would have been heartless not to have acknowledged that.

“Then I wish you well,” she said. “I hope everything turns out as it should. It is unfortunate that it had to come to this.”

Brian nodded. He had been looking at her, then distracted by some of the men shouting to one another, before returning his focus to her.

“I was wondering if I might ask a favor of you, my lady,” he said quietly.

“What is that?”

He scratched his cheek, rather nervously, before replying. “I was wondering if you would give me a token to carry into battle,” he said. “Knights often carry tokens from a lady they favor. It brings them luck and courage. I would be greatly honored if you would give me a token to take with me.”

Wynter stared at him. It had been a request she hadn’t been expecting, so she didn’t have an instant answer for him. She began to stammer.

“I… I do not have anything to give you,” she said. “I am not wearing anything I can part with.”

“A glove?” he said, noticing she had lambskin gloves on her hands. “I would be honored to take a glove.”

She looked at her hands. “Then what would keep my hands warm?”

He nodded quickly, as if his suggestion had been stupid. “Forgive me,” he said. “Of course. I was not thinking.”

He was becoming nervous and the entire situation was becoming awkward, which was normal between them. He was such a nice man that Wynter genuinely felt badly about keeping him at arm’s length. In fact, she’d spent so much time avoiding him that she had never really told him why. That wasn’t something she’d ever felt the need to do, but she did now. Perhaps she couldn’t give him a favor to take into battle, but she could give him something more than excuses. Something that might help him understand.

They had reached that point.

She was going to have to make her position clear.

“My lord,” she said. “May I call you Brian?”

He nodded, almost eagerly. “Of course.”

She smiled. “Thank you,” she said. “I very much enjoyed our conversation at Ashleven, the one we had several days ago in my father’s solar. Do you recall?”

“With crystal clarity, my lady.”

“You are a good conversationalist when you are not being so nervous.”

He grinned broadly, averting his gaze. “Mere mortals are always nervous in the face of a goddess,” he said. “That is what you are – a goddess. At least, you are to me.”

It was a sweet thing to say but she didn’t want to give him any hope that his flattery was having an effect.

“That is kind of you,” she said. “And I realize you have been trying to court me for a couple of years with no luck. I will acknowledge that. But I want to be honest with you, Brian. I do not think I have ever been honest with you as to why I have been resistant. I hope I can tell you the truth.”

He grew serious at her sudden turn of honesty. “I would be honored if you would, my lady,” he said. “I always assumed it was simply because you could not tolerate me. I had hoped that if I continued to present my case, I would become a little less repulsive to you, enough so that you might believe I was worthy of your attention.”

Wynter was coming to feel some pity for him. “I want to be very clear,” she said. “You are a very nice man. You are kind and considerate and you have the patience of Job. I should know because I have seen how you are with Spring when she dumps veils on your head. You are truly a man of great patience.”

Given that he’d never heard compliments come out of her mouth where it pertained to him, he was unprepared for the praise. “I hope I am always patient and tolerant, my lady,” he said. “I consider them virtues.”

“They are,” Wynter said. “In fact, you are a fine example of a man. I have never told you that, but you are. Any woman would be very lucky to have you as a husband. I say this because I want you to know that my resistance to your suit has nothing to do with my personal regard for you. I think very highly of you.”

He was looking at her in shock. “You do?”

“I do,” she said. “My resistance comes from the fact that I simply do not wish to marry at all. There was only one man I ever wished to marry and no one can take his place. Mayhap that is a weak excuse, but it is my reason, nonetheless. I could not marry you if my heart belonged to another. That would not be fair to you at all. Does that make sense?”

Brian nodded faintly. “It does,” he said. “It is far more noble a reason than I imagined.”

“It is not noble. It is stupid and futile, but it is the truth. I could not do that to you, Brian.”

He was quiet for a moment and she heard him sigh. “It is de Reyne, isn’t it? Gage, I mean. It’s him.”

Wynter wasn’t surprised by his question. It wasn’t a secret that she’d always been fond of Gage, but she found that she could only go so far in confessing things to Brian, mostly because he would be facing battle with Gage and she didn’t want the man harboring ill feelings towards a man he was supposed to be allied with.

That wouldn’t do either of them any good.

Also, it really wasn’t any of his business.

“It does not matter who it is,” she said. “He has decided that he shall never marry and neither will I. Mayhap you do not understand that, but it is how I feel.”

Brian knew it was Gage no matter what she said. He couldn’t decide just how cheated or jilted he felt at the moment.

“I understand how you feel,” he said quietly. “I understand because my desire to marry you has nothing to do with the fact that you’re Ashington’s heiress. You could be a pauper and I would still want to marry you, so if you do not wish to marry, then I do not wish to marry, either. I have only ever wanted to marry you.”

She looked at him with some disbelief. “But why?” she said. “We have never enjoyed a close association. Up until a few days ago, we’ve never even really had a proper conversation. What on earth should make you want to marry a woman who keeps you at arm’s length?”

He smiled thinly. “Because I have known the woman for years,” he said. “She was a bold, sassy girl who has grown into a glorious young woman. She is brilliant and beautiful, and she is not afraid to make a fool of herself for the sake of her art. I have watched many of her plays and I have come to know her through her performances. Did you not realize that? Every time you perform one of your plays, I learn more about you. I think I know you pretty well by now.”

That had never occurred to Wynter, but the way he phrased it made sense. It was quite intuitive, actually. She put her heart and soul into her playacting and he had seen it. He had learned about her one play at a time.

Even the Dance of Veils.

That made her feel foolish. All the while, when she had been trying to thrust Spring at him, he had only been watching her. Watching and learning. She was ashamed that she couldn’t say the same thing about him.

But that still didn’t change the situation.

“Brian,” she said, reaching out to put a hand on his arm. “You honor me. I feel stupid that I did not realize the depth of your character. I have always known you were a good man, but that is not superficial. You are much deeper than I gave you credit for and I apologize.”

He appeared a little embarrassed by her praise, feeling her hand on his arm like a brand. It was the first time she’d ever touched him and his heart was racing.

“You needn’t apologize,” he said. “I know I have been making a nuisance of myself, but it was with a purpose, I swear it. I wasn’t trying to be annoying just because I could. I did it because I have been interested in you for longer than you realize. I just wanted you to know that someone in this world thinks you are the best woman a man could ever have and I want that man to be me.”

Wynter was feeling increasingly sorry for him. He was quite genuine and she could see, in this brief conversation, how poorly she had been treating him. A man who had only wanted to worship her, someone her father had been pushing her towards. John had known all along.

But Wynter had overlooked it.

“I do not deserve you,” she said after a moment, removing her hand from his arm. “You deserve a woman who will return your feelings, body and soul, and unfortunately that is not me. I do not know if I will ever be capable and that is not fair to you.”

Brian took a deep breath, nodding his head quickly. “I understand,” he said. “If the feelings are not there, they cannot be forced. But that does not mean I will give up trying to win you over. I will not give up, you know. I will be eighty years of age and still be coming to Ashleven to speak to your father about marriage.”

Wynter laughed softly. “And I shall be old and gray, throwing rocks at you and telling you to go away.”

“I will not go away.”

Her laughter faded as she looked at him. “Do you know what I would like?”

“What is it?”

“That we become friends,” she said. “I would like it very much if we could become friends. I am afraid that if you continue along the path you have chosen, eventually, we might have a falling out and that would not do. Mayhap we can simply be friends without the pressure of romantic intentions. That might be better for us both.”

His gaze lingered on her. “For how long?”

“I do not know.”

“Are you asking me to stop in my pursuit of a betrothal?”

Her smile was back, a regretful one. “Can we just be friends for now? I would like that very much.”

He could see that she was trying to be kind about it. She had no interest in a romance, but Brian wasn’t going to take her at her word. He was convinced that if he was persistent, sooner or later, he could break through. At least, he hoped so.

But for the moment, he would oblige her.

“If that is your wish.”

“It is.”

“I am still coming to visit you at Ashleven when this is over.”

Out of the corners of her eyes, through the misty morning, Wynter caught sight of Gage. He was with Laurence and some other mercenaries, having just come in through the gatehouse. Quickly, she turned back to Brian so he wouldn’t see that she had been looking at Gage. She had just convinced the man not to romantically pursue her and she didn’t want him to think she was doing it because of Gage. She was, of course, but he didn’t have to know that.

She was trying to let him down easy.

“Visit as much as you wish,” she said. “But be prepared for many, many more plays and tedious hours of telling me and Spring how marvelous we are. In fact, I am writing a play about Abraham and Hagar.”

Brian grinned, resigned to the inevitable. “I see,” he said. “Well, I have sat through many a play. I suppose I can sit through many more.”

“You are my best audience.”

He wagged a finger at her. “Do not think to flatter me now,” he said. “You have had your chance. Friend.”

With that, he grinned and walked away, heading off towards the Ashington escort. Wynter watched him go, feeling much better about the dynamic between them. He wasn’t happy and she knew it, but at least he wasn’t completely resistant or miserable. He was relenting as a gentleman should. She supposed they could be friends and nothing more.

At least, nothing more for her.

Time would tell how long Brian could hold out.

Pushing that thought aside, she turned for Gage, who had seen her by that point. She took a few steps in his direction and came to a halt, standing there, looking at him as he conversed with the men around him. But he had eyes only for her and it was just a matter of time before he broke away from his friends and moved in her direction.

Wynter went to meet him.

“Did you sleep well, my lady?” he asked. “It is very early for you to be out and about.”

Wynter frowned. “I did not sleep well,” she said. “Spring flails about when she sleeps and I’m surprised I have all my teeth this morning the way she smacked me in the mouth.”

Gage burst out laughing. “Sounds exhausting,” he said. “You have my sympathy. I hope you can stay awake for your ride home.”

Wynter turned to look at the big carriage, now waiting for Maryann and the rest of her brood to emerge from the keep. “I plan to ride in the wagon today,” she said. “There are two cushioned benches. I shall sleep on one all the way home. Maybe I shall cuddle with Autumn’s new kitten, whom I could hear mewling all night. Surely the little thing is exhausted.”

“Probably,” he said. “But it will be a long ride home. Your escort should not delay much longer if you plan to make it back to Ashleven by nightfall.”

Wynter nodded. “I know,” she said. “But I am glad my mother and sisters are not ready yet. It gives me time to speak with you.”

He almost said and speak with Brian, but he held his tongue. Her conversations with de Luci weren’t his business, not in any fashion. At least, that was his first thought, but when he recalled their conversation last night where had proposed a conditional marriage, he realized that it was his business. He had a stake in this whether or not he wanted to. Part of him was unprepared for how quickly the situation had moved, but in the same breath, he realized that nothing had ever felt so right. The next few days would tell the tale of whether or not he would be a worthy husband.

If, in fact, she was even considering him after the turmoil of last night.

“I am glad you want to speak with me,” he said, lowering his voice. “After last night, I wasn’t entirely sure you would.”

Wynter looked at him, her gaze drifting over his handsome face. He was in full armor this morning, dressed for battle. Her gaze fell on his neck and the marks on his skin that she had originally thought to be dirt or injury. Now, she could see that it was writing.

“What is on your neck?” she asked, pointing.

He had a hauberk on, the mail hood peeled back, so very little of his neck was exposed. But he knew what she was referring to. “It is called estigmas,” he said. “That is the word for stigmata, or skin art.”

She looked puzzled. “Skin art?”

He nodded. “I have it on my arms, chest, neck, and back,” he said. “All of El Vibora’s men have it.”

She still wasn’t clear. “Why?”

He peeled the hauberk back a little so she could see what was on his neck. “It serves two purposes,” he said. “The first purpose is that it is a powerful talisman. On my neck, it says ‘Mi Dios es mi fuerza y mi canto. Me ha dado la victoria.’”

Wynter was properly awed, looking at the beautiful writing that was dark brown in nature, as if it had been burned into his skin. “What does that mean?”

“It means ‘My Lord is my strength and my song, and has given me victory,’” he said. “It is a prayer of protection when I go into battle.”

She was still peering at the writing. “And you say you have this all over your body?”

“Most of it.”

“What is the second purpose?”

“So our bodies can be identified if we fall in battle,” he said. “Sometimes faces can become distorted. This way, El Vibora will always know his men.”

“Does Bull have it, too?”

“He does.”

It made sense. She was still rather fascinated by it, something that was foreign to Christian knights. “How is it written?”

A smile tugged at his lips. “A tiny old man in Pamplona uses very fine bone needles and ink,” he said. “He makes a tiny mark and inserts the ink. Then he makes another and repeats the process. All of the marks create a picture or words. It takes him weeks to do just one line of words, but he writes it beautifully.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “How unusual,” she said. “English knights do not use ink to write on their bodies.”

“I have not been an English knight for six years.”

“True,” she said. “Mayhap someday you will show me the writing on your arms. It is quite beautiful.”

His eyes glittered. “Someday, I hope to show you more than that,” he said softly. “Have you considered my proposal from last night? I will again apologize if I offended you by it. That was never my intention, truly.”

Wynter held up a hand to silence him. “I know,” she said. “As Spring was thrashing about and keeping me awake, I had time to think on it. I know you did not mean to offend me, but it wasn’t offense I felt. It was hurt. Hurt that you should put conditions on something that should have no conditions beyond the obvious.”

He nodded, lowering his gaze because she was right. “In any case, I did not mean it the way it sounded,” he said. “But I, too, have thought about what I said to you. If I told you that I would like to marry you no matter what the coming battle brings, would that be enough for you to consider it?”

Those were words Wynter hadn’t expected to hear that morning and she tried not to appear too elated. She had to resist the urge to throw herself at him like she did when she first saw him at The Rabbit Burrow. It was everything she’d ever wanted to hear from the man, but common sense told her that he hadn’t changed his mind so quickly without a reason.

She wanted to know what it was.

“If you assume Stagshaw, we shall remain in England,” she said softly. “But if you do not assume Stagshaw, what then? Do you plan to continue your life as a mercenary and I am to remain behind while you do? You told me you could never subject a wife to that kind of life.”

He was still looking at his feet. “I know,” he said. “I meant it. If you would agree to be my wife, then I would not take you away. Mayhap your father would accept my fealty and we would live at Ashleven.”

Her jaw dropped. “Do you mean that?” she gasped. “Gage, are you truly serious about that?”

He was distracted from answering when Maryann and the rest of the de Thorington daughters emerged from the keep. Maryann was scolding Spring, whose high-pitched voice could be heard arguing with her mother. They were creating quite a commotion. From somewhere in the escort, Clark emerged and crossed the bailey towards the women, who were carrying satchels. Wynter and Gage watched as Clark met the women at the bottom of the stairs, taking their satchels in his big hands. Maryann, Spring, and Autumn headed towards the escort while Summer remained with Clark, taking a satchel from him to help him balance the load.

“She’s in love with him, you know,” Wynter said softly.

Gage looked at her. “Who?”

“Summer,” Wynter said, turning away from her sister and the big, blond knight as they headed towards the escort. “She has loved Clark for as long as I can recall.”

Gage looked at the pair but was unable to see any expressions of affection between them. “She’s a good deal younger than de Vries.”

Wynter nodded. “I know,” she said. “But age does not matter. I am certain that he loves her, too. He probably wants to marry her but the fact that I am unmarried has more than likely deterred him from asking for her hand. It seems that I am the dam blocking all of my sisters from finding husbands.”

Gage focused on her, a smile tugging on his lips. “Not anymore,” he said. “You have an offer of marriage from a man who would bring wealth into the marriage and his undying devotion, loyalty, and affection. I would give you all that I am, Wynter. Please tell me you will think on it.”

Wynter gazed into his eyes, seemingly unable to respond for a moment. When she did speak, it was with great emotion.

“Am I dreaming?” she whispered. “Are you truly speaking those words?”

His grin broke through. “I am,” he said. “I know I told you that I would never marry, but that situation has quite quickly changed. Ever since we met up at The Rabbit Burrow, I feel as if I cannot take another breath without you by my side. I cannot explain it any better than that, only that I look at you and I see my destiny. It is a feeling I cannot shake. I hope that does not sound ridiculous.”

Wynter shook her head, feeling tears sting her eyes. “It does not,” she said. “But I would like to know why you have changed your mind so quickly.”

“Wynnie!” Maryann was calling to her daughter from the open carriage door. “Come, now! Hurry!”

Wynter lifted a hand to her mother, indicating she had heard her, but her gaze returned to Gage. “I must go,” she said. “We shall speak further on this subject the next time I see you, but Gage… please be careful. I know you are going into battle, so please… take great care.”

“I will,” he said, taking her elbow and turning her towards the escort. “Go home. I will send you word when I can.”

“And you will come to Ashleven when it is over?”

“I will, I swear it.”

She came to a halt. “You should know that Brian intends to come, also,” she said. “I told him that I prefer we only be friends and he has agreed, but I do not think it has deterred him from seeking a betrothal. If you are serious with your intention to marry me, then you should know.”

Gage was well aware. “If you wish to marry him, you need only tell me once,” he said. “I will not stand in your way.”

She came to a halt and faced him. “I told you that I do not want to marry him,” she said. “But that does not mean I want to hurt him. I have told him that I have only ever wished to marry one man.”

“What did he say?”

She shrugged. “He asked if you were the man but I did not confirm it,” she said. “Still, I think he knows. Gage… if you are truly serious about all of this, then…”

He cut her off. “I do not say anything I do not mean, Wynter. Aye, I am serious. I have never been more serious about anything in my life.”

She fought off a smile. “Then know that I have absolutely no interest in Brian,” she said. “But please… do not be unkind to him. He fought the battle but you have won the war.”

“Wynter!”

Maryann was yelling from the carriage again. With a lingering glance at Gage, Wynter turned away and scurried to the carriage where her mother was waiting. She climbed into the carriage and the door slammed. As soon as it shut, the Ashington knights began to move the column forward through the open gates of Langley. Gage stood back, watching them push past, lifting a hand in farewell to Etienne, who was bringing up the rear. As the column moved past and through the gates, he noticed Clark standing on the other side of where the carriage had been.

He had clearly been watching the women pull out, as well.

Through the misty morning, their eyes met, and Gage could tell by Clark’s expression that he suspected Gage’s interest in Wynter to be more than platonic.

It seemed they both had something in common when it came to the de Thorington sisters.
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It had been a long journey home.

The Ashington party reached Ashleven Castle just after sunset, when a heavy fog had rolled off the sea and enveloped the town. The torches on the castle ramparts barely broke through the mist as the escort finally came to a halt in the castle bailey. John was waiting for them on the steps that led into the enormous keep and his daughters rushed past him, one at a time, kissing his cheek as they went.

Maryann came last.

“Greetings, sweet,” John greeted her. “How was the visit to Durham? How is Sedelia?”

Maryann continued walking past him. “Inside,” she said quietly. “There is much to speak of.”

Curious, John followed. They entered the keep and he pursued his wife to his lavish solar, the one with the golden table. He could hear his daughters’ voices overhead, the usual chaos when all four girls were in residence. Truth be told, he was glad when they were gone but even gladder when they returned. All of that noise was music to his ears.

“What is it?” he said as he closed the solar door. “You seem quite serious.”

Maryann began peeling off her cloak and he went to help her. “Much has happened,” she said. “It is best to start from the beginning. We arrived at Durham without incident, but that night was when the trouble started.”

John put her cloak on a peg near the door. “What trouble?”

Maryann went straight for the pitcher of wine and poured herself a cup. “Spring slipped out to a tavern after we had all gone to bed and took Wynter with her,” she said. “She does not think I know, but I do. My maids have told me because they heard Aunt Sedelia chastising the girls for it.”

John frowned. “God’s bones,” he muttered. “How did Sedelia know?”

Maryann looked at him as if he were an idiot. “It is her house, John,” she said snappishly. “She knows everything that goes on. Fortunately, our daughters’ folly was uneventful but while at this tavern, they met someone we used to know.”

“Who?”

“Gage de Reyne.”

John’s eyes widened. “Gage de Reyne was in Durham?”

Maryann took a long drink of wine before replying. “You are aware that Brian de Luci has been having difficulty with Lord Stagshaw.”

“Of course I know, but who told you? And what does that have to do with Gage?”

Maryann held up a hand for patience while she explained. “Brian hired a mercenary army from Pamplona to help him subdue Stagshaw once and for all, and Gage is part of that army,” she said. “The man is a mercenary and that is why he is back in Northumberland. Honestly, John, you would not recognize him. He looks as if he guards the gates of hell with Cerberus by his side. He looks like a barbarian.”

It was a lot to take in. John sat down in the nearest chair, pondering what he’d just been told. “Gage de Reyne, the mercenary,” he mumbled. “I never thought I would hear those words.”

Maryann jabbed a finger at him. “Do you recall the rumors that Gage had tried to steal his brother’s inheritance and that is why he was banished from Septentrion?” she said. “Brian de Luci believes the rumors are true. He believes Gage has come back with the mercenary army to destroy Boothe and take everything for himself.”

John frowned. “Brian said that?”

She nodded emphatically. “What’s more, I believe Gage has his eye on Wynter,” she said. “You know that Wynnie has always been fond of him. What if he not only has his eye on claiming Stagshaw, but the Ashington earldom as well? He could easily do that by seducing our daughter!”

By the time she was finished, John was looking at her with a great deal of surprise. “I cannot believe he would do that,” he said. “We know Gage. He is a fine man.”

“We knew him,” Maryann pointed out. “He has been gone for six years. Who knows what kind of man he is now given the fact that he has become a bloodthirsty mercenary. He demands money to fight other men’s wars, John. What if he has really returned to marry our daughter for the title and wealth she can provide him?”

John didn’t want to admit she was making some sense. At least, a little sense but a lot of speculation. It was true that they no longer knew Gage de Reyne. John had known him well, long ago, but time changed men’s hearts. With some of them, anyway. Was it possible that Boothe had been right all along and Gage really did try to take his inheritance from him?

His gaze moved to the table with the gold inlay, cluttered with maps and missives and other things necessary to run an earldom. Amongst the clutter sat the missive sent by Boothe days ago for help against de Luci’s army.

A request for Ashington’s troops.

“I find it a wild coincidence that Gage should return with the very army hired to fight against his brother,” he said. “Too much of a coincidence, in fact, but I cannot believe this was planned, Maryann, and I most certainly do not think that Wynnie is Gage’s ultimate goal. Any affection she held for him is unrequited.”

“Yet she will not marry Brian because of him.”

“I do not think that is entirely true.”

“It is,” Maryann insisted. “Whether or not Gage ever returned her feelings, the ghost of his memory has followed her into womanhood. She still pines for a man she can never have. But if he were to give her the slightest bit of encouragement, she would run to him. I know she would.”

That was true, all of it. John couldn’t deny it. Grunting softly, he averted his gaze. “I will assume Wynnie and Gage have spoken?” he asked.

Maryann nodded. “I do not know what they have spoken of, but they have,” she said. “Wynnie slept the entire way home so I did not have the opportunity to ask her, so mayhap you should. Gage has not seen her in six years, so mayhap he has finally decided the Ashington wealth is worth the marriage to our daughter.”

“That is not giving Wynnie much credit.”

“He is a mercenary, John. He lives for wealth. She has wealth. Why can you not see this?”

As much as hated to admit it, she was making more sense. With a sigh, John stood up and went to his table, picking up the missive from Boothe with the childish scrawl.

“Boothe knows that Brian has hired a band of mercenaries to fight against him,” he said. “He has asked for assistance.”

Maryann expression turned serious. “What will you do?”

John let the missive drop back to the tabletop. “I will not help him,” he said flatly. “Boothe has been harassing Brian and he deserves to be punished. I will not lift a finger to help him. It does not matter if Gage is part of that mercenary force. Boothe deserves to be punished.”

“If Boothe dies, Gage is Lord Stagshaw.”

“He’ll be better than Boothe ever was.”

“Are you certain?”

He looked at her. “What do you mean?”

Maryann lifted her shoulders, moving for the door. “How would you like an army of mercenaries based at Septentrion Castle in Northumberland?” she asked. “It is quite possible that if Gage assumes control, his mercenary friends will join him. It will be worse still if he marries Wynnie because it will pull Ashleven into the swamp of his ambition.”

John contemplated that for a moment before shaking his head. “Pah,” he said dismissively. “I would never believe that. But I will speak with Wynnie about her encounter with Gage. Mayhap she can enlighten us as to what kind of man he has become.”

Maryann took her cloak off the peg. “Even if you do not like the answer?”

John lifted an eyebrow. “Knowing the truth is better than living in ignorance.”

“Do you want my advice?”

“I always want your advice.”

“Betroth her to Brian now,” Maryann said softly but firmly. “Secure this betrothal so Gage has no chance of marrying Wynnie under our noses. Let us marry her to Brian and be done with it.”

It wasn’t unsound advice, but John hesitated. “We have tried to warm her to him for two years,” he said. “She simply doesn’t have an eye for him. She will be miserable if we betroth her to de Luci and you know this.”

“Better misery with a good husband than marrying her to a man who only wants her for her money.”

It sounded rather brutal and John sighed heavily. “I am not sure Wynnie would understand that or agree.”

Probably not, but Maryann didn’t say anything more. She’d told him all she wished to say and the rest was up to him. She quit the solar, heading to the bedchamber she shared with her husband. John, however, remained in the solar, mulling over what his wife had told him.

Gage de Reyne is back and he is a mercenary.

Somehow, John had the feeling that the trouble between Langley and Septentrion wasn’t going to end with one army defeating the other.

Somehow, he suspected it was just a precursor to something larger.

He hoped he was wrong.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Langley Castle

“The mist is heavy this night.”

The words came from Laurence. He had been hunting for Gage for the last hour, finally locating him on the outer wall of Langley, looking north. It was a still night, so quiet that the only noise was coming from the castle. Out in the land beyond, nothing stirred.

The mist was obscuring everything.

“Aye,” Gage said, leaning over the parapet and looking at the ground as it met up with the wall. “Heavy and cold. It is that time of year.”

“You remember the seasons here, do you?”

Gage nodded. “I remember everything,” he said. “The moment we saw Wynter and Spring in The Rabbit Burrow, it was as if every memory I’ve ever had of my home came flooding back to me. Honestly, I thought I’d pushed all of that out of my mind.”

“Is that what has you on the battlements in this mist?”

Gage nodded. “That,” he said. “And other things.”

“Like what?”

Gage paused before answering. “What do you think of Brian?”

Laurence leaned against the damp stone wall. “De Luci?” he said. “I remember him as a young man. Remember that he assumed Tynedale at a young age, when his father died. He was a rather timid boy, but after the gathering we have had with him today planning the assault on Septentrion, it is clear that the timid boy no longer exists. Brian is a capable commander.”

Gage nodded. “I got that impression, too,” he said. “Usually, when we fight a war like this, it is with strangers – the stranger who pays us and the stranger we are paid to fight. This time, it is family that we are being told to fight. I was just thinking how strange it all is.”

Laurence looked at him, watching him for any signs of emotional turmoil. “It is,” he said. “The question is if El Norte is up to the challenge. And make no mistake – this is a challenge.”

Gage snorted ironically. “More than you know,” he said. “You were so right when you said that my responsibility is to Stagshaw if Boothe falls in battle. You have spoken the truth and I accept it. In fact, I’ve decided to stay, Bull, and I want you to stay with me.”

Laurence tried not to show the relief he felt at that statement. “You know I will,” he said. “But what if your brother does not fall?”

“He will,” he said. “One way or another, he will. I am thinking of putting a bounty on his head to the other soldiers. The man to kill him shall receive one hundred gold marks. I want Boothe dead, Bull, but not by my hand. Out of respect for my father and the legacy of the House of de Reyne, I cannot kill my own brother, no matter how badly he has wronged me.”

Laurence cocked an eyebrow. “I would be happy to do it and you need not pay me,” he said. “You forget that your father accepted my fealty when I was a newly sworn knight. He took a chance on a young man who was eager and bright, but still had things to learn. In a sense, I feel as much animosity towards Boothe as you do. He has all but ruined your father’s good name and he has tried to ruin yours, too. I would consider it an honor to right that wrong.”

Gage’s eyes glimmered dully at him. “I did not realize my family needed a champion.”

“Then you have been misinformed.”

Gage laughed softly. “You are a good friend, Bull. I consider myself very fortunate.”

“As do I,” Laurence said. But he paused a moment as he looked off into the mist. “But that is not what has you on the battlements staring into the fog.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that a certain young woman you had forgotten about has you thinking.”

Gage sighed heavily as he rubbed his hands together against the chill. “Why would you say that?”

“Because I know you.”

Gage gave up trying to be evasive at that point. There was no need. “You do,” he admitted. But he collected his thoughts before continuing. “I do not know how or why, but somehow over the past few days, I cannot think of anything other than Wynter de Thorington.”

Laurence struggled to keep the smile off his face. “I see,” he said, looking away and trying to be casual about it. “So you haven’t forgotten about her, after all.”

“I asked her to be my wife.”

Laurence’s head snapped to him with astonishment. “You did what?” he gasped. “You offered for her hand?”

Gage could see his shock and he was torn. Perhaps Laurence didn’t think it was the right thing to do, or perhaps he was happy about it. It was difficult to tell by the man’s expression.

“I did,” he said. “Bull, I do not make rash decisions. You know this. I have never acted on a whim in my life. But returning to Northumberland… and seeing Lady Wynter in Durham… realizing what Boothe had stolen from me… I have never seen anything so clearly in my life. I look at Wynter and I see what I should have had. I should have had her. I should have married her and remained in Northumberland. She was always fond of me and I have always been fond of her, though I was too blind to realize just how fond.”

“But you realize it now.”

Gage looked at Laurence in earnest. “Aye, I do,” he said. “I feel as if coming home has been an awakening of sorts, an epiphany that has taken me completely by surprise.”

“It has taken me by surprise, too.”

A voice came from the mist and they both turned to see Brian approaching. He had just emerged from one of Langley’s many turrets. When he saw Gage and Laurence looking at him, he smiled weakly.

“Bull,” he said quietly. “De Soto is looking for you.”

Laurence didn’t even question him. He simply left, disappearing into the turret as Brian remained on the wall walk. When the knight was gone, he turned to Gage.

“He will discover soon enough that I have lied,” he said. “I wanted to speak with you without an audience.”

Gage knew immediately why. He wondered how much of the conversation Brian had just heard. The entire day, through a marathon session that had them poring over a map of the land between Langley and Septentrion, he could feel something coming from Brian. It wasn’t anger, exactly, but more like curiosity. Suspicion, even. Every time he looked up, Brian was watching him.

He braced himself.

“I am at your service,” he said steadily. “How may I help you?”

Brian leaned against the wall in the same place Laurence had been leaning. “I could pretend that you don’t know why I wanted to speak to you alone, but I will not insult your intelligence,” he said. “You have known me for many years, Gage. We were never what you would call good friends, but we were never enemies.”

“Nay, we were not.”

“I caught a few words of what you were just saying to Bull.”

“And?”

That was a good question. Brian lifted his shoulders. “And I came to clear the air between us,” he said. “Well, it is mostly to clear the air with me. There are a few things I want to say to you.”

“Speak,” Gage said. “I am listening.”

Brian nodded, accepting Gage’s permission to speak freely. “I will start by saying that I wish I had been a better neighbor,” he said. “Our fathers were friends and probably our grandfathers, too, but you and I seemed to always be going different directions. There was never the opportunity for a friendship to build.”

Gage eyed the man in the mist. “That is a fair statement,” he said. “I always thought you were rather quiet and somber. You had a big burden placed upon you at a young age. I suppose that made you a little different from the rest of us who didn’t have such responsibility thrust upon them.”

Brian lifted his eyebrows. “Very true,” he said. “I had to grow up quickly.”

“Is this what you really wanted to speak of?”

Brian shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “It has come to my attention that the woman I wish to marry is not interested in me. I believe that she is interested in you. That was not an issue until a few days ago when you returned to Northumberland. Now, I fear that my task of wooing her has been made much harder than it already was.”

Gage’s brow furrowed. “It seems like an odd thing to be speaking of on the eve of battle.”

“I know. But we may not have another opportunity.”

“Then what are you asking me?”

“If you intend to rekindle your romance with Wynter de Thorington.”

Gage had to give him credit. The man wasn’t afraid to ask a blunt question. Everything was happening so quickly that although he knew the situation would come to this at some point, with an honest discussion between him and Brian, he wasn’t sure he was quite ready for it. Whatever he was feeling for Wynter was new and surprising to him, too, so he wasn’t about to articulate it for an old acquaintance and romantic rival. Truly, he harbored no ill will towards Brian. In fact, he knew he was encroaching on the man’s territory when it came to Wynter. Even if the feelings weren’t reciprocated by her, still, the gentlemanly thing to do would have been to back off because Brian had staked his claim.

But he couldn’t seem to manage it.

Even so, he wasn’t sure he wanted to tell Brian that. It was true that they were heading to Septentrion in the morning and the last thing Gage wanted was to be looking over his shoulder for Brian’s dagger aimed at his back.

With that thought, he proceeded carefully.

“There was never a romance to begin with,” he said, which was the truth. “Lady Wynter is ten years younger than I am, so when I was a young man of eighteen or nineteen years, Lady Wynter was eight or nine years of age and I am not in the habit of romancing children. She was sweet and she followed me around like a puppy I could not get rid of, but any romance at the time was strictly one sided, I assure you.”

Those were the facts. He didn’t want to lie to Brian directly and he had to tell the man something, so it was best if he told him as much truth as he could – at least, the truth from the beginning of his acquaintance with Wynter. But the expression on Brian’s face suggested he didn’t quite believe it.

“I remember hearing gossip about it, I suppose,” Brian said. “I do not know if you remember, but my mother kept me sequestered as a young boy for the most part, away from friends and allies.”

Gage nodded. “I remember because you were never allowed to come to Septentrion even though we had the same tutor.”

“That was true,” Brian said. “My mother was so overly protective that we would share our lessons with Father Dominus and then she would snatch me away back home. Mayhap that is why you and I have never been great friends. The truth is that I do not have any great friends. In any case, I was focused on my studies as a young man, on learning to rule Langley, and it was only after my mother died that I really came to know my allies. Lord Ashington was one of the very first men to introduce himself and take me under his wing. He has been a great friend and mentor for the past several years. I remember Lady Wynter when she was younger, too, but I did not have the privilege of her following me around like you did.”

Gage cracked a smile. “It was like feeding a cat,” he said. “The nicer I was to her, the more she followed me. I could not shake her, which can be quite inconvenient for a young man who only wants to focus on the knighthood.”

Brian’s gaze drifted over him, remember that arrogant young knight who had, frankly, intimidated him. “Then you’ve not come back to rekindle a romance?”

“As I said, there was no romance to begin with.”

“I saw you speaking with her.”

“Am I supposed to ignore her?”

Brian shrugged. “Nay,” he said. “I just wanted to know… well, I suppose I just wanted to know if you’ve come back to create competition for her hand. I will be honest when I tell you that I have been wooing her for the past two years. Her father feels that I will make an excellent husband for her and at the risk of sounding immodest, I agree. A beautiful home, wealth, a respectable family, and a husband who would worship her… she would want for nothing. Most young women would be eager for that.”

“But not her?”

He shook his head. “She tells me that her heart belongs to another and always will,” he said. “Therefore, it would be unfair to me if she marries me.”

“You disagree?”

“Not necessarily,” he said. “I want her to be happy, but I would like not to be miserable in my marriage with a woman who pines for another man. I know I can make her happy if she would only open her heart and mind a little, but she is convinced she will never marry because the man she loves does not intend to marry.”

Gage lifted his eyebrows. “Then that is proof I am not the man she pines for because I do intend to marry, someday.”

Brian looked at him as if surprised by the admission. “I would imagine you’ve met many women during your time with your uncle’s army.”

Gage wriggled his eyebrows. “More than you know,” he said. “My lord, I would suggest we forget about Wynter de Thorington for now and focus on Septentrion. I think we both have enough on our minds without trying to hash out romantic intentions or the lack thereof. If you wish to discuss Lady Wynter when this is over, I will listen, but for now… let us focus on why I’ve come here. There are much more important things to worry about at the moment.”

Brian didn’t press him. He still wasn’t convinced that he’d not come to take Wynter away from him, but he felt better after speaking to him. Gage was correct about one thing – they had more pressing things to focus on at the moment. Tomorrow, they were launching a siege against Septentrion and if the day’s discussions about it had been any indication, it was not going to be a simple task. If they wanted victory, then they were going to have to work for it. Brian didn’t want to pay all of that money for a mercenary army only to see it thrown away.

Wynter de Thorington was going to have to wait.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The mist shielded their movements.

Langley’s thousand-man army mingled with El Vibora’s close to two hundred and fifty highly trained men created a formidable army that crept across the wet, misty fields just before dawn, heading for the enormous target of Septentrion Castle.

Gage was in the lead. He knew this land intimately, as did Laurence and Brian, and they rode with the army until they were about four miles out before shielding the horses in the trees and covering the last four miles on foot. Four miles of no noise, no horses, no wagons, nothing to tip off Septentrion that an army was on its doorstep. The initial onslaught was silent, but the surgeon wagons and other ancillary wagons were waiting back in the trees at the four-mile mark, prepared to move out after dawn. If everything went according to plan, they would roll up to a battle already in progress.

That was the hope, anyway.

The sneak attack had been the best course of action as decided by Varro and Brian, the two commanders, and the others heartily agreed. They had made the decision during the planning meeting to attack the very next day, giving Septentrion’s spies less time to see that a mercenary army had arrived at Langley and report back to Boothe, who would undoubtedly be on the alert. They wanted to catch him as unaware as they could. Fortunately, they had the blessing of the mist as well, concealing their movements, but they also had the advantage of Gage and Laurence knowing Septentrion intimately.

They knew how to get in.

Septentrion was built upon Roman ruins, as there were many such ruins in the valley between Hexham and Carlisle, but because of the way the castle had been built, the very foundation the castle, walls, and bailey sat upon was elevated. The keep itself was on a raised foundation that wasn’t a motte. On the east side of the castle walls were big drains that dumped into the moat, drains that had been built by the Romans to syphon moisture out of their courtyard and stables and, now, they were a sewer for Septentrion.

But they were big enough for a man to get through.

Those big sewers, partially blocked off by muck and debris, went from the moat, under the walls and foundation and then ended in the wall of the stable yard. Years ago, they had grates over the openings to prevent an enemy from using them, but Septentrion had known peace for fifty or more years and the grates, while still there, were never secured.

Gage was counting on that to still be the case.

Therefore, the morning’s big task was going to be a ruse by diverting Septentrion’s attention to the gatehouse while Gage, Laurence, Azul, Wyeth, and a team of about twenty mercenary soldiers were going to make their way into those sewers and then to the gatehouse. Wyeth had stories about using a drainage system at a castle in Cornwall he refused to name, using it for the basis of instructing them how to plug noses and ears up so the filth didn’t get into body orifices. The plan was to use the sewers, make entry into the stable yard, and then make their way to the gatehouse to release the portcullis. Once it was partially open, Brian’s army would flood the bailey and take control of the castle.

It was Judgment Day for Boothe de Reyne.

As the sun began to rise and they were still about a mile out from Septentrion, the mist began to lighten. That meant it would more than likely lift once the sun began to rise in earnest, which was unwelcome news. Sometimes the mists this far north would hang on all day long, but this didn’t seem to be one of those days. They would have to move faster in order to get into position before the mist lifted completely.

Because the sun was rising and the mist was beginning to burn off, Varro gave the order for the men to remove their helms so they wouldn’t reflect the rising sun. In fact, he gave the order to remove anything that might reflect the sun, an order echoed by Brian, and the men began to strip off anything shiny.

That meant helms, any arm braces, and even hauberks. Gage stripped down to only his mail coat, which was covered by Varro’s serpent tunic, and his group dumped half their protection about a quarter of a mile from the castle. The bulk of the army, however, kept most everything on except the helms.

At this point, everyone needed to take their positions.

“Tynedale knows the plan of Septentrion, so he will take you to the gatehouse,” Gage told Varro. “The last time I was here, and I doubt it has changed, there was a heavy growth of trees off to the north of the gatehouse. You should be able to use it to your advantage. Show them a hint of the army and have them looking in your direction while we gain entry. Once we are in, we will go straight to the gatehouse and you must be ready to rush forward and help us lift it. At that point, we will probably be in a battle, so come in fighting.”

Varro’s green eyes looked even more piercing this morning than usual, his face flushed from having run nearly four miles. “We shall be ready, El Norte,” he said. “How long do you estimate it will take you to get to the gatehouse once you enter the sewer?”

Gage glanced at Laurence, the two of them working on the question together. “It depends on how blocked the sewer is,” Gage finally said. “If it takes us longer to unblock it, that will substantially increase the time, but I would say once we enter the sewer, it should take us less than ten minutes to get to the gatehouse – providing the path is relatively clear.”

As Varro nodded, Brian chimed in. “Take one of my men with you,” he said. “When the blockage is cleared and you enter the sewer, he will come back and tell us. We will start counting the minutes from there.”

Gage nodded. “Good,” he said, but then he looked at everyone. “As Tynedale has told us, my brother does not have a well-trained army these days, but that does not mean they will not fight. Also, Septentrion used to have good archers, so watch the walls in case they raise hellfire upon you. But for the army inside the gatehouse… be prepared to overwhelm them before they can give us a serious fight.”

“Vaya con Dios,” Varro said. “Hurry, now. There is no time to waste. This mist will lift soon.”

Gage turned on his heel, rushing off into the mist with Laurence, Azul, Wyeth, and twenty other men on his heels. The last time Gage had been here, there had been a clear field of vision cleared around the entire castle. In some places, there were great gaps in the trees and one could see for miles. He was fairly certain things would have been much different without the mist but, for now, it was still to their advantage as they headed to the south side of the castle.

Soon, it became evident through the fog.

The massive, gray walls of Septentrion Castle.

“Damnation,” Wyeth hissed. “You did not tell us the walls were so tall!”

Gage could see them through the mist. “They are quite tall,” he said. “Scaling them is out of the question. That is why we must go through the sewers.”

“There they are,” Laurence said, pointing. “See them?”

Everyone strained to see the two big, half-circular holes in the side of Septentrion’s wall that were half-buried in the muck of the moat. With no time to waste, Gage was the first one into the moat that was only half-filled, far less than it had been during his time there. It was fed by a viaduct from a nearby river, but it was clear that something must have happened to the viaduct. They were literally walking across the moat, knee-deep in muck.

It didn’t take them any time at all to get to the drains.

At close range, they were an unholy mess. The drains hadn’t been cleaned in decades and more than likely centuries, so it was a mess of animal filth and human filth along with debris that had somehow been shoved into the drains. Gage and Laurence and Azul peered into both drains, noting the hard-packed waste that had created a blockage that was like rock. There was no real way to remove it.

There was one saving grace, however.

Between the hard-packed rubbish and the top of the draining pipe, there was a crawl space. It was big enough for a full-grown man, but they would have to go in single file. Both Gage and Laurence came to that conclusion at the same time, looking at each other and shrugging.

“I’ll go in alone to see just how far it goes,” Gage said. Then, he looked at Azul. “You climb into the other one. If it goes all the way through to the grate in the stable yard, come back and tell us. Do not go in alone.”

Flashing a grin, Azul nodded and slithered into the space. With a boost from Laurence, Gage climbed into the other one and away he went.

It was close quarters and confining as he crept along the draining pipe, becoming absolutely filthy as he went. He tried not to think of the waste he was crawling through, the disgusting quagmire of men and animals, instead focusing on making it to the end. He kept his eyes on the light at the end of the tunnel, but it was a slow and tedious crawl.

Finally, at the far end of the pipe, the waste became much looser and there was more room to move around. Here, the pipe took a 90 degree turn straight up. Gage could stand up, though it was cramped, and look out of the draining opening that led straight into the kitchen yard.

It wasn’t blocked.

Elated, he maintained a low profile as he looked around the yard, which only had one man working in it. The yard itself was cluttered and run-down. Gage had fond memories of running around in that yard as a boy, chasing chickens and goats, of a cook who would make candied pear slices for him with honey and cinnamon. He actually felt a little sad looking at what the yard had become. He could only imagine what the castle itself had become.

But that thought would have to wait.

He made his way back into the drainage pipe and returned to the entrance to the moat where his men were waiting. Azul was already there and they pulled Gage out by his arms.

“It’s not blocked,” he said, using his sleeve to wipe the debris from his chin. “We can go through, one at a time.”

“The other one is not blocked, also,” Azul said. “However, there is something over the opening, like a barrel or a basket. I could not move it without the risk of being seen.”

Gage understood. “Then I’ll go first through the other pipe and when I emerge, I’ll move whatever is over the opening,” he said. Then he looked at the men. “Bull, you go first through the other pipe. Azul, you are with me. Everyone else, disperse behind me and Bull. Even numbers.”

The men began to shift. Wyeth went with Bull and the men split up quickly so there were the same amount of men going through each pipe. With that, Gage slithered back into his sewer and began to move, quickly.

Time was wasting.

He made it to the end of the pipe much more quickly this time, standing up when it made its 90 degree turn to the kitchen yard. He perused the yard but, this time, he didn’t see the male servant. The yard looked vacant. Quickly, he squeezed out through the opening and moved to the sewer outlet right next to it, shoving aside what looked like a broken wheelbarrow. Very quietly, he moved the entire thing aside and pulled Laurence through the opening.

Azul came through after Gage and began pulling men out as Gage and Laurence were the lookouts. As a man would come through, Gage or Bull would position in them in the kitchen yard, concealed by the vast amount of clutter, including carcasses of large, dead animals. It looked like a hellscape of the yard Gage once knew, but in a short amount of time, twenty men were stationed in that kitchen yard awaiting orders.

Gage and Laurence kept them there while they did some reconnaissance. The kitchen yard was walled, backing up to the enormous keep, with the bailey of Septentrion to the southeast. They made their way to the kitchen gate, peering into the courtyard beyond only to see that, at this early hour, it was nearly vacant.

Puzzled, they looked at one another. Septentrion was a mighty fortress but it was clear their security protocols were quite relaxed. There was an enormous gatehouse set within the walls. There was a wall walk adjoining the gatehouse on both sides, but it ended because the other three walls of Septentrion had buildings incorporated into the walls themselves. It was a castle built more for comfort thanks to Gage’s grandmother, who had insisted on building apartments and chapels and other rooms. She didn’t like a strictly military fortress.

She wanted comfort.

Gage slipped over to Laurence.

“There is no one between us and the gatehouse,” he said. “My suggestion would be that we rush the gatehouse now. Head straight for it. You and I can get to the second level and release the portcullis before the alarm has even been raised.”

Laurence was in agreement. “Better to get straight to the point and not attract any attention,” he said. “Once that portcullis goes up, it will be too late for Boothe and his men, but I have a feeling the alarm will be raised at that point.”

“Agreed. Then we move as fast as we can.”

Laurence nodded. Quickly, they headed back to Azul and Wyeth, explaining the strategy to them, and watching as the order was passed down the line through the men in hiding. At Gage’s signal, they all came out of hiding and moved to the kitchen yard gate.

Gage nodded his head and opened the iron panel.

That was when the mission began in earnest.

It was still misty, though lightening considerably, as they ran through the courtyard as fast as they could, right to the gatehouse. Gage slit the throat of the first man he came to, silencing him, as Azul took care of another man. Gage and Laurence, followed by several of their men, charged up the stairs leading to the second floor of the gatehouse where they found four more soldiers. Two were sleeping, two were just rising, and between Gage and Bull and the other men, they managed to silence them quickly.

The portcullis began to crank open.

Gage put the men who had followed him on rolling up the portcullis by the giant wheel that held the chains. The more men, the faster it went, and Gage raced down to the gatehouse entry. Varro, Brian, and Clark were standing there with the entire army behind them as shouts began to echo through Septentrion’s bailey. Men who had sighted the invaders were now crying alarm, but it was too late.

The invaders were pouring underneath the portcullis.

Once Gage knew the men were coming through unopposed, he and Laurence and Azul raced over to the troop house where the door was opening and sleepy men were looking out into the bailey with puzzlement and curiosity. They were ill-prepared for the heavily armed soldiers who came rushing at them, shoving them back into the troop house and blocking the door from the outside with anything they could get hold of. Laurence made it to Septentrion’s armory and returned to the troop house with metal pikes, using them to block the door and preventing it from opening on the outside, as Gage instructed Varro’s archers to lob flaming arrows at the damp roof.

Normally, a damp, thatched roof wouldn’t have burned, but the mist had only managed to wet the top layer, not the dry and brittle layer beneath. The flaming arrows were covered in fat that, when melted down through the damp layer, managed to catch the drier layer on fire. In a short amount of time, the roof of the troop house was on fire and with the door blocked, most of Septentrion’s army was trapped and being inundated with smoke.

But not all of the army. Men were pouring out from all over the bailey and the fighting began in earnest. Some of Brian’s men made it into the keep and that soon became a killing ground. In fact, Gage watched as Brian and Laurence headed into the keep, undoubtedly to find Boothe.

But Gage wasn’t going to go hunting for his brother.

They’d see each other soon enough.

Therefore, he remained in the bailey supervising the battle and, at several points, engaging Boothe’s weakly trained troops. Those that weren’t fighting were running, trying to escape from the gatehouse but being cut down by Varro’s men, who had formed a line outside of the gatehouse for just that purpose. Like a net, they were catching the stragglers.

As the mist finally lifted, the bloodbath began in earnest.

Boothe’s men, realizing they had to fight or die, began fighting furiously. The wagons began to arrive from Langley, bearing helms and other pieces of metal protection that had been removed so they would not reflect the sun. This included Gage’s possessions, which had been gathered from the trees where they’d been stashed. Gage wasn’t aware of this yet, however, and was fighting without his helm or hauberk, which left him somewhat exposed. But he fought flawlessly, cutting men down, considering every death a victory towards restoring Septentrion’s honor. He couldn’t believe how badly it had suffered over the past six years.

That, more than anything, fed his determination towards victory.

A couple of hours after the battle began, Azul and Wyeth emerged from the keep dragging a man between them. They were followed by Brian, Varro, Laurence, and even Clark. The Ashington knight wasn’t supposed to fight, but he’d caught battle fever and had been cutting down members of Septentrion’s weaker force and then denying he’d been involved at all. Gage had seen it twice and in the midst of the fight, Clark’s behavior had made him laugh. Then he’d watched the man disappear into the keep, now emerging with the group and a prisoner amongst them.

Curious, Gage went to meet them.

Boothe’s bloodied face was the first thing that greeted him.

“Gage!” Boothe gasped. “Gage, thank God! Tell them to spare me. Please, Brother!”

Gage frowned. “Why would I do that?” he asked. Then, he cocked his head, giving his brother a good look from head to toe. “So this is what six years away from you looks like? You do not look well, Brother.”

Boothe was flushed and angry. “What do you expect?” he snarled. “Beaten in my own home, dragged out like an animal. Tell your men to release me!”

Gage was feeling a good deal of satisfaction as he looked at his brother, harkening back to the moment he was banished from Septentrion those years ago. He remembered the fear, the anger, the same emotions he saw on Boothe’s face at this moment. He relived the entire conversation from that day, starting with the men ambushing him in the stables to the moment he walked from the gates. He’d always known he would return home but he simply hadn’t realized it would be in the course of a paying job.

That did not diminish the sense of satisfaction, however.

He was enjoying it more than he thought he would.

“I will tell them to release you, as you once told your men to release me,” he said. “But you are not going anywhere. You once told me that you would have me killed should I ever return to Septentrion. Do you recall? Well… I’m back.”

The last words were spoken in a tone that bordered on a threat and Boothe, with horror on his face, looked as if he’d aged twenty years in the past six. He was heavier, paler, and some of his teeth had fallen out. He simply didn’t look well. As Azul and Wyeth released him on Gage’s silent order, he stood straight and brushed off what was a very expensive, and very dirty, tunic.

“So you are,” he said, struggling to regain his composure and command. “What do you want? You are still not welcome here.”

Gage actually cracked a smile, snorting, as he motioned to Brian, who came to stand in front of Boothe. Brian, however, was not smiling.

His jaw was ticking furiously.

“Your brother is not the instigator of this siege,” he said. “I am. Your days of raiding and thievery and damage are over, de Reyne. Your time is finished. I am purging you and your men from Septentrion and confiscating it in the name of the House of de Luci. To the victor go the spoils and your castle is a spoil.”

Boothe’s eyes widened. “You cannot take a man’s property!”

“The way you tried to take mine?” Brian fired back. “Interesting you should have scruples now, of all days. You had your chance, de Reyne. You could have left me in peace and gone about your business, but you chose not to do that. As a result, you injured an innocent young knight in a horrific fashion and if there is any justice in the world, you should be saddled with his injuries for the rest of your life. I’m tempted to break your neck myself and leave you alive so you can suffer as he is. Your greed has brought you here, have no doubt. How does it feel to see the end of everything you ever knew?”

Boothe was starting to lose his composure again. “You cannot!” he said, sputtering. “My men will fight you! You cannot take what belongs to me!”

“I will again remind you that you tried to take what belongs to me,” Brian said. “I have no sympathy for you. You’re fortunate that I am allowing you to live for what you have done.”

Boothe began to look around in a panic. “Who are your men?” he said, looking to the faces around him. “I will pay you all better than de Luci can. Fight for me! Gage, you may return home with honor. Fight for me! Do not let de Luci take our family home!”

Brian looked at Gage, who was focused on his brother. But after a long moment, Gage looked over the man’s shoulder and motioned to Varro, standing a few feet behind Boothe. Varro came forward to stand next to his nephew.

The one he liked, anyway.

“Do you recognize this man?” Gage asked. “You should. He is our mother’s brother.”

Boothe didn’t recognize him at all. He had never cared about his mother’s side of the family and, truth be told, he’d only ever seen them once, so he looked at Varro as if he literally had no idea who the man was.

Because he didn’t.

“Our mother’s… brother?” he finally said, looking at Varro. “Uncle… Alejo?”

Varro shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “The other brother. The one that is an outcast and has built his own mercenary army, an army which has taken your castle, dear Boothe. I am Varro.”

Boothe’s eyes widened. “Uncle Varro?” he said in shock, looking between Varro and Gage. “I do not understand. This is not de Luci’s army?”

“Most of it is Tynedale’s,” Varro said. “But almost two hundred and fifty of those men are mine, the most highly trained and highly paid army in Navarre. Lord Tynedale hired us to punish you for your attempts to steal his lands and injuring his cousin. A coincidence that Gage should serve me now, is it not? He told me what you did to him, by the way. That was a terrible thing, Boothe. Terrible, indeed.”

Boothe was trying to maintain some level of control. “He fled,” he said. “He ran off.”

“Why did he flee, Boothe?”

“Because… because he tried to steal my inheritance!”

Gage simply shook his head while Varro went over to Boothe and slapped him across the face.

“That is for lying,” he hissed. “You will not lie to me. Did Gage truly try to take your inheritance?”

Boothe was humiliated and his cheek stung. “Aye!”

Varro slapped him again, harder. “Did he truly?”

Boothe broke down as Varro lifted his hand threateningly. “Stop!” he cried. “Stop! He… nay, he did not try to steal it. I exiled him from Septentrion. I did not want him here so I told him to leave or I would kill him!”

He was practically shouting by the time he was finished. Varro looked at Gage, who was surprisingly unemotional about the whole thing. He simply lifted his eyebrows as if to confirm what he’d been telling everyone since the day he’d left Septentrion.

Varro shook his head sadly.

“You have shamed your family, Boothe,” he said. “Worse still, you have shamed my sister, a truly pure and compassionate woman. How did Avelina have a son such as you? Do you not remember your glorious mother and how she loved you?”

He slapped him again for good measure, in memory of his beloved sister. Boothe shrieked, not expecting the sting.

“My mother hated me!” he shouted, recoiling from what was sure to be another slap. “She did not care for me, so I do not care for her. My father was the only person who showed me any regard, so do not speak my mother’s name to me. I do not care!”

It was the wrong thing to say to Varro. The distinctive eyes were blazing. “You speak blasphemy.”

“I speak the truth!” Boothe shouted, spittle flying from his lips. “She left us when we were young to live in Pamplona. She never stayed with us. Of course she hated us. I do not care if I shame her because she shamed me, every day of my life.”

Varro was taken aback at the vitriol from his nephew. He balled a fist to slug him in the face, but Gage stepped forward.

“She did leave us, Tio,” he said quietly. “That is the truth. She could not stand England and Pamplona meant more to her than her sons did. I do not harbor any ill will because I know she was unhappy and in the times I did see her, she was very kind and affectionate to me, but she loved her family in Pamplona more than her family in England. Still, do not let Boothe use that as an excuse for his behavior. His evil is purely his own.”

Varro was still grossly unhappy with Boothe, but at least he lowered his fist. He snarled at the man.

“Bastardo sin valor,” he growled. “I am ashamed to call you my nephew. De Luci has my permission to do whatever he wants to do to you. I wash my hands of everything.”

With that, he turned away, heading towards the pockets of fighting. As he went, he yelled to his troops, telling them to raid the castle and take anything they wanted of value. With a roar, his men within earshot broke for the keep. Since the words were spoken in Basque, Boothe didn’t understand them, but he saw the men rushing into his keep.

“Where are they going?” he demanded. “What do they want?”

Gage didn’t have an answer for him. He didn’t care. He turned to say something to Brian when a high-pitched sound suddenly filled the air. It was unexpected and menacing. He knew what it was. In that split second, he knew that there were bolts being fired at them. From where, he had no idea, but someone was firing arrows. He shouted for the men to take cover, but it was too late. The arrows hit all around them, meaning there were several archers that had been overlooked, somewhere.

The Septentrion archers were making themselves known.

Brian was the first one hit, clipped in the arm. Azul, Wyeth, Laurence, and Clark were able to throw themselves against the wall of the keep, which was closer to them than it was to Gage and Brian and even Boothe, standing out in the open. Boothe screamed and bolted, running off and presumably running for cover, but Gage wasn’t fast enough. That split second of indecision as he tried to pursue his brother cost him. A bolt caught him in the neck where it joined with his right shoulder. Given that he wasn’t wearing his hauberk, there was nothing between him and that nasty and rather large bolt.

Down he went.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Ashleven Castle

Her heart just wasn’t in it.

Wynter was creating a costume for her Abraham and Hagar play, but she just couldn’t seem to focus on it. Sitting in her chamber, high above the land, she could see that the mist from the day was almost gone. They’d had several days of heavy mist, which wasn’t unusual for Ashleven given it was so close to the sea. She could still smell it and the salt it brought in on the gentle ocean breeze.

The material for the costume was spread out on the floor, on top of a large piece of linen to keep it from picking up any dirt from the floor. She had her sewing kit out, an elaborate one because she was quite a good seamstress making costumes and dresses as she did. It wasn’t usual for fine ladies to make their own dresses, usually having their maids do it, but Wynter had the skill for it. She’d made garments for her mother and sisters better than most maids or seamstresses could.

But now… now, her heart simply wasn’t in it.

Leaving the fabric pinned carefully on the floor, she stood up and went to her window, which overlooked the northern portion of the castle. She could see part of the bailey, the wall, and the land beyond. It was so very green in the dying rays of the sun, a verdant land that she knew so well. When she was a child, she used to ride her pony in those green fields to the north. A brook ran through them and in the summer, the green was peppered with yellow and purple flowers.

That brought her to thoughts of Gage.

Gage used to go with her out into the fields when she rode the blonde pony her father had given her. Her father and his senior knights had been too busy most of the time to look after the Ashington heiress, but Gage had never been too busy. He went out with her and would watch her ride like the wind on the stout little pony that always tried to bite him. She smiled when she remembered that the pony made contact with his tunic once, half-ripping it off his body. She laughed, he fumed, and she remembered it as a humorous moment.

So many of her childhood memories had Gage in them. He had only been at Ashleven for a couple of years, but that had been long enough for him to indelibly mark himself onto Wynter’s soul. She had been so young at the time, but he had been young, too. In a sense, they both did some growing up together. Then he’d returned home at his father’s request and she didn’t see him so often, but he still managed to come to Ashleven now and again on business for his father.

As Wynter recalled, Hart de Reyne had been a very nice man, big and loud, looking very much like his younger son. Boothe favored their fair mother, but Gage was his father’s son completely. His sudden death from a heart issue had been devastating to Gage. She remembered when Gage came to personally tell her father and how her father had embraced the teary knight.

And then Boothe kicked his brother out.

Gage had been through so much over the past several years. He’d returned home and, even now, he was fighting a battle against his brother at the home where he’d been born. There had been no word in four days, since the last time she’d spoken to him at Langley Castle. He had assured her all would be well and had seemed extremely confident in what needed to take place.

All she could do was ask him to be careful.

Four long days ago…

Turning away from the window, she forced herself to return to her costume. It was Hagar’s costume, meant for Spring, but she wondered if she shouldn’t be Hagar to Spring’s Abraham. Knowing her sister, however, she wouldn’t like portraying a man. She always had to be the female, dressed like a princess.

Silly, vain Spring.

A knock on the door roused her from her thoughts and she looked up to see Summer and Autumn enter the chamber. Summer was clad in a heavy blue woolen gown against the chill of the day and Autumn was hauling around that white kitten, which was growing bigger by the day.

“Are you sewing?” Autumn said eagerly. “Can I help?”

Wynter grinned at her sister. “How can you help with the kitten in your hands?” she said. “I swear, it has grown to your skin. I never see you without him.”

Autumn put the little kitten down on the bed as Summer scooped it up. “He’s very sweet,” she said, weakly defending herself. “He just wants to be with me.”

“And me,” Summer said, laying back on the bed and cuddling the kitten. “He loves me, too.”

Autumn was down on her knees next to Wynter’s project. “Do not squeeze him too much,” she said. “He has just eaten.”

That caused Summer to roll on her side and put the kitten on the bed next to her. As she petted the little beast, Autumn inspected the costume.

“I think green silk around the neck would look lovely,” she said. “I could embroider some flowers if you like.”

Wynter could tell that she wanted to do it, so she nodded. “I agree,” she said. “Get your needle and thread.”

Autumn gleefully leapt to her feet and ran from the chamber, off to get her own sewing kit. All of the girls had one, as all proper young ladies did. With Autumn out of the chamber, Summer looked over at Wynter.

“Where is Spring?” she asked.

Wynter lifted her shoulders. “The last I saw, she was heading out to the bailey to watch Etienne and Dirk spar,” she said. “You know how she likes to watch the men as they train.”

Summer snorted softly, stroking the kitten as he lay down beside her. “Do you think that de Luci’s army has already gone to Septentrion?”

Wynter knew she was asking because Clark was with the army. Though Summer had never spoken of her love for the man, Wynter knew. As she’d told Gage, it was clear to her that there was something between them, at least it was to her. The meaningful expressions and gentle smiles were obvious. But they were waiting for the eldest sister to wed before they made their romance public.

Wynter thought there was something inherently sad in that.

“I think so,” she said after a moment. “Mayhap they are there now. They were preparing to confer about it the morning we left Langley, so I would assume they are attacking Septentrion.”

Summer simply nodded as she continued to stroke the kitten. “Are you worried for Gage?” she asked softly.

Wynter snorted. “Why should I be worried for Gage?”

“Because you love him.”

“Like you love Clark?”

She heard Summer gasp. Wynter looked at her sister, seeing the shock and fear on her face.

“Do not worry,” she said softly. “I won’t tell, but I suspected you were fond of the man for a long time. I can tell by the way you look at him and the way he looks at you. Is it true?”

Summer stared at her a moment longer before hesitantly nodding her head. “You could tell just by looking at us?” she said fearfully. “Does Papa know, too?”

Wynter shook her head. “Nay,” she said. “He does not see what I see. I do not think Mama does, either, so I would not worry, but I do not know how much longer that will be true. Does Clark want to marry you or is this just a dalliance?”

“He loves me,” Summer said quietly. Then, she sat up, clearing her throat nervously. “Forgive me. It seems so strange to speak of it. I thought we were doing so well at keeping it a secret.”

Wynter smiled. “You are doing a very good job,” she said. “But I just happen to notice those things. Clark is a good man and I like him very much. I am so glad he has found happiness with you.”

Summer’s cheeks flushed a dull red as she smiled timidly. “He is a wonderful man,” she insisted softly. “I love him madly, you know. I loved him before he ever loved me. He would not even look at me until I came of age and then… well, then I forced him to look at me.”

Wynter laughed softly. “He would not look at you if he did not want to,” she said. “No one can make Clark de Vries do anything he does not want to do.”

“Except Papa,” Summer said, the smile fading from her lips. “He ordered him to go to war with Tynedale. Now he is attending another man’s war and it simply isn’t fair.”

“All will be well,” Wynter said. “He is not fighting, is he?”

Summer shook her head. “He says he is not, but if he is asked to fight, he cannot refuse.”

Wynter reached out, taking her sister’s hand and squeezing it tightly. “I would not worry,” she said. “I am sure he will be back safely as soon as this business is finished.”

Summer held on to her sister’s hand. “And what of Gage?” she said. “What was it like seeing him again after so long?”

Wynter had a glimmer of mirth in her eye. “Surprising,” she said. “But… wonderful. He has changed outwardly and his life has changed a good deal, but deep down, he is still the same Gage we knew. His heart has not changed.”

Summer studied her expression for a moment. “He always thought you were so annoying,” she said. “Does he still?”

“Nay.”

“Has he told you so?”

Wynter opened her mouth to reply, but Spring was suddenly in the doorway, interrupting them.

“Wynnie,” she said, breathing heavily because she had run up three flights of stairs. “You had better come quickly.”

Wynter frowned. “Why?” she said. “What’s amiss?”

Spring, who had been out in the bailey with the knights, swallowed hard before answering. “Boothe de Reyne is here,” she said. “He’s just come with some of his men and he is in Papa’s solar, shouting. You had better come quickly.”

Wynter bolted through the door before she even realized she had moved.
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“I asked you for help and you denied me,” Boothe was nearly shouting. “I am begging you, my lord. Help me regain my castle!”

John was watching the man have an emotional collapse. Not five minutes earlier, he’d come rushing into John’s solar without an invitation and began spouting off both pleas and accusations. John, however, remained quite calm. With Etienne and Dirk standing in the doorway ready to throw Boothe out on his head, he knew he wasn’t in any danger.

But he was becoming increasingly annoyed.

“Sit down before you fall down,” he instructed the man. “Take some wine. Calm yourself before you tell me anything else because I will not be bellowed at in my own home. Keep that in mind before you speak again.”

Boothe was struggling. He staggered over to a nearby table that contained a pitcher and a few cups and sloppily poured himself a full measure of wine. He took several long gulps before stumbling over to a chair and nearly falling into it.

“I am sorry,” he gasped between gulps. “’Tis only that I have been on the run for two days, ever since my castle was taken. Brian de Luci and my brother have taken it. They threatened to torture and kill me, but I escaped. My lord, I need your help!”

John didn’t believe any of it other than Brian and Gage claiming Septentrion. That, he was willing to give credence to, but the part about torture and death… perhaps they did and perhaps Boothe deserved it. But he didn’t like the fact that Boothe was pretending to be an innocent victim in all of this.

“What do you want me to do about it?” he said steadily. “You repeatedly raided Brian’s lands. You repeatedly tried to confiscate land that did not belong to you. Do you deny this?”

It wasn’t a question Boothe wanted to answer. He certainly hadn’t expected John to start the conversation off by pointing out that his actions had started the entire sequence of events.

“Those lands were always disputed,” he said defiantly. “De Luci has no more right to them than I do.”

“They are Brian’s lands, Boothe,” John said evenly. “He has the maps and the charters to prove it.”

“They are disputed!”

“By whom? You?” John shook his head. “If you have a dispute with de Luci, you should have taken it to the itinerate justice. Just because you raid a man’s lands does not make them disputed. It makes you an aggressor and de Luci has every right to protect his lands.”

Boothe slammed his cup down. “It does not give him the right to take my castle!”

John merely shrugged, silently conveying that he was not supporting Boothe at all. That inflamed Boothe tremendously.

“Then you support de Luci’s illegal action?” he said, incredulous. “You support lawlessness and inequity? I cannot believe you would do this, my lord!”

“Since when does a man not have the right to punish someone who has attacked him?”

The question came from the doorway as Wynter entered. She had pushed between Etienne and Dirk and was now walking into her father’s solar, her gaze fixed on Boothe.

“Well?” she demanded. “Answer me. Since when does a man not have the right to take action against a man who has harassed him?”

Boothe was shocked to see her in the solar. Not only that, but she was also challenging him, which did not sit well. He stood up, outraged, to face her.

“You do not know what you are saying,” he said. “I was discussing this with your father and you will kindly stay out of my affairs.”

“Why?” Wynter said. “You made them everyone’s affair when you came here to shout at my father. You have spent the past year harassing Brian, including grievously injuring his cousin, and when he finally took action to punish you for it, you claim to be a victim. Well, you’re not a victim. You got what you deserved.”

Boothe was unaccustomed to being spoken to in such a way and most certainly not by a woman. His eyes narrowed.

“Go back to your hearth, Woman,” he growled. “Your opinion holds no value here.”

“That is where you are mistaken,” John said. “Her opinion holds a great deal of value, especially when she is right. You have harassed Brian until he finally took action and now you feel as if you have been wronged. Go find someone else to help you, for it will not be me.”

Boothe’s face turned a deep shade of red. His gaze moved back and forth between John and Wynter, his mouth working furiously.

“I told you that my brother had tried to steal my inheritance once,” he hissed. “Now he is in league with Brian de Luci to take everything from me. Somehow, some way, they are working together to strip me of everything. If you will not help me, I will tell every warlord in Northumberland that you will not assist an ally in time of need. They will know what kind of lord you truly are.”

“And what kind is that?” John asked, unintimidated. “A lord who will not help a liar and a thief? By all means, tell them what you must. But know my punishment shall be swift. If you thought Brian de Luci was a plague upon you, then you’ve yet to fathom what I shall be against you if you arouse my anger.”

That gave Boothe some pause. He was struggling to control his rage because it didn’t work on de Thorington. Nor did his threats. Evidently, nothing he could say would convince the man he was a victim to his brother’s alliance with de Luci. The Earl of Ashington was quite smug and his bitch of a daughter right along with him.

But Boothe knew how to change that.

If he couldn’t have de Thorington’s help, then he would hurt him where he could.

“Very well,” he said, struggling for calm. “I can see that my attempt to gain your support has come to no end. But it is of little matter. It is really only de Luci I have to worry about. Gage is no longer an issue.”

John frowned. “What do you mean?”

John was looking straight at Wynter when he spoke. “He was killed during the battle,” he said. “I saw it with my own eyes. He was felled by archers, so he is no longer a concern. Do not trouble yourself, my lord. I shall find someone else to assist me in regaining my castle from de Luci, as he is the only one I have to worry over now.”

With that, he turned on his heel, a smile tugging on his lips as he headed to the door. Etienne and Dirk let him go, but mostly because they were so shocked with what he’d said that they didn’t know what else to do.

All focus turned to Wynter.

Including John’s. He may not have wanted his daughter to marry Gage, but what Boothe had done was horrifically cruel.

“My dear,” he said quickly, putting his hand on her arm. “It is not true, I am certain. He only said it out of spite.”

Wynter was standing there in a daze. When John squeezed her arm, she pulled away, wandering towards the lancet windows that overlooked the bailey, stumbling as she went. She couldn’t seem to remember how to walk.

“Possibly,” she finally said. “But it is equally possible that he is right.”

She went down before John could say another word.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Septentrion Castle

They thought it best not to move him.

Gage lay in his old bedchamber at Septentrion, on the remains of the bed he’d slept in for many years. Under Boothe’s rule, the bed had been left to rot and pieces of it had been taken away for firewood, so Gage lay on a mattress on the floor with the remains of his bed around him.

At the moment, he wasn’t in a good way.

The wound itself had been deep, carving through his neck and shoulder, nicking a lung. He’d been having difficulty breathing since it happened several days ago, but he seemed to be well enough, considering. He was lucid though breathless from the nicked lung and he was able to sit up or even stand. Brian had brought his surgeon to Septentrion, a skilled healer who wasn’t much of a battle surgeon, but he did well with illnesses.

Brian’s arm was well on its way to healing after being nicked by a bolt and there were a few others, mostly Varro’s men, who had been injured in the battle at Septentrion, but miraculously, no one had been killed. Boothe’s men, however, were another story – there were almost fifty dead, mostly at the gatehouse and in the troop house that had been set on fire, but the rest had fled the day of the battle. There were only a few that remained behind and Gage had recognized those men as long-time de Reyne men, including a few who had been in on his ambush the day he’d been banished from Septentrion.

With his blessing, Brian let them remain.

But all of that hope with Gage’s injury, hope that it wasn’t as bad as it had initially looked, began to wane three days later. Gage developed a small fever, something the healer watched carefully, something he seemed to be able to tolerate from the third to the fourth day. On the fifth day, it grew worse and during the night from the fifth to the sixth day, it became critical. Overnight, Gage developed a raging fever and was unable to move his arm as the poison in the wound blossomed.

This was what they had all feared.

The healer brewed a willow bark potion to keep the fever at bay, but he also began fermenting something he called rotten tea. It was something he’d picked up from the man he’d apprenticed with, an old and wizened physic who had treatises from the Holy Land. A piece of bread was allowed to mold and then steeped in hot water for days until a blue fungus grew. It was then strained and the person with the sickness drank it.

Somehow, that blue fungus had miraculous properties that could abate the poison and the healer was hoping that would be the case with Gage, for the man’s fever was quite high. The next morning, he was no better and the healer was coming to think his time on earth was limited. Though Gage was strong physically, no man could hold out for long against such a high fever.

Decisions would soon have to be made.

At dawn, Brian and Clark stood in the doorway of Gage’s chamber, watching the man sleep listlessly on the lumpy mattress they’d managed to scrounge for him. His fever was raging and his body was weakening no matter how hard the physic worked, and he was working very hard. They watched as the old man with the stringy gray hair woke Gage to force him to drink more rotten tea before draining the poison out of his shoulder wound and scraping away any debris. It was excruciating for Gage, but the man never uttered a sound.

Brian finally stepped into the chamber.

“How does he fare this morning?” he asked.

The physic looked up at him. “No better, my lord,” he said. “He cannot continue this way for much longer.”

“Should I send for the priest?”

“Nay,” Gage responded, weakly, his eyes opening as he rolled his head in Brian’s direction. “No priest.”

“It might bring you comfort, Gage,” Brian said softly.

Gage grunted, a low and throaty sound. “Nay,” he said again. “Send the physic away. I must speak with you.”

The physic looked at Brian, who tilted his head towards the door. The old man shuffled out and Clark shut the door after him, leaving Brian alone with Gage.

There was a tense stillness in that moment. For a moment, they simply looked at one another as Brian waited for Gage to speak. Since the moment the bolt plowed into Gage’s body, there had never been any talk of death. Knights faced death on a daily basis and when one of their kind was injured, there was always hope until such hope simply wasn’t possible. At the moment, they still had hope.

No one was ready to give up.

“I do not believe you will be passing any time soon,” Brian finally said. “You are too strong, Gage. It is not your time.”

Gage gazed up at him, his eyes unnaturally bright within his pale face. “Where is Varro?” he asked. “Has he left?”

Brian shook his head. “Not yet,” he said. “But they are prepared to leave today. Varro will be up to see you in a few moments. They would like to remain, but they cannot spare the time to sit and be idle. Time is money in El Vibora’s world, or so I am told.”

Gage nodded, closing his eyes briefly as he did so. “I know,” he said weakly. “I am surprised they stayed this long. The task is over with. There is no need to linger.”

“True,” Brian said. “They were well paid for this, including what spoils they could carry, which really only amounted to some fine horses in the stables. Still, they took them. Varro has a white stallion he’s enamored with.”

Again, Gage nodded faintly. Then, he slowly extended a hand to Brian. It was a surprising gesture, but given how sick the man was, it was also a desperate and poignant one. Realizing this, Brian knelt down beside him and took his hand firmly. That warm human contact meant something, not as the competitors for Wynter’s hand.

As knight to knight.

It was a powerful moment.

“I have a confession to make,” Gage said as a lone tear trickled from his right eye and down his temple.

Brian’s brow furrowed. “What confession?”

Gage took a slow, deep breath. “I lied to you,” he said, squeezing the man’s hand. “About Lady Wynter. I lied to you and I must beg your forgiveness.”

Brian had already known that Gage had lied when he’d questioned him about his intentions towards Wynter, but he found it rather touching that Gage should be worried about it at this crucial time. Instead of thinking of his health, his future, he was worried about an offense he’d committed. Something he could have easily taken to the grave with him should it come to that. To Brian, that showed him the strength of Gage’s character, the mercenary who still had the soul of a knight.

He squeezed Gage’s hand in return.

“You had it the moment the words came forth,” he said. “You needn’t worry over it, Gage. I know that Lady Wynter loves you. I have always known.”

Gage started to weep, tears streaming from his eyes. “I am sorry, Brian,” he said. “Sorry I lied to you, sorry my phantom has come between you and the woman you wish to marry. If it matters, that was never my intention. I would have never knowingly hurt you.”

Because Gage was weeping, Brian was starting to feel a lump in his throat. The man was clearly not in his right mind, the usually cold knight having lost the ability to control his emotions. The fever and general weakness had seen to that.

“I know,” he said. “We are knights, you and I. We are men of honor. I know you would not do anything deliberate to hurt me.”

“My brother has done enough to you,” Gage said. “You did not need me compounding the offenses, so I am sorry I did not answer you directly when you asked me about Wynter. To be honest, I did not feel it was the time for such things. We were heading into battle and that was where our focus needed to be. But now that it is over, I can tell you the truth if you still wish to hear it.”

Brian could see how torn up he was. “You needn’t worry over anything right now,” he said. “You must rest if you are to get well and then we can discuss it when you are feeling better.”

“Nay,” Gage said with more strength than he felt. “I will discuss it now. I may not have the ability later. You see, when I was a young man and Wynter was following me everywhere, I used to call her my little sister. Did you know that?”

Brian shook his head. “I did not.”

Gage’s grip on his hand tightened. “She was my shadow,” he said. “I would be with my horse and look up to see her standing in the shadows. Or, I would be pissing in the garderobe only to hear her giggling somewhere behind me, hiding. She was an abominable pest.”

Brian fought off a grin. “I have not seen that side of her, much to my regret.”

Gage snorted. He was starting to shiver because of the fever, his jaw trembling as he spoke. “You would have done what I did,” he said. “I ran from her every chance I had, but there were moments when I did not run from her. I would take her out to the fields to ride her pony and wonder at the unbridled joy on her face as she did so. I could not fathom such joy. Or her father would ask me to play a game of Tiles with her in the great hall after sup, and we would sit by the fire and play the game. She was so very smart and I know she allowed me to win more than once. It wasn’t until later that I realized what a generous heart she had.”

Brian wasn’t sure how he felt about Gage speaking so about the woman he loved, realizing he had to fight down some jealousy. But he continued to hold the man’s hand tightly.

“What else do you remember?” he asked.

Gage’s entire body was trembling with chill. “I don’t know, really,” he said. “There were little things, like helping her with her lame pony. There were evenings when I was assigned the night watch and she would sneak out after she was supposed to be in bed, bringing me a blanket. She did that more than once. She was always there, always attentive, sometimes annoyingly so, but other times… it was very sweet.”

Brian smiled faintly. “Then she wasn’t as irritating as you have let on.”

Gage looked at him and he squeezed his hand tightly again. “She was but, somehow, she grew on me,” he said. “When Boothe forced me from Septentrion, I never gave Wynter another thought. I was too busy trying to survive to do so. I did not even think about her over the past six years because to have brought her memory into the vocation I had chosen… somehow, it was disrespectful. I should not remember Wynter de Thorington as I’m cutting an enemy into pieces and tossing those chunks into the river. Mayhap that is why I never thought of her… I was no longer worthy to think of her.”

Brian let go of his hand long enough to pull a dirty blanket over him because he was trembling steadily. It was an old horse blanket they had found in the stable, but it was all they had.

“Clark?” he called.

Clark opened the door. He had been standing on the landing the entire time. “Aye, my lord?”

Brian glanced at him. “Get someone in here with fuel for the fire,” he said. “Gage is burning with fever, but he’s also freezing to death.”

“Aye, my lord.”

“And find more blankets, too.”

Clark nodded, closing the door as he went to do his bidding. Brian returned his attention to Gage.

“You were saying that you did not feel worthy to think of her?” he said, returning to the subject. “That is understandable, but you should not feel guilty for surviving. You did what you had to do. You were fortunate you had an uncle to provide you the means.”

The shivering was bringing Gage pain in his shoulder and he shifted uncomfortably on the mattress.

“I’m very wealthy from it,” he said. “I have more money than my brother ever had and probably even my father. Being part of El Vibora’s army has been very lucrative and I had no intention of giving it up.”

Brian sat back on his heels, his gaze lingering on Gage because he felt there was more to that subject. “But you have changed your mind.”

Gage nodded, a jerky movement because he was shivering so. “I changed it when I saw Lady Wynter again,” he said. “I am so sorry, Brian. I didn’t realize you were vying for her hand until she told me, and then… I have no excuses. Even knowing that, I was drawn to her. My little sister had grown up into a magnificent woman. That annoying child is no more. She has conquered me in a way I could never imagine. But I lied to you about it and I am sorry I did that. Sorry that I wasn’t honest when you asked me to be.”

Brian wasn’t happy about it, but he understood. “As you said, our focus should have been elsewhere,” he said. “It was inappropriate for me to ask you that question at that time and, quite frankly, it is none of my affair. Your business is your own.”

“Not when it involves a woman we both want,” Gage said. He looked at the man for a few moments before continuing. “And I do want her. You should know that I have asked her to be my wife.”

Those words were the end of a dream as far as Brian was concerned – his dream. He sighed with resignation.

“What did she say?”

“She did not give me an answer, really,” he said. “She told me that she thought it was all a dream. I have not even spoken to her father yet, but I intend to. I am so very sorry about this, Brian, truly, but I must follow my heart. That is something I’ve never had to follow before.”

Brian smiled weakly. “It can lead you to ruin, so it is not a trustworthy guide.”

Gage smiled faintly. Even in his weakest moment, he could still see Brian’s acceptance and his pain. He could still see what his actions were causing.

But he had something to ask of the man.

“Will you do something for me?” he murmured.

“What can I do?”

“Will you send word to Wynter?” he said. “I told her I would go to Ashleven when the battle was over but, clearly, I cannot go. I do not wish for her to think that I am not a man of my word.”

Brian looked at the man, thinking a lot of things at that moment. Since they were speaking on the woman he very much wanted to marry, he could have viewed Gage as his mortal enemy. He could have denied him everything and let him die alone if, in fact, that was where he was headed. He could let the man die and then he could tell Wynter whatever he wanted about it – how Gage recanted any interest in her on his deathbed or a story to that effect. He could tell her anything at all to turn her against Gage. If he were a more scheming or vindictive man, he might very well do that.

But he couldn’t bring himself to.

Brian simply didn’t have a nasty bone in his body. He could see that Gage was struggling. More than likely, he probably wouldn’t live through the night. Brian had seen these fevers overtake men before, wounded men whose bodies were already weakened, and they usually went swiftly. He didn’t have any reason to think Gage would be any different even though he appeared stronger than most.

But Brian would feel terribly guilty if he didn’t do all he could to give the man comfort before he died. Gage had been wounded on a mission of Brian’s doing, after all, so in a sense, Brian was responsible.

He had to do what he could.

“Aye,” he said after a moment. “I will send her word. I will do it now. You will rest and I will do it now.”

Gage nodded, pushing aside the blanket once again to take Brian’s hand. “Thank you,” he said sincerely. “Tell her that I shall come when I am feeling better, but do not let her father know. I have not yet spoken to the earl and I do not want him to think me ill-mannered by speaking to his daughter without his permission. If you can tell her directly and not involve him, I would be grateful.”

“I understand.”

Brian started to turn away but Gage pulled on him, preventing him from moving. “One more thing,” he said, eyes brimming with tears. “Tell her… if I am unable to see her again, will you please tell her that my last thoughts were of her? Tell her that it is my wish for her to marry you and have a happy life. You will be a good husband, Brian. I know that you will be kind and fair to her and that is all I can wish for. If you want me to write it down so there will be no question, I will do it. Bring me a quill and I will do it.”

That selfless declaration shredded any last semblance Brian had of jealousy. He felt absolutely guilt-stricken hearing it and he didn’t know why. All he knew was that it had something to do with Gage possibly being a better man than he was because in Gage’s shoes, he wasn’t sure if he would have been able to do the same thing. The lump returned to his throat as he squeezed Gage’s hand before tucking it back under the blanket.

“I will tell her,” he muttered tightly. “Sleep, now. I will return.”

Gage was still shivering but he closed his eyes, his poor body fighting off the horrendous poison that filled it. Brian stood up, his gaze lingering on Gage for a moment before he quit the chamber. Even as he hit the stairs down to the keep entry, he knew what he had to do.

For Gage, he had to.

He had a woman to see.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


“What did he say, m’lord? Will he help you?”

Boothe was a little drunk as a result of the wine he’d had at Ashleven and the drink had fueled his rage. He was on horseback, an animal he’d stolen when he’d fled Septentrion, and he had about a dozen men with him, half of them mounted, half not. They were sharing mounts that they’d stolen or taken from the Septentrion stables when the battle began, and four of the men were archers with full quivers.

It wasn’t quite an army, but it was all he had.

They had been waiting in a cluster of trees about a mile from Ashleven. They’d stayed off any main roads, instead, using the fields and smaller paths to make their way over to the Earl of Ashington’s castle. It had taken a few days to do it because the men had scattered when Septentrion had been taken. Boothe had spent all that time gathering what men he could before proceeding to Ashleven but, as he’d discovered, that destination had been for naught.

“Nay,” Boothe said, breathing heavily from the exertion of rushing away from Ashleven. “That bastard Ashington is siding with de Luci. We shall receive no help from him.”

That wasn’t good news for the Septentrion men. There were so few of them left from the battle that they had virtually no chance of reclaiming anything. They looked at each other, with concern, wondering what Boothe was going to do next.

“You have your cousin to the north, Lord Hartlepool,” one man suggested. “Why not ask for his help? You are his kin and he must help you.”

Boothe shook his head. He’d already had this conversation with his Northman knight, a man he’d not seen since before the battle started. He had no idea what had happened to him.

“Nay,” he said. “He’ll not help me.”

“But what of the Newcastle garrison?” the same man pressed. “What of Prudhoe Castle? Surely they will come to your aid.”

Boothe was at his wits’ end. He wasn’t accustomed to such stress or exhaustion and he was afraid it was going to cause him to make a bad decision. He was starting to feel some desperation but trying not to. He wasn’t able to aptly deal with it.

He glanced up at the sky.

“Dusk will soon be upon us,” he muttered, wiping a hand over his face. “We must find a place to rest. I need time to think.”

One of the archers, a skinny old man with a deadly aim, looked at him fearfully. “What shall we do, my lord?” he asked. “Where shall we go?”

Boothe didn’t know, but he didn’t want to say so. He was verging on panic, too, but he couldn’t lower himself to that level. Not yet. He had to present a strong front for his men who were looking to him for salvation. For them, he always had to appear in control even if he wasn’t.

A thought occurred to him.

“To Whiteside,” he said. “To my hunting lodge. De Luci may have taken my castle, but he’s not taken the lodge. We’ll go there and prepare our response to this… this travesty.”

Feeling marginally comforted that at least they now had a place to go, the men began to move out. Boothe spurred his mount forward, back onto the smaller road they had taken to reach Ashleven.

They headed west, towards the small hunting lodge of Whiteside, as the sun began to set. They raced along the uneven road, but their pace eventually slowed because of the condition of the road. Night fell as they continued to travel through the hills and dales of the valley that ran between Hexham and Carlisle, an area they all knew well. It was wild land at times, overgrown in places, but also full of sheep in others. They passed huddled flocks as they went.

Fortunately, the mist that had been so prevalent for the past several weeks, the one that had shielded de Luci’s army, wasn’t hovering on this night, so their travel was relatively clear beneath a half-moon. However, the further west they went, the more muddled the road became until they were unable to do more than simply pick their way through it.

That slowed their progress tremendously.

As the night crested and headed into early morning, they found themselves picking their way through a road that had been mostly washed away by flood waters from the North Tyne River. Knowing this land as he did, Boothe knew this wasn’t an unusual occurrence, but when they finally reached the river, they saw that the bridge across it had been washed away.

Boothe grunted in disbelief.

“There is no way to reach Whiteside this way,” he said. “The river is too wide and deep here to try and take the horses across.”

The old archer was next to him on a sweating, exhausted horse. “We can go further south, my lord,” he said. “We would be closer to Septentrion, however, but it might be the only way to get across. If we go north, the road is rougher and the river is wider. We may not be able to cross at all.”

Boothe knew that. The problem was exactly what the old archer mentioned – if they traveled south where they would almost certainly be able to cross the river, they would be passing near the road that led to Septentrion, which was located less than a mile from the crossing. Not that Boothe expected to be seen because he was positive that the greedy bastards who took his castle were tucked inside of the walls like vermin tucked tight on a dog, but the fact remained that he could very well be spotted.

Unfortunately, he had little choice.

They had to reach Whiteside.

Therefore, Boothe could only nod at the old man and, together, the group headed south along a road that hadn’t been damaged by the river’s flooding. It was smooth travel until they reached the junction where the road they were traveling upon intersected with a larger road. If he went to the south, he would run into the road that led straight to Septentrion. If he went north, he could cross the river and reach Whiteside within the hour. They paused at the intersection, clearly seeing the road to the south, when one of the men suddenly hissed.

“My lord!” he gasped. “Riders!”

Straight ahead was a heavy growth of trees, a vast cluster that lined the road a good portion of the way towards Septentrion. Though Boothe could have directed his men to head north immediately and forget about the riders that were coming from the east on the road to Septentrion, there was a large part of him that wanted to see who those riders were. Perhaps messengers riding for de Luci or perhaps even more soldiers. In any case, curiosity had the best of him and he spurred his exhausted horse forward.

The entire group charged into the trees lining the road, losing themselves in the foliage as the two riders heading towards Septentrion crested a small hill and brought them towards the trees. The sky was starting to lighten up, so he could see a knight and someone in a cloak riding beside him. As the knight drew closer, Boothe could clearly see the Tynedale tunic.

Rage filled him. Here, he saw an opportunity and he motioned his archers to prepare their weapons. He pointed to the knight with the tunic and they understood. They waited until the knight and his companion rode past them before launching their bolts. Four were released and two struck the knight in the back, who teetered but didn’t fall. Boothe was hoping for a hostage or a dead man he could strip, but the knight remained on the horse as he continued on towards Septentrion.

Boothe stepped out onto the road, watching the pair ride away. Even if it was just one knight, he considered it a small victory. One Tynedale knight in payback for the dozens of de Reyne men that had been lost.

He hoped Brian de Luci would suffer somehow.

Little did he know how much.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Ashleven Castle

Wynter was supposed to be in bed, but she couldn’t manage it. She was sitting in her window seat, gazing out over the northern fields again, rolling Boothe’s visit over and over in her mind.

That horrible, horrible visit.

She didn’t faint as much as she simply blacked out. She ended up on her knees, her shock so great that her mind seemed unable to comprehend it. She had never lost consciousness, though. She simply couldn’t think at all.

Her mind went blank.

Etienne had carried her up to her bedchamber with John on his heels, summoning Maryann as he went. Maryann had been in the kitchens and it had taken several minutes before she appeared. With John’s whispered explanation, she had rushed to her daughter’s side to try and be of some comfort, but not because she liked Gage.

She simply didn’t want her daughter to be so upset.

Maryann was gone now, having gone back to the kitchens to find something to tempt her daughter with. Oddly enough, Spring remained in the chamber, too concerned for her sister to leave her alone but not knowing what to say that might bring comfort. Summer was there, also, but Autumn was off weeping. Gage had saved her from the crazed man in Durham and news of his death had hit her hard.

But it hadn’t hit Wynter yet.

She was still dazed, still in denial.

“Wynnie?” Spring finally said. “Let me help you with the costume. It looks as if it is almost finished. We should finish it and get it off the floor. It might get dirty.”

Wynter was gazing from the window, hardly moving but for her breathing. She didn’t respond. Spring looked to Summer, who was gazing at Wynter with great concern.

“Wynnie?” Summer said. “Can we help you get it off the floor? If you don’t want to finish it now, at least we can…”

“He wants to marry me, you know,” Wynter said, interrupting her sister. “He told me he would return. He would not lie to me, not now. Boothe was simply being hateful. He was trying to hurt me because Papa would not send his army to support him.”

“I believe that, too,” Summer said, moving closer to her sister. “Boothe is a wicked man. I am sure Clark and Gage are on their way to Ashleven as we speak. If Boothe is running loose, that must mean they are searching for him, don’t you think?”

Wynter looked at her sister. “I do,” she said. “I do think they must be looking for him, but Gage said he would come to Ashleven as soon as he could. He will be coming any day now, any hour.”

Summer nodded firmly, trying to give her sister some hope and encouragement. It was the first time in over an hour that Wynter wasn’t simply staring out of the window as if she were frozen.

“I agree,” Summer said, quickly motioning to Spring. “We’ll help you get the garment off the floor and then we can help you dress for sup. The sun will soon be setting.”

Wynter looked at her sister in puzzlement. “Why should I dress?” she asked. “I am dressed appropriately enough.”

“Not if Gage is coming,” Summer said. “Don’t you want to look your best if he comes tonight?”

As Wynter pondered that, Spring stood by the costume on the floor, looking at her eldest sister with some concern.

“But what about Brian?” she asked. “Won’t he be coming to Ashleven, too, when the battle is over?”

Summer cast Spring a look to kill. “Brian will be busy with the conquest of Septentrion,” she said, furious that her sister had interjected de Luci into the conversation. “We are not speaking of Brian right now. We are speaking of Gage because that is who Wynnie wishes to see.”

She was trying to steer Spring back to Gage as the topic of conversation, but Spring was being deliberately stubborn about it.

“But Brian is who Papa wants her to marry,” Spring said, rather angrily. “And now she’s speaking of Gage? Wynnie, did he really ask for your hand?”

Wynter wasn’t oblivious to the fact that Spring was being belligerent. That was typical with her so, in a sense, it brought some normalcy into the situation, something she desperately needed.

“I thought you would be happy about it,” she said to Spring. “That way, you can marry Brian and I will not be in the way, although I cannot guarantee that even if I am not an obstacle that Brian will want to marry you.”

Spring stiffened. “You said he would if I was obedient and kind,” she said. “I never got the chance the last time we were at Langley because he was busy with that mercenary. I never got to speak to him at all!”

Wynter was starting to come out of her fog a little bit. Battles with Spring always had a grounding effect on her. “You spent your time chasing Bull around, you little fool,” she said. “If you want to impress Brian, why were you following Bull like a lost puppy?”

Spring’s pale cheeks flushed a dull red. “I wasn’t following him,” she said. “I had not seen him in a very long time and wanted to hear of his travels.”

Wynter shook her head and looked at Summer. “You saw it,” she said. “She followed him all around the great hall until the man finally fled in terror. And she wonders why Brian did not speak to her?”

Summer usually didn’t get involved in the frequent conflicts between her older sisters, but in this case, Wynter was correct. Spring had made a bit of an ass out of herself at Langley when they had briefly stopped.

“Mayhap we should all dress for sup tonight,” Summer said, trying to change the subject. “Wynnie, I will curl your hair if you wish with the hot iron Mama purchased for me last month. Would you like to try it?”

Wynter knew that Summer was trying to keep the conversation civil before her two older sisters were flying at each other with claws out. Sweet Summer was always the peacemaker. Therefore, she shrugged and backed down a little, bending over her garment on the floor to figure out the best way to lift it when there was a knock at the door.

“Enter,” she said.

“My lady?”

It was Etienne and he didn’t open the door, which was usual with him. The man was terrified to do something offensive with the young ladies, so he simply knocked again until Wynter stepped over her garment and opened the door herself.

“What is it?” she asked.

He looked at her, a little closely. “Are you feeling better, my lady?”

Wynter nodded. “I am well enough,” she said. “Is that what you wished to know?”

Etienne looked at Summer and Spring in the chamber, picking up the garment on the floor between them. They were occupied so he fixed on her and lowered his voice.

“De Luci is here,” he said quietly. “He says that he must see you immediately.”

Wynter’s eyes widened. “He… he’s here?” she stammered. “Where is… did Gage not come, too?”

Etienne was trying not to raise his voice. “De Luci is in the stable,” he muttered. “Your father has not seen him yet. He says you are to come alone, immediately.”

Wynter was baffled by the request. “But… I do not understand,” she said. “Why does he want to see me? Why not my father?”

“I do not know,” Etienne said. “But it seems urgent. You must come.”

Wynter started to quiver. Something was wrong, she could feel it. Without another word, she slipped out and raced down the stairs, through the entry of the keep and past her father’s solar door. She could hear him inside, speaking to someone, but from the angle of the door, he couldn’t see her.

She raced out of the keep with Etienne on her heels.

The sun had already set, but there was still a faint glow on the western horizon as she made her way out to the stables. In fact, she was running by the time she hit the stable yard. Etienne let her go on ahead, mostly because he didn’t need to be part of any conversation Tynedale wanted to have with Wynter, especially when the man wanted to court her. So, he hung back, watching Wynter as she disappeared into the stables from a distance.

The interior of the stables was dark at this hour but for a single oil lamp hanging on a beam overhead. As soon as Wynter entered, she could see Brian standing near one of the stalls. She collected the lamp and made her way to him.

“Brian?” she said, bewildered. “What in the world are you doing out here? Are you well?”

“I am well, my lady.”

“Boothe was here. He told us that you took Septentrion. Where is Gage?”

Brian looked exhausted. In the weak light of the oil lamp, Wynter could see that he was in full armor, filthy and grimy and streaked with blood. The man had clearly been in a battle.

His pale eyes were fixed on her.

“I know Boothe was here,” he said, avoiding the question about Gage. “Etienne told me.”

But Wynter wasn’t that foolish. She was aware he had avoided the question and it was a struggle not to panic. “Brian,” she said slowly. “Where is Gage?”

Brian took a deep breath. “At Septentrion,” he said. “He took a bolt to the neck. He is in a bad way and he has asked for you. I’ve come to bring you to him.”

Wynter stared at him a moment before sucking in a sharp breath and slapping a hand over her mouth. “Sweet Mary,” she gasped, tears immediately springing to her eyes. “Boothe said he had been killed!”

Brian shook his head. “Nay, not killed,” he said. “But he is injured. He wanted me to give you a message but I’ve come to bring you to him instead. Given the volatile nature of the situation at Septentrion, I was not sure if your father would let you go with me, so that is why I have not announced my arrival. Septentrion is a compromised castle, but that is where Gage is. We must take the risk.”

Instead of collapsing in tears, Wynter showed surprising strength after her initial outburst. She could see how strained Brian was and it occurred to her how selfless he was in this moment. He was going to take the woman he loved to the man she loved.

The irony wasn’t lost on her.

“Brian,” she said softly. “How much did Gage tell you about… me? About us?”

Brian’s weary gaze lingered on her. “He told me enough,” he said. “Though you have denied he was the reason you would never consent to a betrothal, I always knew. Gage has simply confirmed it.”

Wynter looked at him with great remorse in her expression. “I never meant to deliberately lie to you about it,” she said. “It was simply that he had been gone for so long and I never thought he would return, so I saw no reason to give you the name of the man who stood between us. I did not want you hating Gage for something he could not help. Everything was my fault, Brian, truly. You must not blame him.”

Brian shook his head. “I never believed that you were deliberately lying to me, but that you were simply in denial,” he said. “Wynter, we are speaking as friends now. Remember? You asked if we could be friends and I agreed. If that is the only way I can have you in my life, as a friend, then I will take it and be grateful for it. I will admit that I am disappointed, but it is simply something I shall have to overcome. I would rather have you for a friend than an enemy.”

Wynter smiled with relief, with gratitude, and reached out to gently squeeze his hand. “As would I,” she said. “You are truly a treasure, Brian. If I had a brother, I should like him to be just like you.”

Brian shook his head wryly. “That is not something I wish to hear coming out of your mouth where it pertains to me,” he said. “But, as I said, if that is the only way we can be part of one another’s lives, then so be it.”

Her smile faded. “As my brother, tell me how bad Gage is. Truly.”

Brian lifted his eyebrows. “Bad enough,” he said quietly. “We really must leave. I realize we will be riding at night, but I do not want to wait until morning. He may not… well, every moment is precious. You must trust me.”

He didn’t want to tell her that he didn’t think Gage would last the night, but he’d said enough that she knew. He could tell by her expression that she understood. In fact, his words seemed to fire Wynter’s sense of urgency. If Brian was willing to risk night travel when the moon wasn’t too terribly bright, then things must be bad, indeed. But at least they didn’t have the mist that had been so heavy as of late.

God had shown some mercy this night.

Without further thought, Wynter swung into action and prepared her palfrey swiftly. Grabbing a cloak from a peg in the stable, a heavy oilcloth cloak that the stable servants used when the weather was poor, she donned the heavy cloak over the dark blue woolen garment she was wearing and pulled the hood low to make sure her face was covered.

With Etienne’s help, Brian and Wynter slipped through the postern gate of Ashleven on this cold, damp night. Etienne offered to go with them, but Brian instructed him to remain behind should John begin to wonder where his daughter was. Etienne was the only one who knew where she had gone. Etienne reluctantly agreed, watching the two of them head off into the moonlit landscape, back the nearly thirty miles to Langley Castle.

He found himself praying that the weather held.

For Gage’s sake.

No man should have to die alone.

In fact, the weather did hold. For a land that had been so firmly entrenched in mist over the past few weeks, it was a strangely clear evening. The moon provided some light, but it wasn’t ideal. Brian led the way on his warhorse, a hearty beast who liked to stretch his legs, and they traveled one of the more well-used roads that headed southwest so the terrain was smoother. It was difficult to see any holes in the road as they went, so they couldn’t go as fast as Brian would have liked. A nearly thirty-mile trek would take most of the night, but they had no choice.

Onward, they went.

The land was relatively flat between Ashington and Septentrion, but the growth on the side of the road was heavy. Lots of greenery and bushy hedges, trees and the like. Nightbirds flew overhead as they went by. But those bushes were also a perfect place for men to hide for an ambush.

They hoped it didn’t come to that.

The night deepened and although the fog didn’t roll in from the sea, the moisture in the air was heavy. Everything was slick, including the road. Wynter’s cloak was covered with water, but fortunately the cloth was oiled so it didn’t soak through. Her face, however, was damp and pinched from the cold and as the night wore on, she grew increasingly exhausted. She wasn’t used to riding hard like this. Near the village of Horsley, Brian finally came to a halt.

Wynter pulled up alongside him.

“What is it?” she asked. “Why did you stop?”

He pointed south. “Prudhoe Castle,” he said. “See it?”

The moon was lower in the sky now and there was a faint glow on the eastern horizon as dawn approached, but Wynter could see the pinpricks of light in the distance.

“I think so,” she said. “I see torches, I think.”

Brian nodded. “You do,” he said. “Prudhoe is a great ally of Gage’s cousin, Creed de Reyne. Creed used to serve there, from what I recall.”

Wynter looked at him. “Do you know Creed?”

Brian nodded. “A little,” he said. “Lord Hartlepool is a great man in these parts. In fact, this whole area is what they used to call the de Reyne dominion, a land dominated by a family that goes back centuries. De Luci and de Reyne have been allies for generations. We used to be… friends.”

Wynter was still looking at him, sensing regret in his tone. “It will be that way again,” she said. “Boothe is no longer in command of Septentrion. It will become your property now. And Gage… he will make a much better ally than his brother.”

Brian looked at her, impressed that she wasn’t breaking down in hysterics at the mention of Gage, considering what was waiting for her at Septentrion. He admired her strength but he suspected, once she saw Gage, that the strength would waver. Brian knew what he left behind at Septentrion; she did not.

Perhaps ignorance was best right now.

“He will,” he said, unwilling to elaborate. “But I would like to know where Boothe is. I wish your father had thrown him in the vault when he came to Ashleven. A wandering Boothe de Reyne is never a good thing.”

Wynter looked around the darkened landscape. “Do you think he is around here?”

Brian shrugged. “It is difficult to say,” he said. “He received no help from your father, so Etienne said, so it’s possible that he has run to another ally, somewhere. Or it’s equally possible he’s come back to his lands. As I recall, there is a hunting lodge to the north that I seem to remember Gage’s father was fond of. He took my father there on more than one occasion. But I do not know anything about it other than it belongs to Boothe, so mayhap he has gone there to determine his next move. If there is a next move.”

Wynter didn’t like that thought. In fact, talk of Boothe was starting to upset her. Without another word, she dug her heels into the sides of her horse and they both took off down the road again. They were drawing closer to Septentrion now, perhaps less than an hour away, so time was of the essence.

More than they knew.

The eastern horizon continued to lighten as daybreak approached and it was easier to see the land around them now. Brian knew they were getting close to Septentrion, passing through a crossroads and continuing through the same clusters of trees that his army had passed through several days ago. Trees made him nervous, just like the bushes and high hedgerows had made him nervous since leaving Ashleven, because they could hide danger. He would be glad when they got through them.

He needed to get Wynter to safety.

To Gage.

But that was his last coherent thought as two bolts plowed into his back, in rapid succession, with more missing both Wynter and the horses. Wynter yelped with fear and horror, having seen both bolts go into Brian’s upper back as he rode slightly ahead of her. As he slumped forward, she managed to slap his horse on the rear as hard as she could. The big warhorse, frightened, leapt into a gallop as Wynter followed. But she managed to look over her shoulder to see if they were being pursued and by the weak morning light, she swore she saw a man wearing the blue and yellow de Reyne tunic.

She would swear that until the day she died.

Wynter spent the rest of the harried ride to Septentrion trying to keep Brian from falling from his horse.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


“Lay him on his side. On his side, I say! Be careful!”

It was panic at Septentrion Castle as Clark and Laurence carried Brian into a chamber on the entry floor of Septentrion’s mighty keep, one that looked as if it used to be a solar at one time. It was cluttered and dirty, like every other room in the keep. Under the direction of the old physic, who went by the name of Flush, they placed Brian on the cold Roman tile as Wynter used her cloak for a pillow. As she knelt over Brian, who was only half-conscious, she put her hands on his shoulders to both comfort and steady him as men rushed all around her.

“Someone help him!” she shouted. “What are you waiting for? He needs help!”

Flush was instructing Clark and Laurence as to what he needed. As it turned out, Varro hadn’t left yet, not with his nephew so ill. Varro, Azul, and Wyeth were in the doorway, greatly distressed at the sight of Tynedale with two big bolts sticking out of his back. As Wynter held Brian stead while the old physic finally got in behind him to inspect the damage, Varro turned to his men.

“Get the men on the walls now,” he ordered quietly. “And send out patrols. I want Boothe and his rogues found. They did this; I know they did this. This attack on Tynedale shall not go unanswered. Move.”

Azul and Wyeth rushed off, unconcerned that Varro was now taking an active role in a situation he was no longer being paid for. Because Gage had a stake in this, so did they. In fact, Varro now seemed to be in command of the entire fortress with both Gage and Brian down, so he took control of the situation, instructing soldiers and servants to hurry with the hot water and whatever else the physic needed. His shouting was lifting the roof.

The situation, in truth, was chaotic.

Wynter, too, was swept up in Brian’s injuries. The poor man needed help, but now that they were at Septentrion, her attention inevitably turned to Gage, who was also somewhere in these walls. She desperately wanted to get to him, but Brian’s need seemed more immediate. At least, he was right in front of her and she simply couldn’t leave him as he lay there with two big bolts in his back. But Brian, who was floating in and out of consciousness, must have sensed her dilemma. With his eyes lolling back in his head as he tried to open them, he lifted a hand to Wynter.

“My lady,” he said weakly. “Gage is up the stairs. You must go to him right away.”

Wynter caught his hand and squeezed it. “I will,” she said. “But I must help you first.”

“Nay,” Brian said, now with blood appearing on his lips as he bled internally. “Nay, do not wait. That is what you have come here for. He is waiting for you. You must go.”

More blood was coming out of his mouth now that he had been laid upon the ground. Wynter grabbed the hem of her gown and held it up to his mouth, gently wiping the blood away.

“You will stop ordering me about, please,” she said, trying to keep the conversation light in the midst of such tragedy. “I will go to him soon enough. You needn’t worry.”

Brian tried to say something, but more blood was coming from his mouth and he ended up coughing, spraying it on her chest and arms. Wynter glanced up at the physic with concern, but the old man was focused on the bolts. More men appeared, carrying boiled rags and bowls of hot water, and as Wynter clutched Brian’s hand, the old physic had the men hold Brian steady while he ripped the bolts from his back. One came out easily, but one held fast and it took three tries to pull it free.

Brian never did more than grunt in what was surely intense agony.

Wynter, however, was quickly losing her composure. Brian was bleeding from his mouth and nose and although she couldn’t see it, he was evidently bleeding heavily from the wounds on his back as well. He was hit between his shoulder blades, where all kinds of important organs and veins were located. She could see the physic furiously trying to stop the bleeding with the rags, holding them fast against the man’s back and applying pressure. But as soon as he’d do it, he’d soak the rag through and grab for another. The blood simply wasn’t stopping. At one point, the old physic glanced up and caught her eyes, shaking his head faintly.

That told Wynter everything she needed to know.

Brian was dying.

Struggling not to weep at the realization, Wynter leaned over Brian so she could see his face. She didn’t know what to say to a dying man, so she said the first thing that came to mind.

“Brian?” she said softly. “The physic has removed the bolts. He is stopping the bleeding, but you must rest. Once everything is settled, we will move you to a bed. Mayhap next to Gage. You two can convalesce together and trade war stories.”

Brian could hardly open his eyes. “I… can think of a better way to convalesce,” he muttered weakly. “But… I suspect that will not happen.”

“What will not happen?” Wynter said.

Brian forced his eyes open and turned his head slightly to look at her. “’Tis all right, my lady,” he murmured. “I know… this is the end. You do not have to lie to me about it.”

Wynter tried to keep a brave face. She struggled with it but it was a losing battle. Tears filled her eyes, spilling over, and she leaned forward, resting her forehead against his head in a gesture of comfort. She very much wanted to give the man some comfort in his last moments.

“I am sorry,” she wept softly. “If you had not come for me, this would not have happened. My God, Brian, I have killed you. I am so sorry.”

He shushed her softly. “You did no such thing,” he mumbled. “It was… my honor. It has been… my honor to know you, Lady Wynter. But I would ask you…”

He faded off and Wynter lifted her head, seeing that her tears had trickled onto his face. She wiped them away gently.

“Ask me what?” she whispered tightly. “Ask me anything, Brian.”

His breathing seemed to have slowed and it took him a moment to respond. “Will you visit my grave from time to time?” he said, barely audible. “I have… no one, you see. No one who will remember me with fondness. Will… will you remember me once in a while?”

It was the most pathetic plea Wynter had ever heard and her face crumpled. “I will remember you every day for the rest of my life,” she wept. “I am so sorry we could not wed, Brian. I am sorry if I hurt you. But I swear to you that I love you as a sister should love a brother and I further swear that I shall visit your grave. You will never be forgotten, I promise.”

A lone tear trickled from Brian’s eye as he lay there, eyes closed, growing paler and weaker. There was more blood coming from his mouth, a mouth that worked for a moment before he was able to speak.

“I… love you, you know,” he whispered. “As a man loves a woman. I… would have loved you for all time had you let me.”

Wynter tried not to sob. “I know,” she murmured, kissing the man on the forehead. “You are a great and noble man. Your life and deeds will be well remembered by my entire family, so you will never be forgotten. In fact, if I ever have a son, I will name him Brian in your honor. He will go on to do great and noble things, like you did. He will know the greatness of the man he was named for, I promise.”

She couldn’t continue because she was weeping so hard. It was all coming out in squeaky tones, hardly able to understand. But Brian weakly squeezed her hand.

“Thank you,” he whispered. “It means… everything to me. That… that you should remember me well.”

“I will,” Wynter said, running gentle fingers over his head before laying a comforting hand on his forehead. She could see that his lips were turning blue, a sure sign that death was imminent. “I promise that I will. Now, I will remain here until… until you sleep. You will not be alone, not for a moment, dearest Brian. I will stay until you sleep.”

Brian, unable to reply, weakly squeezed her hand. She squeezed it in return, holding his hands tightly as the life drained out of him. When he breathed his last and his grip finally went slack, she knew she had lost him.

Brian de Luci was gone.

With a loud wail, Wynter collapsed on him, wrapping her arms around his head and shoulders, holding the man the way he’d always wanted her to hold him in life. But in death was the best she could do and she was greatly remorseful for it. She held him and wept over him until the sunlight from the new day began to stream in through the lancet windows of the solar and she had no more tears left to give.

Brian was dead and there was nothing she could do about it.

But, God… it was so heartbreaking.

In time, Wynter finally sat up from Brian, wiping her face as she focused on the man one last time. He looked… peaceful. So very peaceful. But in looking at him, she was also reminded of why she had come. What Brian had died for. He’d died bringing her to the man she loved. She pulled her hand from Brian’s grip, which was stiffening up, and covered him up completely with her cloak. She tucked it in around him, a final gesture of care for the man who had wasted his life chasing her. At least, that was the way Wynter looked at it. She wasn’t sure she could ever forgive herself for it, but she couldn’t think about that now.

She had a man to see.

Kissing Brian’s head one last time, she stood up on weary legs and turned to see Laurence and Clark standing in the doorway. They were watching her with a great deal of sorrow, both of them, their attention moving between her and Brian on the floor.

Wynter took a deep breath and squared her shoulders.

“Where is Gage?” she asked, her voice dull with sorrow. “Please don’t tell me I am going to find him in the same condition as Brian.”

Laurence shook his head. “He is upstairs, sleeping,” he said. “The physic said that his fever broke sometime last night, so we can thank God for that, my lady. It was unexpected, but certainly not unwelcome.”

“He is no longer in danger?”

“The physic does not seem to think so.”

Wynter sighed heavily, with great relief upon hearing the news, and fresh tears came to her eyes. Brian had been so eager to return her quickly because he had been convinced Gage wouldn’t survive the night.

But he had.

And Brian hadn’t.

“Make sure he is well tended,” she said, pointing to Brian. “Put him someplace cool and cover him until we can summon the priest. We must honor him, Bull. He risked his life for me and died because of it.”

Laurence nodded, his brow lined with stress. “We will, I promise,” he said. “I will summon the priest immediately, but meanwhile, let me take you to Gage. You should be aware, however, that he does not know you are coming. De Luci did not tell him he had gone to fetch you and we did not tell him.”

Her brow furrowed. “Gage did not send him?”

Laurence shook his head. “Brian chose to do that on his own. He knew you would want to be with him.”

Wynter wiped the trickle of a tear from her right eye. “Of course I would,” she whispered. “It seems that he made a choice for me that cost him everything.”

“He did it because it was the right thing to do, my lady,” Laurence said softly. “And if you were to ask him, he would tell you that he’d do it again without hesitation.”

The tears were returning, but Wynter fought them. “Please,” she murmured tightly. “Take me to Gage.”

Laurence did.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


He awoke to snoring.

Gage wasn’t quite sure what it was. Flat on his back, the same position he’d been in since his wound went poisonous, he found himself staring at the cracked ceiling of the chamber, hearing a gentle and rhythmic snore coming from somewhere inside the room. Someone was in the chamber with him.

He was almost afraid to look.

It took him a moment to realize that he wasn’t trembling. He wasn’t cold. His eyeballs didn’t feel hot, either. They had felt as if they had been on fire the entire time he had been with fever. Lifting his left arm, since it was the only one he could move, he touched his own forehead.

He was cool to the touch.

“How do you feel?”

The old physic, Flush, was suddenly in his face, whispering. Gage blinked at the sight of the old man before moving his body slightly. He moved his right arm, just a tiny bit, and was met with pain and stiffness.

“I think I feel better,” he said, raspy.

Flush grunted. “’Tis a miracle,” he said. “I thought for certain that we would lose you, but it seems the rotten tea has done its job. Praise be.”

“Then I will live?”

“You will live.”

Gage couldn’t help the shock. Delight, but also shock. “I am thirsty,” he said. “May I have something to drink?”

The old man nodded, producing a cup of something and helping Gage lift his head so he could drink it. It was water, but it also had some kind of fruit pulp in it. It was very satisfying. When he was finished, he lowered his head but not before he caught sight of a body a couple of feet away. Since he couldn’t turn his head to the right very far, he couldn’t see who it was.

“Who is in here with me?” he asked.

The physic looked over at the snoring body. “Lady Wynter de Thorington,” he said before returning his attention to Gage. “Ashington’s daughter, I’m told. She is exhausted, so let her sleep. Keep your voice down.”

Gage’s eyes widened. “Wynter?” he gasped weakly. “Why? What is she doing here?”

The physic began to peel away the bandages on Gage’s neck and shoulder. “De Luci went to fetch her,” he said, inspecting a wound that was finally starting to heal after days of painful debridement. There was no more sign of poison that he could see. “He brought her back this morning, but they’d been traveling all night, so she fell asleep. She did not want to wake you to announce her arrival.”

Gage wanted very much to turn and look at her, but his wound made that impossible. “De Luci brought her to me?” he said, shock in his tone. “I asked him to send her a missive. I never asked him to bring her to me.”

The physic used a bit of wine to wipe clean the wound, something he’d been doing from the start. “As I said, we didn’t know if you’d survive the night,” he said. “Your fever was raging yesterday and de Luci went to fetch your lady because of it. He didn’t want you to die alone.”

Gage stared at the old man a moment. “God’s bones,” he muttered. “So he went all the way to Ashleven Castle to retrieve her?”

“He did. And it cost him.”

Gage’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

The old physic grunted, clearly reluctant to tell him, but he’d come this far. The man had a right to know.

“They were ambushed right before they reached Septentrion,” he said, his voice surprisingly gentle. “De Luci took two bolts to the back. He did not survive, but the lady was unharmed.”

Shock rippled across Gage’s usually emotionless face as he realized what the physic was telling him.

He did not survive.

“Dear God,” he breathed, the impact of Brian’s death washing over him causing him to raise his voice. “Dear God, it cannot be. Brian is dead?”

“He is, my lord.”

A wall of guilt slammed into him, seeping into every pore, every crack. The physic went back to tending his wound, but Gage turned his head away, listening to Wynter’s rhythmic snoring as he pondered the shocking news. He remembered some of what he had told Brian the night before, how he’d begged him to relay a message to her.

If I am unable to see her again, will you please tell her that my last thoughts were of her.

Never, at any time, did he expect Brian to fetch her, but the man had done it of his own accord. An utterly selfless man who would fetch the woman he loved for the man she loved. There was such horrific irony in that realization that Gage could hardly comprehend it. In fact, Gage wasn’t even sure that he could have done the same thing if the roles were reversed. But Brian hadn’t seen it that way.

And he’d paid for that generosity with his life.

Gage had no doubt who was responsible for the ambush, no doubt in his mind. He knew that Boothe and whatever remnants of his army that the man could scrounge together were in the woods and fields around Septentrion. They may not have known they were ambushing Brian, but they were waiting to ambush someone related to the new presence at the castle.

It just happened to be Brian.

What a horrible tragedy.

Perhaps he and Brian had been competing for the same woman. Perhaps there had been the potential for a bitter rivalry there, but it had never come to fruition because of Brian’s good character. Had Brian behaved any differently in the circumstances, behaving in a way that could have offended Gage, then perhaps the situation would have been different. Perhaps there would have been something bitter and intense between them. But Brian never let that happen.

Neither had Gage.

El Viento del Norte, the man as cold as ice, did something at that moment that he’d never done before.

He shed a few tears for his friend.

Aye, his friend. A quiet, serious man who had never lived a wild or terrible life. He’d lived a good one and that goodness, that kindness, had cost him in the end. But Gage knew one thing – he wasn’t going to let it go unanswered while there was breath left in his body.

He was going to punish those responsible.

As he lay there and let the quiet tears fall for Brian, Flush finished cleaning up his wound and rebandaged his neck and shoulder. When he was finished, Gage wiped what tears were left on his face and turned to him.

“Who is in command now?” he asked.

Flush was putting a few things back in his satchel. “The man from Navarre,” he said. “De Soto.”

Gage’s brow furrowed with surprise. “He is still here?”

The physic nodded. “He is,” he said. “De Vries and de Becque are still here, also. The castle is well-guarded if that is your worry.”

It wasn’t. “Where is de Luci?” Gage asked.

The physic swept his hand in a general gesture. “He is in the solar until the priest arrives,” he said. “The lady asked them to tend him well, so they’ve summoned a priest.”

Gage felt a very strong urge to pay his respects to Brian before the priest arrived. There was something he wanted to say to the man and he wanted to do it without an audience. More than that, he simply had an overwhelming urge to see the man who had risked everything for his happiness. He shifted on the floor, testing out just how badly he actually felt.

“Help me to sit, please,” he told the old man.

The physic looked at him in horror. “Are you mad?” he hissed. “You cannot sit up. You must rest. You are very weak, my lord.”

Gage lifted a dark eyebrow. “Either help me sit up or I will do it myself,” he said. “I am sure I will do damage to my wound if I try it myself, so help me sit up unless you want to fix that damage.”

The physic still wasn’t convinced. “But why?” he said. “Why must you sit up?”

“I will not argue with you,” Gage said. “If you will not help me, then send de Vries and de Becque to me. They will help me do what needs to be done.”

“Or mayhap they will not if I say they will not.”

It was a feminine voice who replied. Gage still couldn’t move his head very well, but he turned as far as he could in Wynter’s direction. The sound of her voice filled him with instant and complete joy and relief.

“Wynter, my darling?” he said. “Did we wake you?”

Wynter came into his line of sight, rubbing her eyes and yawning. “Not really,” she said, her sleepy eyes glimmering with mirth. “I have been listening to you speak for just a few moments, savoring the sound of your voice. It is the best possible thing I could have awoken to. You are better and that is all that matters.”

“My fever is gone, anyway. That is something to be grateful for.”

“Very grateful, my love. It is a miracle.”

The old physic knew he was forgotten. They didn’t even see him leave the chamber as they smiled at one another, thrilled to be in one another’s presence once again. Gage extended his left hand, which Wynter took strongly and for a moment, they simply gazed at one another, drinking in the sight of something so precious that it was difficult for either one of them to verbalize it. It was an incredibly impactful moment.

But that moment had come at a terrific price.

“I heard about Brian,” Gage said softly. “The physic told me.”

Wynter’s smile remained but her eyes began to swim with tears. “He risked himself to bring me here,” she whispered, a lump in her throat. “He told me that you did not send him, but he felt the need to fetch me because he thought you were dying. He knew, Gage… he knew I would want to be with you if you passed. Instead, I was with him when he passed.”

Gage shushed her gently, reaching up to pull her down to him, her head against his chest, his hand on the back of her head.

“He was a brave man,” he said softly, caressing her head. “I have never known finer. I am simply sorry that I was not aware of that before now. The entire time I was with fever, he hardly left me.”

Wynter was weeping softly, her tears falling onto his naked, tattooed chest. “He died so terribly,” she whispered. “Two bolts to the back. We were not far from Septentrion when the bolts came flying at us and as we ran away, I turned to see if we were being followed and I swear I saw a man bearing a blue and yellow tunic.”

Gage’s caresses slowed. “De Reyne?”

“I believe so.”

Gage sighed faintly. “Some of my brother’s men escaped the battle,” he said. “Clearly, they have not gone far, ready to kill anyone they deem the enemy. Brian was wearing the de Luci tunic the last time I saw him.”

“He was still wearing it, like a target,” Wynter confirmed, sniffling. “He bled to death in front of me while I tried to comfort him. I told him how great he was and how noble. I told him anything I could to ease his suffering, but all the while, I could not help but think it was all my fault. Had he not gone to Ashleven, he would not have been killed.”

“It was not your fault,” he assured her. “Brian was a knight. He always knew that death could come for him and it did, so it was not your fault. He was doing something honorable and kind and he paid for that gesture with his life. As a knight, I cannot think of any finer death, Wynnie. Brian died a glorious death.”

She lifted her head, tears running down her face. “He did not die a glorious death,” she said, almost angrily. “He died a painful death while the physic struggled to save him. But he knew he was dying. I think that is the very worst part, Gage. He knew he was dying and he asked me if I would remember him once in a while. I told him that I would. I told him that if I ever had a son, I would name him Brian in his honor. All the while, he was bleeding to death in front of me and there was nothing I could do to help him. Nothing but speak… stupid words. Just stupid words.”

Gage could see how shaken she was and he felt bad for her. “They were not stupid words,” he said quietly. “Do you know why? I shall tell you. Last night, I had a raging fever. I was certain that I was not going to live through the night. I told Brian that I was sorry, sorry that I did not realize he was vying sooner than I did, but even then I still continued to pursue you. I told him that he was a kind man and I was sorry to have wronged him, but not sorry enough to stop in my quest for you. Were those stupid words?”

Sniffling, Wynter averted her gaze and looked away. “Nay,” she said. “They were the truth.”

“Exactly,” he said. “They were the truth in an important moment. What you said to Brian as he lay dying was the truth in an important moment. Not stupid words, but important words that meant everything to him. Do you think the pain of his wound will be the last thing he remembers? Of course not. It will be your words as you told him you would name your son after him. Our son. Brian de Reyne has a good sound to it, doesn’t it?”

“It does.”

“I am sure Brian thought so, too,” he said. “You made his last moments meaningful, Wynnie. Do not think otherwise.”

He put it into terms that, upon reflection, made her feel better. She wiped at her eyes one last time as he reached up to pull her down to him again.

“Now,” he murmured. “Give me a kiss before you speak another word. Make this moment meaningful for me, too.”

Forcing the impact of Brian’s death aside, this was a very important moment between them. Gage was out of danger and Wynter was by his side, where she belonged. They were together and that was all that mattered. Wynter managed a smile as she slanted her lips gently over his. Gage’s hand was in her hair, holding her to him, as she kissed him deeply but gently, kissing his cheeks, his nose, as well as his mouth.

Gage simply lay there and enjoyed it.

“Ehem… Gage?” Clark was in the doorway, clearing his throat when he came upon a rather tender scene. “Flush said you wanted to see us?”

Wynter pulled away quickly, embarrassed that she’d been caught in a very unladylike position by her father’s captain no less, as Gage simply grinned.

“I do,” he said. “I want you to help me to see Brian. I understand he is in the solar.”

Laurence was standing right behind Clark and the two of them looked at each other with doubt. “Are you certain that is a good idea, Gage?” Laurence asked. “Only last night, you were on death’s door.”

Gage nodded. “I realize that, but no longer,” he said. “I must pay my respects to Brian and it cannot wait. He was killed escorting Wynter to Septentrion so she could be with me, so I owe him much. Will you help me?”

When he put it that way, they couldn’t deny him. They came into the room as Wynter stood up and moved aside.

“The priest arrived from Hexham Abbey a little while ago,” Laurence said. “He is still praying over Brian. Varro and a few of his men are there, too, praying for Brian as well.”

Gage sobered. “That is kind of them,” he said. “Truthfully, I am surprised they are still here. They were supposed to leave long ago.”

Laurence smiled faintly. “He would not leave you, Gage,” he said frankly. “You are his beloved nephew. He could not leave and wonder if you survived.”

Gage was touched at Varro’s sentiment. “Then I will have to show him that I will recover fully so the man can leave and make some money,” Gage said. “Now, help me up. Slowly.”

With Clark on Gage’s tender right side and Laurence on the left side, they managed to maneuver him into a sitting position. Gage made them stop once he was seated on his buttocks because the world was rocking a bit and he felt nauseous. Wynter watched, anxiously, until his wooziness passed and they were able to lift him to his feet. Considering the size of the man, that was no easy feat, but they were able to move him into a standing position.

The physic, who had made it back upstairs, watched the entire operation, making sure the movement didn’t damage Gage’s wound, but the problem was that his right arm wasn’t secured so it was creating bolts of pain every time it moved. Now that the man was upright, the physic moved quickly to bandage his right arm against his chest so it couldn’t move, covering up the beautiful lines of scripture that had been drawn on his chest, neck, and right arm with his boiled linen bandages.

But it was a small price to pay.

It was Wynter’s first real look at his complete display of stigmata and it was quite extensive as well as quite beautiful. He’d mentioned that it was on his chest, arms, back, and neck but she hadn’t realized just how much of it he had. She found that she rather liked it because it was so artfully done. It only seemed to enhance the masculinity of the Gage de Reyne she was coming to know, the mercenary knight known as El Viento del Norte. Here, she could see the warrior he had become more clearly than ever.

The man whose life she was so grateful for.

“There,” the old physic said when he was finished tightening the bandages. “Walk slowly and carefully and do not move your arm or shoulders too much. How do you feel?”

Gage was gray in the face and sweating. “Not at all well,” he admitted. “Mayhap this was not as good of an idea as I originally thought.”

“Shall we sit you down?” Laurence asked.

Gage shook his head, forcing down the weakness and nausea, but he gagged once or twice before he was able to force it down completely. “Nay,” he said hoarsely. “There is a man in the solar who died because he was trying to do something good for me. I will walk to him to pay my respects. It would be dishonorable to do anything less.”

They could see that there was no discouraging him. It was clear that he was very weak and in some pain, but that wasn’t going to stop him.

He was determined to see Brian.

Wynter and the physic followed behind as Clark and Laurence helped Gage out to the stairs. It was a spiral staircase, and somewhat narrow, so Clark got in front of Gage and Laurence got in behind him and, between the two of them, they managed to get him down to the entry level, step by slow step, without any incidents. When they finally reached the bottom, they escorted Gage, very slowly, into the solar.

Varro was the first one on his feet when he saw Gage. The priest’s prayers were interrupted as Varro rushed to his nephew, kissing the man on both cheeks but going no further in his happiness. He wanted to hug him, but it was clear that Gage couldn’t take any pressure, so he settled for the kisses and cupping his nephew’s face happily.

“Mi querido,” Varro said. “I thought we had lost you. Praise to God that we have not.”

Gage smiled weakly. “Nay, you have not,” he said. “I thought you had left, but I see that you have not. I cannot thank you enough for staying to help us, Tio. I love you for it.”

Varro’s smile faded as he gazed into his nephew’s face. “I could not leave you,” he said frankly. “You are the son I never had, Gage. You are my family. I would be a terrible man indeed if I left while you were ill. Are you sure you are feeling well enough?”

Gage’s smile grew at his sentimental uncle. He may have been known as El Vibora, but this serpent had a tender heart where his nephew was concerned.

“I will feel much better tomorrow,” Gage said. “But for now, I must pay my respects to Tynedale and go back to bed. I feel as weak as a newborn kitten.”

Varro’s gaze moved to the corpse in the room. “He was a brave man,” he said quietly. “A good man. That is an excellent legacy for any man.”

“I must avenge him. You know this.”

Varro looked at him. “I already have my men on patrol, looking for your brother,” he said seriously. “I am certain he was behind this, Gage.”

“As am I.”

There wasn’t much more they could say about the ominous caricature that Boothe de Reyne had become, so they left it at that. They both knew what had to be done. Varro kissed Gage’s head again before heading over to where Wynter and the physic were standing. Gage could hear them speaking on what they could give Gage to eat that he could tolerate and Varro had strong opinions on the matter. He knew something about wounded men, too. The old physic finally slipped away, presumably to find food, as Gage made his way over to Brian, who was lying on a large table that had once been used by Gage’s father.

To see Brian laid out on the old, worn wood was a sobering sight.

He was covered with a heavy cloak, only his neck and face visible. He looked like he was only sleeping, peaceful in death. A man who had been alive last night, comforting Gage as he lay there with a terrible fever. Gage had been a warrior long enough to know that no man’s time was guaranteed, especially men who lived by the blade. Where there was battle, there was death, only Brian’s death had come after the fact. An ambush as he was escorting Wynter to visit her dying lover, or at least Brian believed that Gage was dying. He never knew that the man’s fever had broken.

Death had come, but not for the man everyone expected.

It came for the wrong man.

“Wynter told me what happened,” Gage said softly, putting his hand on Brian’s chest. “She told me that you went to fetch her at Ashleven. Brian, I never asked that of you but that was the most selfless and generous thing I’ve ever heard of. I wanted to tell you personally that you have my deepest gratitude, for that and for everything else you have done for Wynter and me, and I swear to you that you shall be avenged. I will not let your death go unanswered. Though we were never friends during our early years, we were friends at the end. As your friend, I will punish whoever did this, I swear upon my oath.”

Gage paused, feeling more anger than grief. His grief was at the senselessness of what had happened, of a good man lost, but his anger was at the perpetrator.

I swear I saw a man bearing a blue and yellow tunic.

Perhaps Brian knew who it was, too. It wasn’t as if it were all some great mystery. Brian had moved to punish Boothe for his harassment, but it was Boothe who had the last word in their conflict and that burned deep in Gage’s belly. Boothe wasn’t even his brother anymore. He didn’t know who Boothe was, only that he was a bane of the existence of every good man in England.

That had to end.

Bending over Brian, Gage kissed the man on the forehead.

“Thank you, my friend,” he murmured. “For everything you did, for your kind and noble soul. Wynter told you that she would name our son after you, if we have one, and I quite agree. He will be raised with your spirit in his heart, I swear it. He will know the deeds of the man he is named for. Godspeed, Lord Tynedale.”

With that, he moved away from Brian, his legs feeling weak and shaky as Laurence and Clark moved forward to help him. Azul and Wyeth were still in the chamber, having been praying with Varro, and they smiled thankfully at Gage, who smiled weakly in return. The happy reunion would have to wait, however. As Gage turned for the solar door, rather desperate to return to his bed, he caught sight of Wynter and Varro. He also caught sight of the tiny priest with snow-white hair, the very man who had been praying over Brian’s body.

That gave him an idea.

“My lady,” he said, motioning to Wynter. “Will you attend me, please?”

She came into the room and he chased Laurence and Clark away so he could speak with her privately. Wynter went to his left side, holding him steady because he seemed to be hunched over and quivering. It was evident how unwell he was even though he was trying to put on a good show of it.

“What is it?” she asked, concerned. “Are you feeling poorly?”

He shook his head. “Nothing that rest and your loving attention will not cure,” he said. “But I was thinking that we should marry while the priest is here. I realize that it is asking much without your father’s permission, but would you consider it?”

Wynter’s heart jumped at the mere suggestion. On this horrible day, perhaps something good would come of it, anyway. She looked at him with such joy that she needed no words to convey what was in her heart.

He could see everything in her eyes.

“Of course I would,” she said. “But why now?”

Gage looked over at the corpse on the table. “Because Brian can attend the union,” he said. “He risked his life to bring us together. I think it is only right that he be present at our marriage. I know it sounds strange to have a body present as we become husband and wife, but I think it appropriate. This is what he died for.”

Wynter looked over at Brian, too, tears coming to her eyes as she remembered the last time she saw him. “It does not sound strange,” she said. “I think it is a lovely gesture. From his ending, our new beginning. I agree that he would like that. He would like to know that your intentions were honorable and not simply to thwart him.”

He looked at her but she was grinning. It was a bit of mirth in a serious conversation and he grinned at her sense of humor. “Nay, it was not only to thwart him,” he said. “I think he knew that.”

“He did.”

“Then let us speak to the priest. And then we shall send your father the news of Brian’s death and of our marriage.”

“That will be a lot for him to accept.”

Gage sighed. “I know,” he said, leaning more heavily on her because he was having a difficult time standing. “And I am well aware that I should be riding for Ashleven as soon as I am able to in order to ask your father for your hand, but we will never have another opportunity like this. I want Brian at our wedding and I think you do, too.”

“Of course I do. And my father will be thrilled once he gets used to the idea.”

“I’ve not seen the man in six years.”

“Then you’ve picked quite a way to reintroduce yourself.”

That was true, but Gage didn’t care. He stood by his desire to have Brian present when he married the woman Brian had tried to woo so badly. Perhaps Brian’s spirit was still here, still lingering, and he wanted the man to know that he had been sincere about his feelings for Wynter all along. He fully intended to love, honor, and cherish her for the rest of his life and he hoped that wherever Brian was, he would approve of that. Gage only knew that if the situation were reversed and the fever had claimed him, then he would want to know that Brian was taking care of Wynter.

Her happiness and well-being were all that mattered to him.

The priest from Hexham didn’t seem too resistant to doing a marriage blessing even if the circumstances were a bit odd. Varro was positively giddy about it, as were the rest of the knights with the exception of Clark.

He seemed to be the only one who was hesitant.

Part of him was glad because it meant his way to Summer was now open, but part of him wondered just how well the Earl of Ashington was going to take the news that his beloved eldest daughter and heiress had married Gage de Reyne, former squire at Ashleven Castle and more recently, a known mercenary known as The North Wind.

In the end, he supposed it really didn’t matter. Wynter had always loved Gage, so it was only right that she married the man she loved and it was clear from Gage’s actions that he was quite fond of her, too. In love with her, even.

In the end, that was all that mattered.

With several knights, a corpse, and an old physic as witnesses, Lady Wynter Rose de Thorington became Lady de Reyne. Varro kissed the bride before Gage even got a chance to and the room erupted in laughter. Even Wynter was laughing because after Varro came Azul, kissing her cheek and congratulating her in his suave manner before Gage had Laurence chase him off. Gage had to sit through the entire ceremony because he didn’t have the strength to stand, but when it was over and the mercenaries were chased away, Wynter bent down and kissed her new husband, very sweetly, on the lips. It was the moment she’d always wished for, perhaps a little oddly presented, but the end result was still the same.

She had become Gage’s wife.

But there was no real chance for celebration, at least not now, because Gage was far too weak to tolerate such a thing. Laurence, Clark, and Varro remained with him while Wynter and Azul and Wyeth found a mattress that was much more comfortable for him to lay on. As they went about stuffing it with what hay they could find, the old physic confiscated a bone broth, boiled from beef bones and carrots and onions, and brought that into the chamber where Wynter and Azul were finishing with the mattress. They hadn’t been able to prepare a solid bed when Gage was first wounded, so they took the time now to ensure his comfort.

Lady de Reyne was grateful.

Laurence, Clark, and Varro managed to help Gage back to his chamber, which was difficult because he had to mount stairs rather than descend but, in the end, Gage made it back to his chamber. He sat upon the new mattress while his new wife fed him the broth that the physic had brought. It was Varro who had finally chased the knights out, but not before he made sure Gage knew what he was supposed to do on his wedding night. That brought laughter from Wynter and a balled fist from Gage. With a grin, Varro left the chamber, finally leaving the newlyweds alone.

After the rush of concerned friends and family was gone, the chamber seemed strangely still. Wynter concentrated on feeding her husband, who could only eat about half of the bowl. She ate the other half, a warming and nourishing soup. She then helped Gage lay back down, tucking him in with a blanket that was surprisingly nice. Wynter ran her hands over it.

“I wonder where they found this?” she asked. “It is quite expensive.”

Gage lay there, half-lidded, gazing up at her. “It belongs to Varro,” he said. “The man travels like a king.”

Wynter grinned. “He is a nice man, isn’t he?”

“The very best.”

“He loves you a great deal.”

“And I love him.” Gage paused a moment, watching her. “And do you know what else?”

“What?”

“I love you, too.”

The mirth drained from Wynter’s face, looking at him with an expression bordering on tears. “That is something I never thought I would hear you say,” she whispered. “You know that the feeling is very mutual.”

“I know,” he said, reaching out to take her hand. “I think I have always loved you but I had pushed you, and everything else in Northumberland, out of my mind when I was banished. But last night, when I believed I would not see the morning, I told Brian that I did not even think about you over the past six years because to have brought your memory into the vocation I had chosen was disrespectful. I should not remember Wynter de Thorington as I’m cutting an enemy into pieces. I was no longer worthy to think of you, if that makes sense. It was not because I did not want to – it was because I should not do it.”

Wynter grew serious. “That shows that you respected the young girl you used to know,” she said. “To me, that represents a great deal of love that you should think so highly of me. You may have thought I was an annoying pest but, deep down, you held me in high regard.”

He thought on that before a smile creased his lips. “You’re right,” he said. “It does. I had not considered it that way.”

He kissed her hand as she leaned over and kissed him on the forehead, on the lips. It was a delightfully lingering kiss, but she pulled back too soon. He frowned.

“Why did you do that?” he asked.

“Do what?”

“Kiss me and then leave me? You are my wife now. I demand you kiss me until I tell you to stop.”

Wynter burst into soft laughter. “God’s bones, Gage,” she said. “Are you always so demanding?”

He liked listening to her laugh. “And why not?” he said. “I have the most beautiful, clever, and devoted wife in the entire world. Why shouldn’t I want her to kiss me? In fact, that is all we can do tonight, as it will have to be a prelude to better things when I am feeling more like myself.”

She cocked her head. “What better things?”

He wriggled his eyebrows. “Husband and wifely things,” he said. “We should consummate this marriage before we send word to your father because if we do not and he is unhappy with our union, he could have the marriage annulled.”

Wynter gave him a look that suggested she would not allow that, no matter what her father said. “Then why must we wait? I do not understand.”

He was trying not to laugh at what he interpreted as her sweet ignorance. “Because I cannot move very well, my darling,” he said. “I must be able to move in order to make you my wife in body.”

“But I can move.”

“I know you can move, dearest. But I cannot. Do you understand what I am saying?”

Wynter cocked her head thoughtfully. “If you tell me what to do, I can do it for you.”

He cleared his throat at that rather alluring suggestion. Foolish, but alluring. “It is not that easy,” he said. “Have you ever seen animals mate? Dogs? Horses?”

Surprisingly, she wasn’t embarrassed by the subject. Wynter was, if nothing else, pragmatic about the world in general. “I have seen them both,” she said. “The male animal mounts the female from behind. Is that what you intend to do to me?”

He was trying desperately not to laugh at her. “Not at first,” he said. “Men and women usually face each other, with the male on the top.”

“Why can’t I be on the top?”

It wasn’t an outlandish suggestion and he found himself actually considering it. “Do you want to try?” he said. “I can do very little to help you, but I can talk you through it if you wish to try.”

A smile tugged at her lips. “We are married, are we not?” she said. “Gage, I have waited over half my life for this moment. I did not think it would ever come. Do I want to try? Of course I will try. I will do whatever you tell me to do. Just… do not let this moment be put off if we do not have to.”

He lifted her hand to his lips again, kissing her fingers gently. “Then we can certainly try,” he said. “I would hate to miss a moment, too.”

Wynter brought his hand to her cheek, leaning into it, feeling his warm and rough palm against her tender skin. “Then tell me what to do first.”

He patted her cheek. “Bolt the door,” he told her softly. “We do not need an audience. Then, you will need to disrobe as much as you are comfortable with and you are going to have to help me disrobe, as well.”

Wynter stood up and obediently bolted the chamber door. The bolt was nearly broken, but it would have to do. Then she unfastened her belt and set it aside. The shoes, the hose came off next, followed by the blue woolen garment. She came down to her shift before she realized that perhaps she wasn’t entirely comfortable being naked in front of Gage. Not yet, anyway. Truth be told, there was a large part of him that was still a stranger to her, a man she hadn’t seen for years but a man she was now married to. She was looking forward to continuing the reacquaintance, now on a bold new level.

She went over to him.

“What should I do?” she said.

She was looking at his breeches, the only thing he was wearing. His boots were gone and his tunic and anything he had worn from the waist up was long gone. He gestured to the fastens of his breeches.

“Loosen my ties and pull my breeches down to my knees,” he said.

She knelt beside him, fumbling with the ties. “Shouldn’t I take them all the way off?”

“If you wish.”

Wynter concentrated on unfastening the ties until the breeches were loose enough to pull off his hips, but it was a struggle because the leather had been on his body for days – days of sweat that had made his skin moist and sticky. She couldn’t get the breeches down easily, so she had to get her hands underneath his buttocks and pull. Biting her tongue in concentration, she managed to get them down past his hips and onto his thighs. She had her head down, looking at the breeches and not what they were revealing, until they were down to his knees. Then she looked up and saw that his large member was already semi-aroused and she quickly looked away.

Gage had been watching her the entire time. When she finally saw his manhood, her cheeks turned scarlet and she averted her gaze. In fact, she wouldn’t look at his body at all as she knelt beside his torso once again.

“There,” she said. “They’re pulled away. What shall I do next?”

She was looking at her lap, probably not at all sure she really wanted to know what to do next. He chuckled softly, reached out, and pulled her to him.

“Come here, darling girl,” he murmured, slipping his hand around the back of her head and pulling her down to him. “Kiss me.”

She did. That was the one thing she could do and not be confronted by his magnificent, but naked, body. Gage kissed her deeply, hoping it would arouse the passion she thought she had, but had yet to experience. The mechanics of coupling were one thing and, in her case, curiously spoken of, but the practice was something quite different. She responded to his kisses, as he’d hoped, and his tongue gently licked at her lips, carefully forcing them open. She gasped as his tongue licked at hers, but her moment of surprise was followed by acceptance. In little time, she began to respond.

When Gage got her to that point, his mouth left hers and trailed across her cheek to her tender earlobe. He suckled on a little earlobe, feeling her quiver against him. He knew he was arousing her lust because her hands, which had so far remained braced against him, were now caressing his flesh. When her fingers entwined in his hair, he spoke huskily.

“Kiss me,” he whispered. “Kiss me everywhere, like I kissed you.”

Wynter obeyed. She started at his neck, kissing him softly, running her tongue over his flesh, suckling his earlobe as he had done to her. When he groaned, she was encouraged, so she continued on, kissing his neck, his chest, and his left shoulder. She worked around the bandages, gaining confidence as she went.

Wynter moved down his chest, to his torso, her warm mouth driving him mad. He was hugely aroused by the time she reached his waist but, this time, she didn’t turn away. She faced it as she usually faced things, with practical curiosity. He was her husband now and his throbbing manroot was part of him, something that would give her that son they had spoken of. Her warm, gentle hands timidly grasped his manhood and Gage nearly spilled himself right there.

“Does it hurt if I hold you like this?” she asked.

“Are you mad?” he mumbled.

“What did you say?”

He lifted his head weakly and looked at her. That gorgeous, dark red hair was splayed out over her shoulders, tickling his thighs and, at that moment, he realized just how much he loved her and had never even known it. Or perhaps he had all along and had simply put her out of his mind, as he’d said. In any case, all he could feel as he looked at her was a love so powerful that it threatened to burst from his chest.

She was his.

“Nay,” he whispered. “It feels wonderful.”

Wynter looked down at his pulsing manhood, running her hands up and down the length of it. “Can I kiss you?”

“I would welcome it.”

The very moment her hot mouth touched him, he thought he was going to erupt. Only supreme control restrained his natural response, but she was becoming bolder by the moment.

“Wynter, do you remember when I kissed you with my tongue in your mouth?” he whispered. “Pretend that my organ is my tongue.”

She looked at him, puzzled. “Put it in my mouth?”

“You might like it. I know I would.”

Timidly, she put her mouth around him, awkwardly at first, but with growing confidence as she moved her tongue around him, running it under the ridge of the head. He bit off a groan as she plunged her whole mouth down on him and drew up slowly.

“Like that?” she asked.

He swore his eyes were rolling up into his head, so great his pleasure. “Like that,” he managed to say. “But if you draw on it, the pleasure is great.”

“Draw?”

“Suckle.”

Wynter looked at his organ, put her mouth on it again, and suckled hard. That was all Gage could take. In a flash, he reached down and grabbed her by the hair.

“God’s bones,” he muttered, pulling her up to him. “If you do that again, this moment will be over before it begins.”

“What do you mean?”

He looked at his wife. His naïve, beautiful wife. “I’ll show you,” he whispered. “Lift up your shift and straddle me, as if you were riding a horse.”

Wynter realized that he meant naked flesh against naked flesh. He was basically nude and she still remained in her shift, but he wasn’t asking her to remove it. Simply lift it.

But she wanted to remove it.

Pulling the shift over her head, she tossed it aside, revealing pale skin and pert, full breasts. The curls between her legs were nearly the color of the hair on her head. Carefully, she straddled him, sitting on his thighs.

“Now what?” she asked.

Gage knew he had to prepare her body a little; otherwise, this was going to be a painful experience for her. He crooked a finger, motioning her forward, until she was lying atop his torso. With his good arm, he wrapped it around her, pulling her down for a kiss.

And what a kiss it was.

More confident now, Wynter responded to him readily. Gage’s free hand drifted over her body, her skin like velvet, acquainting her with his touch before finally grasping one of those beautiful breasts. Wynter flinched a little, unaccustomed to a man’s touch, but he whispered sweet words to her, telling her how beautiful she was and how soft and sweet. He fondled one breast and then the other before lifting her forward with his good arm and suckling her left breast. At first, Wynter gasped in shock, but after a couple of moments, she gasped in delight.

Gage had a magic mouth.

He kept it up for quite some time, gently rubbing his pelvis against hers, rubbing his erection against her buttocks. She was sitting forward on him so that their pelvises were against one another and his massive erection rubbed at the cleft of her buttocks. With his mouth still attached to her nipple, his hand moved down to her buttocks, caressing them and cupping them. Then he moved around front and fingered the dark red curls.

Wynter hissed, surprised at his touch, but he suckled her harder and she forgot about his fingers between her legs. When he inserted a finger into her, she yelped a little with the sensual intrusion but she didn’t pull away. She was willing to experience whatever he wanted to do to her and Gage was very sorry he couldn’t do more. He most certainly would have liked to. When he felt better, she would be lucky if he ever let her out of bed.

But for now, they had a task to complete.

He removed his fingers.

“Now,” he said, his mouth still against her breast. “Are you listening to me?”

Wynter was breathing heavily, reveling in her first sexual experience. “Aye,” she breathed. “What should I do?”

“Look at what I am doing,” he said. “Look between your legs. See my manhood? I am going to hold it steady and you are going to lower yourself onto it.”

Wynter didn’t really know what he meant, but she straddled his manroot as he’d asked. She lowered herself a little, feeling it push against her, and he used the moment to rub the tip of his phallus against her tender core, making it wet so penetration would be easier.

“Go ahead,” he murmured huskily. “Impale yourself on it. I will help you.”

Carefully, she did. She could feel it penetrating her somewhat and she seemed to slide down on him with ease. She was so aroused that there was little resistance. But then Gage released his manhood and put his hand on her waist, holding her steady as he used his hips to thrust forward.

In a flash, he slid in most of his hard, long length.

Filled with his rock-hard member, Wynter gasped at the sting of possession. She didn’t have the chance to say anything before he withdrew and thrust again, pushing her hips down in the same motion so that he was fully seated within her tight, slick body in one fast movement. It happened with shocking ease. Still, he was big and she wasn’t used to it, so she sat there a moment, straddled on him, wincing from the pain. He didn’t give her any time to dwell on it, however, fearful she might not be as brave as she thought.

Holding her hip with one hand to keep her steady, he began to thrust.

Within the first couple of thrusts, he knew he couldn’t keep it up because his bad shoulder was taking some of the pressure of him being on his back and using his hips. But he ignored the pain as long as he could, holding Wynter’s pelvis firmly as he thrust into her again and again.

But in doing so, he was watching her face.

The wincing she had been doing when he’d first entered her was gone and now the most miraculous expression filled her. Eyes closed, mouth open, she tilted her head back, bouncing on him every time he thrust into her. But her weight was on him, impeding him, so he instructed her softly.

“Wynnie,” he whispered hoarsely. “Stand up on your knees, my darling. That’s right; support yourself on your knees.”

She did, rising up so that she was straddled over him, kneeling, and it was much better for his movement. He could watch himself make love to her at this angle, his hungry gaze moving over her flat stomach and flaring hips. He could feel his release approaching quickly so he put his fingers between her legs, stroking her until her body convulsed with its first climax. Feeling her tight walls draw at him, he gave up the control, thrust hard, and spilled himself deep. As he continued to stroke in and out of her, just because he wanted to greedily soak up the last few moments, she began to weep.

He came to an instant halt.

“What is the matter, sweet?” he said, concerned. “Did I hurt you? Does it hurt? I shall stop immediately.”

But Wynter shook her head. When he tried to withdraw, she wouldn’t let him. “Nay,” she whispered. “It does not hurt, not anymore. It is simply… this. No one ever told me it would be like this.”

“Like what?”

Her eyes opened and she looked at him. “Beautiful,” she whispered. “The feelings… your touch. Everything. Is it supposed to be so beautiful?”

A smile spread across his lips as he pulled her down to him so she was laying on his torso, her head on his chest.

“It is,” he said, kissing the top of her head and realizing that he felt extremely weak and extremely exhausted now that the surge of passion had worn off. “I promise it will always be like this.”

She sniffled, listening to his heart beating in her right ear. “Swear it?”

“Upon my oath, I do.”

He waited for the next question, the next burst of emotion. Truth be told, he was fairly emotional about it, too. He’d had women before, but not like this. Never like this. He felt as if he’d just been touched by a woman for the very first time because not only had Wynter touched his body, she had marked his heart. That annoying little girl he’d always known had become so much more. He couldn’t believe how much more. As he opened his mouth to tell her, his new wife suddenly snored loudly and drooled on his chest.

It was the best moment of his life.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Ashleven Castle

“What do you mean you know where Wynter has gone? How do you know?”

Etienne was facing John in the man’s opulent solar because not ten minutes earlier, Maryann had been screaming that Wynter had been abducted by wild animals during the night and John was preparing to mobilize his army to search for her. Etienne had been on the night watch and, frankly, he was surprised it had taken the family that long to realize that Wynter was missing.

Now, he had a confession to make before the whole of Ashington’s army went on the offensive.

“She has not been abducted, my lord,” he said, wondering just how badly he was going to be punished for this. “She is with Brian de Luci.”

John frowned, confused. “She’s with Brian?” he repeated slowly. “But how do you know? Etienne, what is happening?”

Etienne swallowed hard. He had always been an obedient knight so the fact that he kept his lord in the dark on something as important as his daughter was out of character for him.

But it couldn’t be helped.

“I have called off Dirk, my lord,” he said. “I have explained that the lady has not been abducted and there is no need for patrols. Mayhap you should send for Lady Ashington. She will want to hear this, too.”

John was looking at the man with great confusion and great suspicion. “Nay,” he said flatly. “I will not send for her until you tell me everything. Now, where is my daughter?”

Etienne took a deep breath, struggling to maintain his courage. “Brian de Luci came last evening, my lord,” he said. “He did not come to see you. He came to see Lady Wynter. He came to tell her that Gage de Reyne had been badly wounded and was probably dying. Brian thought Wynter should be with him at such a time, so he took her back to Septentrion.”

John’s eyes widened. “Back to Septentrion?” he said, incredulous. “Without my permission?”

“Aye, my lord.”

“Back to a compromised castle?”

Etienne nodded. “He did not ask your permission for fear you would deny him,” he said. “My lord, you know that de Luci would have never done such a thing had he not felt it extremely important. He is a man of great character and responsibility, above all. I happened to be at the gatehouse when he arrived and he asked that I keep his appearance from you. Truth be told, I did not know of his true motives until he spoke to Lady Wynter and only then did I realize he meant to take her with him.”

John was nearly beside himself with shock. “But you let her go.”

“She insisted on going, my lord. I could not stop her.”

John’s jaw ticked unhappily. “I would believe that,” he said. “But you should have told me.”

“Lady Wynter did not want me to.” Etienne wasn’t sure which direction John was going to go with his reaction. The man was usually quite even tempered, but he had been known to rage. Therefore, he pled his case. “My lord, I realize you see this as a betrayal, but I see it is having little choice. Lady Wynter was determined to go to Gage’s side and with de Luci as her escort, it was my opinion that she was in good hands. I did offer to go with them, but I was told to remain here in case you should notice her absence before she could return.”

John eyed Etienne. Serious, obedient to a fault Etienne. The man’s judgment was usually impeccable and John couldn’t decide if this was a failure on his part or simply a decision he truly believed in. But beyond those questions was something even greater in his mind – he realized something had gone terribly wrong at Septentrion if Gage de Reyne was on his death bed. Boothe had mentioned Gage’s death, but John hadn’t believed him.

He was very sorry to hear that Boothe may have been right all along.

Given the facts, he realized that Etienne wouldn’t have been able to stop Wynter from going to Gage’s side. But the fact that Brian came for her at all confused him – he’d been trying to marry his daughter off to Brian for two years, but the man was letting Gage come between him and the Ashington earldom.

He simply didn’t understand that part of it.

“It makes little sense that Brian would come for her only to bring her to Gage,” he finally said. “Shouldn’t he be trying to keep them apart?”

Etienne shook his head. “I do not know, my lord,” he said. “Mayhap he supposed that if Gage is dying, it would do no harm to bring Wynter to him. The man will no longer be an obstacle at some point and Lord Tynedale can marry her without competition.”

John glanced at Etienne, thinking he made a very good case as to why Brian would do such a thing. He’d taken Wynter to the man she had always loved so she could comfort him as he dies and then he would come out of the situation looking like a hero. Perhaps enough of a hero that Wynter would willingly marry him.

Perhaps it was a brilliant move on Brian’s part.

But John wanted to get to the bottom of it.

“Very well,” he finally said, holding up a hand. “I suppose it does not matter how or why she went, because we know, but the fact remains that she is at a compromised castle and I want her home.”

“Aye, my lord.”

“You will come with me. Leave Dirk in command.”

“Aye, my lord,” Etienne said. “Shall I form an escort?”

John eyed him. “And attract the attention of Stagshaw and his men, who will undoubtedly be lingering in the area?” He shook his head. “It will safer if it is just the two of us, traveling swiftly. We’ll be less noticeable that way.”

Etienne wasn’t sure he agreed, but he didn’t push. “As you wish, my lord,” he said. “Shall I have your horse saddled?”

John turned for the door. “Nay,” he said, thinking of the big brown stallion he favored so. “Peter the Rock is too slow and we must move quickly, so saddle the Arabian I bought in York. He is meant for distance.”

Etienne hesitated. “He is not quite trained, my lord,” he said. “Our stable master is having a difficult time settling the horse. Mayhap one of the big warmbloods will do.”

John frowned. “I did not buy that horse not to ride him,” he said. “Have him prepared, but whatever you do, do not tell Lady Ashington anything. I am not sure what I will tell her, but you will not say a word. She doesn’t much like Gage, so I do not want to add more fuel to the fire.”

“Aye, my lord.”

As John went to change his clothes, Etienne departed the solar and headed down to the stables where he instructed the stable master to have the white Arabian saddled as well as his own warhorse. As that was being taken care of, Etienne went to find Dirk, who was upon the walls. He told the man everything simply so he would be in possession of all of the facts before heading to the armory where he donned his protection. If they were heading to a volatile castle, he wanted to be prepared.

Etienne returned to the stable yard when he was ready and awaited the earl, who was not long in coming. Maryann was trailing after him, yelling about something Etienne couldn’t hear until she drew closer. Evidently, John had told Maryann where her daughter had gone and Maryann was torn between a dying Gage and the fact that Brian had brought her daughter into the lion’s den, so she said.

Maryann could be quite vocal when displeased.

In fact, the woman followed her husband into the stable yard, angry because he was riding that beautiful white stallion so spirited that even the best riders had trouble with him. But John didn’t seem to care. Given what he’d paid for the animal, he was going to damned well ride him. As one of the grooms held the magnificent horse steady, John mounted the beast, who immediately started dancing nervously.

But John simply laughed.

Maryann tried to talk him into riding one of the steadier warhorses, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He was wearing protection, of course, without a helm because he didn’t like them and given that he hadn’t gone to battle in fifteen years, he didn’t even know where his helm was. Etienne watched Maryann nearly throw a fit because her husband wouldn’t listen to her. He followed the pair, with the earl astride the increasingly nervous Arabian, out of the stable yard and all the way to Ashleven’s enormous gatehouse.

On this day, the gatehouse was going through some repairs. One of the big guides that held the portcullis rope steady when the grate was opened and closed had rotted away over the years, so there were several carpenters at the gatehouse removing the guide and preparing to replace it with a new one. As John approached the gatehouse, the carpenters stopped their work so he could pass underneath. John was adjusting his reins about the time he reached the gatehouse when, abruptly, the guide that was being lifted into place suddenly snapped from its rope, hurtling to the ground not far from where John was.

As Etienne and Maryann watched in horror, the Arabian bolted and John lost his grip on the reins. The animal reared up, tossing John straight into the stone wall of the gatehouse. Men were rushing to grab the animal, but they weren’t fast enough. As John fell to the ground, the horse lost its balance and tipped over, landing right on top of him.

Maryann screamed as the horse scrambled to its feet and ran off. There was chaos in the gatehouse as Etienne leapt from his horse and raced to John’s side only to see the earl lying twisted on the ground, his neck at an unnatural angle. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that John de Thorington, Earl of Ashington, had broken his neck in a freak accident.

The scream that Maryann peeled off when she saw her husband’s neck was something Etienne would remember for the rest of his life.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Septentrion Castle

“Are you better today?” Varro asked, fighting off a grin. “You look much better, Gage. Is your wife responsible, I wonder?”

He snorted like a giddy squire as Gage fought off a grin. He was sitting up on the mattress that had been prepared for him the night before, a mattress he’d slept very well on. His back was against the wall as Wynter fed him some gruel.

“My wife is responsible for everything,” Gage said, looking adoringly at Wynter. “She will be responsible for much more in the near future.”

Wynter was having difficulty making eye contact with him, her cheeks pink with his gentle flirt. She smirked as she spooned more gruel into his mouth.

“Do not be vulgar,” she said.

He grinned, grasping her arm and kissing her loudly on the cheek, gruel on his lips. “How is that being vulgar?” he said. “Uncle Varro asked a question and I told the truth. I married you yesterday and you are responsible for my miraculous healing. That is a fact.”

She shook her head at him, wiping the gruel from her cheek. Gage was pale this morning but much stronger than he had been yesterday. He was able to sit up, as he was now, with minimal weakness or discomfort. After he’d consummated the marriage with his new wife, he’d ended up sleeping the rest of the day and all night, waking at dawn this morning to Wynter moving around in the room, silently. The sight of her told him that it wasn’t a dream.

Everything was very real.

And very wonderful.

“You are a fortunate man,” Varro said. “If she takes such good care of you, you will be holding a sword again in no time.”

Gage’s smile faded as he gazed up at his uncle. “I hope so,” he said. “But given that I have taken a wife, surely you realize my life will be different from now on, Uncle Varro. I cannot possibly take her with me on a battle march, nor would I want to. It is time for me to return to England. This is where I belong.”

Varro’s smile didn’t change, but he did shrug. “I know, mi hijo,” he said, folding his arms as he leaned against the door jamb. “I knew that the moment we returned to England. You are home and you must stay here. You cannot let your brother ruin the family name as he has. It is up to you to reclaim that honor.”

Gage nodded. “I am glad you understand,” he said. “You know that I love you and I have loved our years together. I can never repay you for what you have done for me, but it is time for me to move on. If you ever need me, however, all you need do is send word. I will come.”

As Varro beamed at his nephew, Wynter spoke up.

“What does mi hijo mean?” she asked Varro. “Is that a name?”

Varro shook his head. “It means ‘my son’,” he said. “It is a term of affection. Since I have no son, that is what I call your husband. He is my family.”

Wynter’s eyes twinkled. “Am I your family, too?”

“Of course you are,” Varro said firmly. “You are mi preciosa, my beautiful girl. Although I am sorry to lose Gage, I am not sorry to lose him to you. You are worthy of him, my dear.”

Wynter grinned. She was coming to like Uncle Varro a great deal. “You are welcome at Ashleven Castle, always,” she said. “My mother thought you were quite entertaining. I am sure she would like to see you again.”

Varro dipped his head in thanks. “Your mother is a gracious lady,” he said. “And your sisters are beautiful. You must let me help you find husbands for them.”

Wynter started laughing as Gage shook his head. “I think not,” he said. “At least one of them is already spoken for and the other two do not need the kind of men you would try to marry them to.”

Varro looked stricken. “I would find them only the finest men, I swear it.”

“The finest and most noble? Or the finest that money can buy?”

As Wynter shook with laughter, Varro brushed off his nephew. “You slander me,” he said, though he wasn’t serious. “What will your new wife think?”

“She will think that you are a great man with different ideas of what constitutes a fine man,” Gage said. Then, he sobered. “In fact, may we speak of my brother? I would assume the patrols were not successful yesterday.”

Varro’s smile faded. “Nay,” he said. “They cast a wide net, but they were unable to find him. He knows this land, Gage, and we do not. He could be hiding anywhere, waiting for the opportunity to strike again.”

Gage nodded. “I was thinking about that,” he said. “He went to Ashleven right after we took control of Septentrion and asked Wynter’s father for assistance. He wanted the man’s army to get his castle back. Ashington refused and he fled.”

Varro hadn’t heard that. He opened his mouth to speak but Laurence appeared in the doorway, more food in his hand for Gage.

Gage pointed at him.

“What’s this?” he said. “Are you a servant now?”

Laurence cast him an expression that suggested how much he didn’t like that comment as he handed the steaming bowl to Wynter.

“An expensive, ill-tempered servant,” he said. “I came to see how you were feeling, but I will just go about my business if you intend to insult me.”

Gage chuckled. “Stay, please,” he said. “Uncle Varro and I were just speaking on Boothe. He told me they were unable to locate him yesterday.”

Laurence shook his head. “I even told them to go all the way up to Whiteside to see if that was where he had gone.”

“And it wasn’t?”

“There are signs that someone has been there, but Boothe was not located,” Laurence said. “I suspect that he was there for a time but he has since left, mayhap to find someone who will lend him their army so he can retake Septentrion.”

Gage thought on that, his brow furrowed. “Possibly,” he said. “Or it is equally possible he saw the patrol coming and hid. You know that Whiteside is on a rise overlooking the valley. If I were Boothe, I would go to Whiteside and stay there until I figured out what I wanted to do. The location is perfect.”

“Then you think he’s still there?”

Gage held up a finger, begging patience. “I have had an idea,” he said slowly. “I was just going to speak to Uncle Varro about it, but I am glad you are here. I will tell you, too. I was thinking that we are going about our hunt for Boothe the wrong way.”

“What do you mean?” Laurence asked.

“I mean that we are looking for him when we should be luring him to us.”

“How?”

Gage looked at Wynter. “He went to Wynnie’s father and asked for assistance,” he said. “John denied him. But what if we go back to Ashleven and ask John to summon Boothe back to Ashleven under false pretenses? He can tell my brother that he has changed his mind and will help him, and Boothe would run back to Ashleven as fast as his legs would carry him. Once he arrives, we capture him.”

Varro nodded his head at the very good idea. “Will Ashington agree?”

“He’ll agree,” Wynter said, setting down the bowl in her hand. “When we tell him how Boothe killed Brian in such a cowardly fashion, he will agree. He will want to help. By the way… where is Brian? What have you done with him?”

“He is on his way to Hexham Abbey this morning, my lady,” Laurence said. “The men built a pine box for him last night and, this morning, the priest and fifty of Brian’s men are escorting him into Hexham. In fact, we’re sending about half of de Luci’s army back to Langley today also. There are many men staffing the castle at this time and with Stagshaw on the loose, we thought it best to return as many men as we could to Langley to keep it safe until it’s decided what to do with it. I do not think de Luci had any heirs.”

Wynter shook her head. “He did not,” she said. “My father will decide what needs to be done. He was Brian’s liege, after all.”

“He was, but property like that will revert to the crown,” Gage said. “We do not have to decide its fate anytime soon but, at some point, your father will need to inform the king of Brian’s passing. Langley is a large and important outpost.”

It was a sad thought, watching Brian’s legacy absorbed by the king, but that couldn’t be helped. Gage returned his attention to Laurence and Varro.

“If I continue to improve, I do not see why I couldn’t make the journey back to Ashleven in a few days,” he said. “I simply need to regain my strength, but the fact remains that my wife left her home without telling anyone and her father is more than likely frantic by now. I will need to send word to him of her whereabouts and assure him that she is safe.”

Wynter turned to him. “Mayhap I should go home,” she said. “We are married, after all, and he cannot keep us apart, so I should return to tell him what has happened.”

Gage put his hand on her head, stroking her soft hair. “That should come from me, my darling,” he said. “I appreciate the offer, but that news should really come from me. I’d be a cowardly man to let my wife speak in my stead.”

Wynter understood. “As you wish,” she said, leaning over to kiss him. “Now, do you want more of this gruel? Bull brought you a fresh bowl of it.”

Gage made a face. “Nay,” he said. “But I think I could sleep for a few hours if everyone will get out and leave me alone.”

“Me, too?”

He laughed softly. “Nay, you may stay.”

Varro looked at Laurence. “He means we must go,” he said, but his attention returned to Gage. “Very well, mi hijo. We will go and let you rest, but we shall return later.”

“Uncle Varro?”

“What is it?”

“Thank you. For everything.”

Varro’s grin was back as he quit the chamber, following Laurence down the stairs. That left Wynter alone with Gage, helping the man to lie back down so she could tuck him in. As he lay there, she tucked that coverlet in tightly before kissing him sweetly on the lips.

“I never realized you were so tender and caring,” he said. “I have a feeling there is a good deal about you I do not know yet, but I’m quite eager to learn.”

She smiled, running a gentle hand through his hair. “And I’m quite eager to teach you,” she said, kissing him again. “Sleep, now. I am going to see what kind of food they are preparing for the evening meal and I want to speak to Flush about caring for your wound. He cannot be by your side forever, so he must teach me what I need to know.”

“Do not go too far,” he said. “I need to know you are safe.”

“I will only leave the keep to go to the kitchen yard, I swear.”

That was good enough for him. He closed his eyes and Wynter left the chamber, quietly shutting the door behind her. She headed down the stairs, her first destination the kitchens where Varro’s men had been handling most of the cooking. They used a lot of oil and beans in their cooking, and vast amounts of pepper. It was her intention to try and convince them to make less peppery meals, especially with Gage recovering. The man didn’t need an upset belly on top of everything else.

Once she hit the entry level, her gaze was immediately drawn to the solar. She ventured inside to see that it was empty, but what she did see were the bloody stains on the old Roman floor and table from Brian’s fatal wounds. To look at them made her feel quite sad, so she bypassed the kitchens for the moment in favor of cleaning up the stains.

Somehow, she felt it was disrespectful to Brian’s memory to leave them.

As she found out quickly, there wasn’t one bucket in the whole of the keep that she could use to clean with. Considering what the keep in general looked like, that wasn’t surprising, so she ended up going to the kitchens where Varro’s quartermasters were. Explaining what she wanted to do, they provided her with a bucket of hot water, rags, and lye soap. One man, older and grizzled, even went along to help her. Between the two of them, they managed to reduce the bloodstains to a faint outline using the lye soap and gravel from the kitchen yard.

The rest of the day went as hoped for. It wasn’t even her castle, but Wynter helped make decisions on the food and the accommodations for the soldiers. She lent her opinion to what was asked of her and it made her feel more satisfied than she’d ever felt. Perhaps it was because she was a man’s wife now – Gage’s wife – and there was naturally more responsibility expected of her, but perhaps it was also because for the first time in her life, she felt like a woman. Grown-up, married, complete. Married to the man she loved. She wasn’t fighting with her father or keeping Brian at arm’s length. There were no real conflicts.

This was what true happiness is like, she thought.

It was a glorious bit of realization.

The rest of her afternoon consisted of collecting Gage’s belongings and inspecting his clothes to see if anything needed to be repaired. Rummaging through his saddlebags, she came across his money, which filled nearly one-half of the bottom of one of his saddlebags, making it extremely heavy. She found it curious that he should carry his wealth with him, for obvious reasons, but clearly he wasn’t concerned.

She also came across personal items – tweezers, combs and the like, a small sewing kit, which was the staple for both men and women, and a vast array of clothing that was rather worn. All the while, she was moving around in the bedchamber while he slept heavily, his body recovering from a near-mortal injury.

He never stirred.

Gathering his clothing and the sewing kit, she quietly left the chamber.

Wynter had managed to repair three tunics and was working on a pair of breeches that were nearly beyond help when she began to hear voices down in the bailey. They were faint at first, but those voices moved into the keep. She could hear them coming up the steps and through the entry door. She was in the solar, now relatively tidy and clean, as the door pushed open to reveal Clark. But he wasn’t alone.

Etienne was with him.

Curious and concerned, Wynter lowered the sewing into her lap as she gazed at the two knights.

“So you have come,” she said to Etienne. “I suppose I am not surprised. You told my father, didn’t you? Is he terribly angry?”

Clark motioned Etienne into the chamber and quietly closed the door. “Lady de Reyne,” he said softly. “Etienne has brought news from Ashleven.”

Wynter cast him a long look. “God’s bones,” she said, full of hesitancy. “It is worse than I thought. My father must be furious. Wait, my mother must be furious. Just tell me. Out with it, then.”

Clark looked at Etienne. The man was clearly reluctant but he’d ridden all day to reach Septentrion. Exhausted and grieved, he faced Wynter.

“Your mother raised the alarm this morning of your absence,” he said. “Frankly, I was surprised it took her that long to realize you were gone, but your sisters evidently put your mother off as long as they could. They made it seem as if you were in your chamber when you were not. But your mother did discover your absence and I could no longer withhold what I knew. I told your father that de Luci came for you and did not seek his permission to do so.”

Wynter nodded with resignation. “You were in a difficult position, Etienne,” she said. “Thank you for keeping silent as long as you did. Have… have you been told about de Luci?”

Etienne nodded, his jaw ticking faintly. “Just now, when I arrived,” he said. “That is devastating news, my lady. I am very sorry to hear it.”

Wynter could see that he was genuinely upset about it. She thought it rather touching, considering he’d not really known Brian.

“I know,” she said softly. “I am not entirely sure how my father will react. He liked Brian a great deal. Is he outside in the bailey?”

Etienne shook his head. “He is not here, my lady,” he said. “That it what I have come to tell you. Your father intended to come to Septentrion this morning to retrieve you, but there was… an accident.”

Wynter frowned. “What accident?”

Etienne took a deep breath. “He was riding that new Arabian stallion he bought,” he said. “The animal threw him. My lady, I am very sorry to tell you that your father did not survive. He was killed when the horse fell on him.”

Wynter sucked in a sharp breath, dropping the sewing in her lap as she bolted to her feet, her eyes wide with shock.

“Nay,” she gasped. “It is not true. Tell me it is not true!”

“It is true, my lady. Your mother wants you home.”

“My… my father is dead?”

“He is, my lady. I’m so very sorry.”

Reality hit hard. Wynter’s face crumpled as her hands flew to her mouth, holding back the gut-busting sobs that were coming forth. She collapsed into the chair again, turning away from the knights and laying her face upon the table next to her.

Her weeping filled the room.

Clark and Etienne watched her dissolve into a mass of grief. Clark reached out a hand to Etienne.

“Stay here,” he said quietly. “Do not let her out of your sight.”

Etienne nodded as Clark slipped away. The young knight remained in the solar, watching Wynter sob deeply into her hands, wishing he could say something to comfort her. He wanted very much to console her, a woman he’d known for many years.

Slowly, he made his way towards her.

“Your father will be well-remembered, my lady,” he said softly. “I came to Ashleven as a newly sworn knight those years ago and your father was the unfortunate recipient of my nerves at times, but he was always gracious. Always understanding. You see, I lost my own father when I was a child, so I viewed Lord Ashington as a father-figure. Mayhap that was presumptuous of me, but your father is how I always imagined my father to be. When I looked at Lord Ashington, I did not feel so alone in the world.”

Wynter was still sobbing openly. “That is a sweet sentiment,” she said, turning to the man with tears all over her face. “Was he angry with me, Etienne? Was he enraged when you told him where I’d gone?”

Etienne shook his head. “Nay,” he said honestly. “He was only concerned with the fact you were at a compromised castle. That was why he wanted to bring you home and for no other reason.”

Wynter’s features crumpled again at the thought. “He was coming to get me.”

“He was.”

She was off on a new round of sobs, painful weeping that shook the very walls of the solar. “Brian died because of me,” she wept. “He had come to bring me to Gage and he was killed for it. Now my father was killed as he came to retrieve me. How many more men will I kill, Etienne? How many men must die because of me?”

She was growing hysterical. Etienne didn’t know what else to do but kneel beside her and grasp her by the arms, forcing her to look at him.

“Listen to me, Wynter,” he said, putting aside protocol. “Listen to me. You have not done anything out of the ordinary. Lord Tynedale and Lord Ashington were not doing anything they were forced to do – you did not prompt them to make the decisions that ended their lives, so you must put that out of your mind. Do you understand me? You did not cause anything.”

Wynter nodded, still sobbing, wiping her face with the back of her hand. “My mother,” she wept. “I must get to my mother. She must be shattered.”

Etienne didn’t tell her what had happened after John’s death, how Maryann had thrown herself on the man’s body, refusing to let his men take him away.

“She needs you,” he said simply. “You must come back with me.”

“I will,” she said, struggling to regain control of her composure. “I must tell Gage. He must know.”

“I already know, my darling.”

Wynter and Etienne turned to see Gage standing in the doorway, looking pale and sweaty. Clark was with him, helping, but Gage didn’t need any help as he made his way to Wynter. With a new round of sobs, she threw herself against him, her heart broken in a million tiny pieces of grief. Gage held her tightly with his good arm, his face buried in the top of her head.

“I am so sorry,” he murmured. “Your father was a good man, an icon for us all to emulate. I am so sorry he was taken from you so soon.”

Wynter wept deeply, her face against the left side of his neck. “He was coming to retrieve me,” she said. “First Brian was killed and now my father. All because I came to Septentrion.”

Gage rocked her gently, as much as he was able. “It is not your fault, my dearest darling,” he said. “They made their own decisions and given the choice, I am sure they would do it again. You did not cause anything.”

“That’s what Etienne said.”

“He is right.”

Wynter drifted off on a sea of grief after that, struggling with her guilt, struggling with the loss. Gage stood there and held her for the longest time, comforting her, until he finally took a seat and pulled her onto his lap. He let her weep, his thoughts drifting to John de Thorington, a man Gage’s own father had liked a great deal. Though the news of John’s demise greatly saddened him, his only concern was for Wynter. Two deaths of people close to her in as many days was difficult for anyone to take, but most especially the death of a beloved father in a shocking and terrible accident.

“Gage?” Wynter whispered huskily.

“Aye, my love?”

Wynter lifted her head from his shoulder, looking at him with her red-rimmed eyes. “You are the new earl.”

He blinked in surprise. The thought hadn’t occurred to him until she said it. She was absolutely right – the title, the lands, the castles, the wealth – all of it belonged to Gage now. Clark, who was standing by the door with Etienne, spoke softly.

“Long live Ashington, my lord,” he said. “What shall your first command be?”

Gage looked over at the men, seeing a hint of approval on their grief-lined faces. It was a strange situation, to be sure, because John was well-loved by his men, but now there was a new earl, a man they also liked a great deal. Perhaps there was approval because even though they’d lost their beloved lord, they were in good hands with the new one.

But Gage was a little staggered by the realization.

“Gather the knights,” he said. “Send them to me. We must give them the news.”

Clark nodded, heading out to round up the collection of knights, including Varro and his men. As Gage focused on Wynter, steadying her and giving her comfort, the men began to trickle in – Laurence followed by Clark, Varro, Azul, and Wyeth. They entered the solar, having no real idea why Gage had summoned them because Clark had only told them that Gage wished to see them.

Now, they were all present and Gage gently moved Wynter off his lap, stood up, and sat her down in the chair. When she was settled and he was certain that she was calm for the moment, he turned to the men in the chamber.

“We have just received some news,” he told the group. “John de Thorington, Earl of Ashington, has been killed in an accident.”

That didn’t mean much to Varro and Azul and Wyeth, but Laurence’s eyes widened with shock.

“My God,” he gasped. “What happened?”

Gage glanced at Wynter, who was barely holding on to her composure, before faintly shaking his head at Laurence. “Suffice it to say that the man is dead,” he said. “That brings us to the next bit of news. Because I married Ashington’s heiress, I am the new Earl of Ashington.”

That announcement brought more of a reaction from Varro and the others. They moved to congratulate him before realizing that was more than likely inappropriate with the dead earl’s daughter in the room. She was very much grieving. So, they simply smiled and acknowledged it, thinking that perhaps even smiling might be showing too much joy, so the smiles vanished and all that was left were men bobbing their heads in approval.

“You will make a fine earl, mi hijo,” Varro said. “I mean, my lord. You will make a fine earl. How fortunate Ashington is to have you as the heir, a man of good character and skill. If such a tragedy must happen, then let us find something positive to take comfort with.”

That was a kind way of putting it. Not too offensive, not too gleeful. They all looked to Wynter, who was wiping the remains of her tears away, to see her reaction. But she didn’t do much more than look to her husband and reach out to grasp his hand.

“You will make a fine earl,” she said, her voice hoarse from weeping. “But I must go home to my mother today. She needs me.”

Gage knew that. He lifted her hand, kissing it. “We will leave as soon as I can pack my things,” he said. “But I must speak to these men now. We have plans to make.”

“Can the journey not wait until tomorrow morning?” Varro said. “You should not be riding, Gage. Your body is still weak. You should give it one more night of rest before you embark on a journey like that. It is a long way to Ashington, I’m told.”

Gage was certain he could make the journey, but it was going to take every ounce of willpower and energy to do it.

“My wife wishes to return home to her widowed mother,” he said. “I will not deny her.”

“Nay, he is right,” Wynter said, standing up from the chair. “I was not thinking. It is already late in the day, so we can sup and go to bed early and leave before dawn. It would be better for you that way.”

“I am not worried for me. I am only worried for you.”

She forced a smile. “You are sweet to worry so,” she said. “But I must take care of you, too. We will leave before dawn. I will see my mother tomorrow, one way or another.”

“If you are certain.”

“I am.”

He squeezed her hand. “As you wish,” he said. “But there is something I very much wish to do in the name of Brian and your father.”

“Why my father?”

He lifted a dark eyebrow. “Because none of this would have happened had my brother not started the trouble with Brian,” he said. “The only reason you are here is because of my brother. The only reason your father was coming here is because of my brother. The man must be punished, once and for all. Let the dead be avenged.”

It was a strong way of putting it, but nothing he said was untrue. Wynter thought on it a moment, opened her mouth to speak, and then abruptly shut her mouth. But it was only momentary.

“I almost said that this is no time for vengeance when I must bury my father,” she said. “But the more I think on it, the more I realize that it is the perfect time. You are correct – Boothe caused all of this. Let this situation come to a close once and for all. Let us not be left with an open wound with the knowledge that Boothe is still out there, still waiting to kill again.”

Gage was studying her face, making sure she was truly agreeable to what he was saying. “What I do, I do for Brian, your father, and everyone. I even do it for me.”

She nodded. “I know,” she said. “And I agree with you. But what do you want to do?”

Gage held her hand as he turned to the group. “This will involve us all,” he said. “My idea is to lure Boothe to Ashleven Castle with the promise of military support to regain Septentrion. He went there after the battle to seek support from Ashington, but he was denied. I was going to go to Ashington in a few days, anyway, to not only announce my marriage to Wynter, but to ask his assistance in trapping Boothe. We’ve been going about this situation the wrong way – we’ve been looking for Boothe when we should be bringing him to us.”

The positive reaction of the men in the room told him that he was on the right track. “But how will we do that?” Clark said. “If it matters at all, I do believe Ashington would have gone along with this plan. I know the man and he would have been more than willing to participate in punishment for de Luci’s death, so I do not think planning something like this is disrespectful to John de Thorington. On the contrary – I think it is most appropriate. I, for one, will do whatever you wish to make this happen. Lord Stagshaw has caused far too much trouble and he must be stopped.”

Gage needed that support. He nodded in gratitude as he turned to Laurence. “As far as I know, Boothe never saw you as part of El Vibora’s army,” he said. “Are you aware that he might know who you serve?”

Laurence shrugged. “He knows I left Septentrion with you,” he said. “But being part of the army that attacked with Langley’s troops? I do not think he knows. I saw him, but we never made eye contact.”

Gage nodded. “Good,” he said. “Because I want you to go to Whiteside and leave a message there that the Earl of Ashington wants to see him. We must keep John de Thorington’s death quiet until this can happen, so it must be done quickly so Boothe does not hear of his death.”

“I will leave at dawn, when you depart for Ashleven,” Laurence said. He looked over at Azul. “You will go with me. I will need your sharp eyes.”

Azul grinned, rubbing his hands together. He was always ready for subversion and treachery.

Gage watched the pair.

“Nothing foolish, nothing heroic,” he told them sternly. “You are not going for a fight. You are only going to relay a message. Tell Boothe that Ashington has changed his mind and will lend him support, but he must go to Ashleven to discuss it. That should have him moving rather swiftly.”

“Aye, my lord,” Laurence said, his eyes glimmering with mirth as he addressed Gage with new formality. “I hear and I obey.”

Gage fought off a smirk as he turned to Varro. “You will remain here and protect Septentrion, but I would suggest sending Wyeth to Langley to ensure that it is properly protected, as well. We sent several hundred men back there earlier, but there are only senior sergeants in charge that I know of. There should be a knight. We must have both Langley and Septentrion properly manned against anything my brother might try.”

Varro nodded. “Agreed,” he said. “Is that all you need from us?”

“For now,” Gage said. “I will leave on the morrow and head straight back to Ashleven to await my brother. Greedy bastard that he is, I am certain he will be thrilled to receive Ashington’s message.”

“Only he does not realize that Ashington is now you.”

Gage shook his head, his eyes riveted to Varro. “He does not,” he muttered. “But he soon will.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Whiteside had once been the home of a Scottish clan many years ago. It was centuries-old structure that wasn’t particularly comfortable, but it was strong and sturdy. A squat, three-storied tower with tiny windows for light and ventilation sat amongst stone walls that had been covered by thorny vines over the years. No one had ever bothered to clear them away because the nasty thorns were enough to deter anyone from trying to climb them.

It was an intimidating place.

Sunk back in the woods, in the shade most of the time, Whiteside was an odd name for a place that was almost always in the dark. But it had a clear view of the valley to the south and any approaching riders or armies unless they wanted to take the time to go all the way around and come in through woods that were thick and overgrown.

That was part of what made Whiteside such a good hiding place.

On this day, two riders approached Whiteside in full view from the south, men in armor. One of them lobbed off a bolt that planted itself in the ground of Whiteside’s small bailey. As the riders tore off down the hill, Boothe and his followers emerged from the structure.

“Look!” the old archer said. “There’s something on the bolt!”

Boothe, reeling from a bad night of sleep and a headache from the cheap wine they’d stolen in the village of Redburn, could see that for himself. He staggered out of the stone keep, slipping on the moss-slick steps, before rushing into the bailey and yanking the bolt free of the ground. There was indeed a missive tied to the bolt and he quickly pulled it free, opening it with great curiosity.

His men were watching him anxiously.

“God’s bones,” he finally hissed. “It’s from Ashington. He wants me to come to Ashleven right away.”

“Are you certain it is from Ashington?” the old archer said fearfully. “How would he know to find you here?”

Boothe wasn’t concerned that it might be a ruse. To him, it was the answer to his prayers. He held up the missive, shaking it in the man’s face.

“Because the man is an ally,” he snapped. “He knows of the hunting lodge. He knows that I would come here. He wants to help me, do your hear? He has changed his mind. We must go to Ashleven!”

The last word was punctuated by a shove to the old archer, who stumbled back as Boothe ran off towards the keep to collect what meager possessions he had. Anything in the keep had been stolen or brought with them when they fled Septentrion and it wasn’t much. Whiteside sat vacant most of the time, hardly used at all except by occasional outlaws or a wild animal or two. Now it had become the haven for the remnants of Lord Stagshaw’s army, all of which could be classified as both outlaws and wild animals.

But all of that changed today.

Ashington had come to his senses.

Boothe was so glad that John de Thorington has summoned him that he went about shouting orders to his men to prepare the horses. There were eleven men and six horses, so Boothe ordered a few of the older men to remain at Whiteside until the army could be moved towards Septentrion. He made plans as if there were great plans to be made, plans that would see him reclaim what was rightfully his.

Septentrion Castle.

Gone was the fear that random patrols would find them. They had seen a few of those over the past several days, but they’d had time to escape before the patrols were upon them. They knew the woods and the places they could hide and they had done just that while the enemy patrols wandered around looking for any sign of them.

It didn’t occur to Boothe that the men bearing a missive from Ashington hadn’t delivered it personally. In truth, he didn’t care. He’d been summoned and he was going to go. As he mounted his horse, a shaggy animal, he vowed to make a better ally to Ashington, as his father had been. If the Earl of Ashington was willing to help him regain his castle, then the least he could do was become a better ally. For a while, anyway.

But who knew what the future held after he got what he wanted.

He and a few of his men were racing towards Ashleven Castle within the hour.
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Wynter found her mother in the chapel of Ashleven.

Maryann was in the small, stone-floored chapel by herself and according to Dirk, she’d been there since John was killed. In fact, her father’s body was lying at the altar in a box that had been hastily built for him by the same carpenters that had been repairing the gatehouse. Hasty or not, it was a beautiful box built with some of the wood they’d removed from the gatehouse. Even though there had been some rot on it, they’d cut it away and it blended beautifully with the rest of the wood.

Someone had brought Maryann a chair and a blanket at some point and she sat next to her husband, her head lowered and a rosary clutched in her right hand. John had given her the rosary at their marriage, with seventy-two beads on the strand. As Wynter approached, she could see her mother’s lips moving in prayer. Silently, she knelt next to her mother and put her head on the woman’s lap.

“Mama,” she whispered, feeling the tears because she knew her father was in the box next to her mother. “I have come home. I’m so sorry for what has happened.”

Maryann was almost in a stupor because she’d been praying so long. She was startled when her daughter put her head in her lap.

“Wynnie?” she said weakly, blinking her eyes. “When did you come home, lass?”

Wynter raised her head, tears in her eyes as she kissed her mother on the cheek. “Just now,” she said. “We have only just arrived. I came as soon as I heard.”

Maryann gazed at her daughter, a woman who looked a good deal like her grandmother. But Maryann seemed muddled, confused even, as she looked at Wynter.

“Where have you been?” she said. “Your father was going to look for you and… and he had an accident.”

That was as close as she could bring herself to speaking of what had happened. Seeing her clear distress, Wynter’s tears spilled over.

“I know,” she said. “Mama, I am so sorry this happened. I am home now and I will never leave again, I swear it.”

Maryann continued to stare at her before shaking her head, quickly, as if she were trying to clear her vision and her mind. She blinked her eyes, coming around a bit.

“Wynnie, where have you been?” she said, more strongly now. “More importantly, why did you leave? Why did your father have to go looking for you?”

Her voice was a little louder and Wynter could see that she was becoming more lucid. She’d spent the entire ride back to Ashleven through an insultingly beautiful day wondering what she was going to say to her mother. Insulting because it didn’t seem right for a day to be so lovely when her father had only just died. On a day like that, the entire world should be dreary and miserable. Not beautiful and clear. Now that the moment was upon her, all she could seem to do was apologize.

But Maryann wanted answers.

“Mama, I want you to listen carefully,” Wynter said. “Can you do that, please? I know you are shattered, but you must listen. Much has happened.”

Maryann grew serious. “What has happened?”

Wynter took a deep breath. “Brian came for me three nights ago,” she said. “He did not want to tell Papa, but Gage had been badly wounded in the battle at Septentrion and he came to fetch me. Brian thought Gage was dying and he knew I would want to be with him.”

Maryann’s expression darkened. “I should have known,” she said. “If someone merely speaks the name Gage, you go running like a foolish wench. So it was Brian, was it? He spoke the name and you went running. Well? Did Gage die?”

Wynter didn’t like the way her mother was speaking about Gage. “He did not,” she said, feeling wounded. “But Brian did.”

Maryann faltered, shocked. “De Luci is dead?”

Wynter nodded. “Killed by an ambush,” she said. “But Gage did not die. He is recovering.”

Maryann struggled to digest all of that. That was not what she had expected, nor wanted, to hear. After a moment, her jaw flexed.

“I see,” she finally said. “And now that de Luci is dead, I suppose your attention is on Gage again.”

“It never left him.”

Maryann sighed sharply. “I do not want to have this conversation with you, but it seems that I must,” she said. “Do you understand that Gage is to blame for your father’s death?”

Wynter pulled away from her mother and stood up. “How on earth did you come up with that conclusion?”

Maryann was building a head of steam. “He sent Brian to fetch you,” she said. “Your father went to retrieve you and it cost him his life. Now I see how this has all happened – it is Gage de Reyne’s fault!”

Wynter could feel her anger building. “You will not blame him,” she said. “I do not know what you have against him, but you have no reason. He is not responsible for Papa’s death. If you must blame anyone, blame me. I am the one who ran off.”

“Because of Gage!” Maryann nearly shouted. “And now Brian is dead? My God, Wynter. He was your best hope for a good husband and a happy life. I cannot believe what horrible fortune we are having. First Brian, now your father. I do not know what I am going to do.”

Wynter looked at her mother. The woman was emotional and flighty at times, but she’d never been nasty or vengeful. Still, it seemed she was very much against Gage and Wynter wanted to know why.

“Listen to me and listen well,” she growled. “Gage did not send Brian to fetch me. Brian came of his own accord. Gage never said a word to him, so if you must blame someone, blame Brian for being compassionate enough to come for me when he thought the man I loved was dying. Brian’s great sense of pity is what started this, so be angry at him. But do not ever be angry at Gage again for something he had no control over.”

Maryann’s jaw was ticking again. “You will not speak to me in that manner, Wynter.”

“Speak to you how? Like a fool? Because you are being foolish, Mother. Utterly foolish.”

Maryann’s eyes narrowed. “How dare you speak to me like that,” she hissed. “You are the fool, Wynter. You do not know what Gage de Reyne is capable of. Brian told me that he had indeed tried to steal his brother’s inheritance and that he had set his sights on you for the Ashington earldom. Why do you think I brought you back to Ashleven so quickly after our visit at Langley? I wanted to get you away from Gage.”

Wynter was fairly certain Brian hadn’t told her mother any such thing but, on the other hand, he had been threatened by Gage’s appearance. It was possibly he might have intimated something, but she just couldn’t believe that he would openly slander the man the way her mother said he had.

“It’s not true,” she said simply. “Gage never did anything. Boothe threatened to kill him and exiled him from Septentrion. That is the truth of the matter, so whatever Brian told you was wrong. And Gage did not have his sights set on the Ashington earldom – I have my sights set on him. I love him, Mother.”

Maryann growled. “I cannot listen,” she said, turning away. “You have always been a fool for Gage, ever since you were young. It has to stop, Wynter!”

“I am his wife now. I married him yesterday.”

Maryann’s raving came to an abrupt halt and she looked at her daughter in horror. “You… you what?”

“I married him. Gage is now the Earl of Ashington.”

Maryann put a hand to her chest, utterly shocked at what she was hearing. “Nay,” she breathed. “Tell me it is not true.”

Wynter had enough of her mother’s hysterics. She went to the woman, looking her in the eyes.

“It is true,” she said. “I am Gage’s wife and he became the new earl when Papa died. I believe Papa would be very happy to have Gage as his heir, so do not spoil it with your ravings and hysterics. If you do not like it, then you can go to your chamber and stay there. My husband is here and although weakened from the wound he is recovering from, he is already taking steps to make this land safer and better for all of us. He will be a great earl and I do not care if you do not think so. He is a wonderful, loving man and if you have anything negative to say about him, then you can go to hell. I mean it, Mother. I will not hear anything slanderous out of your lips about Gage ever again. Accept him or don’t. The choice is yours.”

With that, she turned on her heel and walked past her mother, heading for the chapel entry. She had never spoken to her mother like that in her life but, in her opinion, Maryann deserved it. The woman was being unreasonable and although she was stricken with grief, it did not excuse her behavior.

Nothing did.

Wynter was fully prepared to defend Gage to the death, even against her own mother.

Outside, the beautiful day was waning, a glorious sunset on the western horizon. In fact, Wynter had never seen the colors so bright and she came to a halt, watching the beautiful pattern of the clouds across the heavens. Somehow, she could see her father’s face in those clouds. In truth, she could feel his spirit all around. He didn’t feel disappointed like her mother did.

But Wynter couldn’t worry about that now.

She had a husband to see.

Wynter found Gage in her father’s solar, seated on a cushioned chair with Clark, Etienne, and Dirk around him. They were smiling about something when she entered the chamber, but all attention turned to her when she walked in. Wynter looked at the men around her, forcing herself to brighten a little. The quarrel with her mother had her mood in tatters.

“What did I interrupt?” she said. “You all look as if you have some delicious secret.”

The men chuckled as Gage answered. “No secret,” he said. “Spring was just here, looking for you. Her face was painted white like it was that time in The Rabbit Burrow. I’m not quite sure who she is expecting that she should be made up so.”

Wynter shook her head. “I would not know,” she said. “Though she will probably want to do some kind of play now that I am here and she has an audience of five knights.”

Gage rolled his eyes. “For your father’s sake, no plays,” he said. “My darling, I love that you are so talented, but no plays for now. We have more important things to do.”

Wynter grinned. “Not even Abraham and Hagar?”

“Not even Abraham and Hagar.”

She conceded, but that humor was tempered by her conversation with her mother. She couldn’t seem to shake it. She turned to Dirk, who had been left behind when everyone else was gone. She thought that the man might know something.

“I just came from my mother, Dirk,” she said. “Has she been with my father since his death?”

Dirk nodded. “She has not left his side, Lady Ashington.”

He used her proper title for the first time and Wynter felt a distinct sense of satisfaction at that. “I wonder if she is simply overwrought,” she said. “I do not want to force her into leaving his side if that is what she feels she must do, but I’ve just had a disturbing conversation with her and I wonder if you have experienced the same.”

Dirk glanced at Etienne, who had also been around Maryann. “She has not seemed right since it happened, my lady,” he said. “We have all seen it. She seems… fragile. Understandably so.”

“What is it?” Gage asked quietly, grasping his wife’s hand. “What did she say?”

Wynter turned to him. “She is distressed at Brian’s death and my father’s death,” she said. “She blames you.”

“Me?”

Wynter nodded. “She seems to think that you are behind sending Brian to fetch me when you were feverish and because my father was departing Ashleven to return me home, she blames you for his death as well.” She sighed softly. “I have never seen her like this, Gage. I fear what she will say to you when she sees you, so you must be prepared.”

Gage simply lifted his eyebrows, saddened by Maryann’s opinion. “Mayhap I should speak with her,” he said. “If she has concerns, then she can address them with me.”

“Not now. I do not think she will react well.”

Gage kissed her hand, hoping that he and Maryann could come to an understanding, eventually. He very much wanted to get on with his wife’s mother, a woman he’d known for many years and had never had any trouble with. He couldn’t account for her change of opinion, but that would have to wait.

He had other pressing business.

“Now, will you leave us for a while?” he asked. “I would suggest you see to your mother and sisters. They have need of you now, so you can be of most help with them.”

Wynter nodded. “I will see you at sup.”

His eyes glimmered at her. “You most certainly will.”

“And you do not feel too tired? Or weak?”

“A little,” he admitted. “But there is much to do. I am well enough, my darling. Go about your business.”

With a lingering smile on her husband, she headed for the solar door but was cut off when Laurence and Azul suddenly appeared.

“He’s coming, Gage,” Laurence said breathlessly. “He took the bait, the missive we lobbed over the walls, and we saw him ride from Whiteside. We had to race to keep ahead of him, but he cannot be more than an hour behind us, if that.”

Everyone was on their feet, including Gage. “Then you found him?” he asked, incredulous. “At Whiteside, as we’d speculated?”

Laurence was trying to catch his breath. “The man didn’t go far,” he said. “He mustn’t see you or me, so Clark and Etienne and Dirk should be at the gatehouse. He will know their faces and he will not think that anything is amiss.”

Gage quickly agreed. “When he arrives, bring him inside, into this solar, in fact,” he told Clark. “Bull and I will be waiting for him. Act as if everything is normal, as if John is waiting for him. It is imperative that he not catch one hint of trouble.”

Clark and Etienne and Dirk nodded, rushing out to assume their posts. There was a sense of urgency in the air as they rushed past Wynter, who watched them bolt out into the setting sun of the bailey.

“What should I do?” she said to Gage. “Where do you want me to go?”

Gage went to her, kissing her on the forehead. “Find your sisters and tell them to stay to their chambers,” he said. “They should not be out and about until this is over. Then you must find your mother. I am concerned with a grieving woman roaming freely at this time. If she sees Boothe before I do and tells him that your father is dead, it could ruin everything.”

Wynter felt some trepidation at that thought. Without another word, she rushed off to do as she was told. In fact, she felt a definite need to see her mother again. The last thing they needed was for the culmination of Gage’s plans to be ruined somehow, especially by a grieving widow. If that happened, they might not ever get another chance to capture Boothe.

To end the conflict, once and for all.

Now, all they could do was wait for the fly to come to the spider.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


“Mama?”

Hearing one of her children address her, Maryann’s head came up from where it was resting against the side of John’s coffin. It was a female voice, one of her four daughters, but she didn’t know which one until she looked.

Wynter was back, standing a few feet away.

Seeing her eldest, with whom she had just violently quarreled, she turned away and ran a hand over her face.

“What is it?” she asked.

Wynter came closer. “I came back to tell you that I am sorry I became angry at you,” she said. “I love you, Mama. I do not want us to argue, not now.”

Maryann still had her hand over her face. “Nor I,” she said, sounding calmer than she had a short while earlier. “But what you have done, Wynnie… I am not certain I can ever accept it.”

“You mean marry Gage?” Wynter said. She knelt beside her mother, looking up at the woman. “Mama, I want to ask you something and you must be perfectly honest with your answer. Can you do that?”

“I am always honest with you, Wynter.”

“I hope so,” Wynter said. “Because I am always honest with you, too. I want you to consider something when it comes to Gage – I am not sure what Brian told you, or why you believe Gage married me only for the title, but you must consider that Brian was jealous and trying to keep you from thinking Gage was a better candidate. Do you agree that might be a motive?”

Maryann’s hand came away from her face. “Possibly,” she said wearily. “I do not want to think about that right now.”

“I know,” Wynter said, somewhat gently. “But I need your attention, just for a moment. Can you please do that?”

Maryann turned her head to look at her. “You have it.”

“I want to talk about Brian and Gage,” Wynter said. “I want you to think about something – if Brian really thought Gage was terrible and greedy and only wanted me for the title I would bring him, why would Brian have risked his life to come to Ashleven after the battle at Septentrion to bring me to Gage? I know you trusted Brian. I know you liked him. If Gage was so horrible, why would Brian have come to fetch me?”

Maryann was exhausted, her mind working slowly, but she understood what her daughter was saying. After a moment, she simply shook her head.

“I do not know,” she said honestly. “I cannot ask him.”

“But does my question make sense?”

“I suppose there is some merit in what you say.”

Wynter breathed a sigh of relief. “Of course there is,” she said. “Brian knew, as Papa knew, that Gage was a worthy man who had been terribly wronged by his brother. It is unfair of you to think otherwise because it simply isn’t true. He is honorable and kind and wise. Papa knew he would make an excellent earl. I think we are all very fortunate to have him. Will you at least give him the chance to prove himself before you condemn him? He has had enough of that in his life. He does not need it from you, too.”

Maryann looked at her daughter. Her beloved first born. A little eccentric at times, a little stubborn, but with a golden heart. Perhaps grief had overwhelmed her a little when it came to accepting what Wynter had done. Perhaps that grief had clouded her judgment. It was difficult enough to accept John’s death much less accept Wynter’s shocking marriage.

To a mercenary.

But that mercenary, long ago, had been a true and dear young knight she had known.

“I know your father did not subscribe to the rumor that Gage had tried to steal his brother’s inheritance,” she said. “I suppose I did not, either, until Brian said… what he said. But you are correct – Brian was vying for your hand. He had to make Gage look less appealing in my eyes.”

Wynter grasped her mother’s hand. “That’s very true,” she said. “I understand why he did it but, in the end, he regretted it deeply, I am sure. Brian came to me, without prompting from Gage, to fetch me to Gage’s side because he thought the man was dying. Would he do that if he thought Gage was so horrible?”

After a moment, Maryann shook her head. “Nay,” she said. “Brian de Luci was many things, but a fool is not among them.”

Wynter closed her eyes in thanks, putting her cheek against her mother’s hand. “I will miss him,” she said softly. “I was there when he died, Mama. Boothe’s men put two bolts in his back and I held him as he died. It was… horrible. I have never seen a man die before, much less someone I knew. But I told him, as he lay dying, that I would remember him well. That my whole family would remember him well. I intend to keep to that vow and I hope you will keep it with me.”

Maryann put her free hand on her daughter’s head, feeling pity for what she’d had to endure. “I will,” she said. “Brian was a good man. He would have made a good son, but we will remember him as a family member, nonetheless. How does Gage feel about that?”

Wynter lifted her head to look at her mother. “He says that we shall name our son Brian,” she said. “He knows that Brian sacrificed himself so we could marry. He intends to honor him.”

A faint smile tugged at Maryann’s pale lips. “Only a man of noble heart would say such a thing about a rival.”

Wynter smiled, too. “That is the way I look at it,” she said. “Please, Mama. Give us your blessing. Give Gage your blessing. I promise he will make you, and Papa, proud.”

Maryann nodded, as if finally accepting the inevitable. Wynter had married the man she had always wanted to marry and they would move forward into a new era. As she stroked her daughter’s cheek, Spring, Summer, and Autumn entered the chapel.

“Mama?” Spring said timidly. “Wynnie?”

Maryann turned to her daughters. “Come, girls,” she said. “Come and pray with me and the new Countess of Ashington. You know that your sister has married, don’t you?”

All three sisters came into the chapel, various expressions of delight on their faces. “We heard,” Spring said. “It is all anyone can speak of. Are you… are you happy about it, Mama?”

Maryann looked at Wynter. “These are dark days for me now,” she said. “But when the darkness passes, I shall be ecstatic, I am sure. And then we must find husbands for all of you. Let us pray for your father and then discuss the situation with him. Mayhap he will have some divine advice for us all.”

Maryann was starting to sound much more like herself and Wynter was deeply thankful. She refrained from telling her mother about Boothe’s arrival, at least for the moment. She was simply relieved her mother was starting to come around to the idea of Gage being the new Earl of Ashington. Grief was an odd thing sometimes, making perfectly sane people mad, but it was only temporary in Maryann’s case. She was rational, willing to look to the future.

That’s all Wynter could ask for.

With the issue of her mother solved, Wynter focused on her father for the first time since returning to Ashleven. She left her mother for a moment, going to stand next to her father, taking a good look at the man in death.

He looked very peaceful.

Gently, she put a hand on his, folded across his belly.

“I am sure you already know that Brian has passed away,” she said softly. “You are probably with him right now and I am glad you are together. Brian thought a great deal of you. I do not want you to worry about Ashleven, Papa. Gage will make a wonderful earl, but I think you already know that. I promise that he will strive to be as good a lord as you were. Thank you for setting such a fine example. Thank you for being patient and kind and compassionate, not the least of which with a daughter who liked to tie on a fake beard and pretend to be Moses. I am sorry your grandchildren will not know you, but they will come to love you and value you through my eyes, I promise. Sleep well, Papa, until we meet again.”

There were tears in her eyes, but tears of gratitude as well as grief. Her gaze lingered on John’s form a moment longer before turning back to her mother and sisters, who were huddled around each other. Wynter took her place next to Spring and began reciting the Lord’s Prayer with her family.

It was the loving send off that John de Thorington deserved.
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Everything appeared to be as it should.

Boothe and three of his men raced towards the gatehouse of Ashleven, an impressive and welcome sight as far as Boothe was concerned. Ashington would be a great ally from now on, he hoped. Once the man helped him regain his castle, anyway. If he didn’t and he’d only called him here to lecture him, well… Boothe had a way of making people pay.

Ashington would pay.

Therefore, it would be in John’s best interest to cooperate.

He slowed his horse as he drew near, where the road was smoothed out from so much traffic in and out of the gatehouse. At this hour, nearing sunset, they were preparing to close the portcullis for the night but it wasn’t down yet. Boothe noticed knights at the mouth of the gatehouse, men he recognized as Ashington’s men.

He headed for them.

“You!” he shouted to the first man he came to. “Your lord has summoned me. Take me inside and provide me with refreshment. You may tell him I have arrived.”

The knight, an older blond man, didn’t seem overly thrilled to see him. “And you are?”

Boothe was incensed. “Stagshaw, you fool,” he said. “Take me inside.”

The man looked him over, from head to toe. “Your men stay outside,” he finally said. “You will follow me.”

Boothe didn’t even think twice about leaving his men outside of the gates. He’d do anything to see Ashington, even go in alone. Leaving his weary horse at the gate with his men, he followed the knight on foot.

The bailey was still busy at this hour, preparing to shut down for the evening. He wasn’t paying attention to anything other than the knight he was following, trailing the man all the way to the keep and up the stairs to the entry level. The one thing he did notice, however, was all of the lovely soldiers Ashington had. Soldiers that would help him regain what he’d lost. Brian de Luci was going to suffer in a big way because not even the army from Langley could stand against Ashington. John de Thorington had the largest army in south Northumberland.

Boothe wished he could see Brian’s face when he realized Ashington had turned against him.

It was a thought that kept him warm as the keep swallowed him up and into the cool, dark innards he went. The servants had begun lighting the sconces and chandeliers, giving the foyer a ghostly glow. The knight took Boothe into Ashington’s solar, that lavishly rich chamber that had always impressed Boothe.

Without even being asked, he went straight to the wine pitcher and poured himself a measure of Ashington’s fine wine. He took several large swallows, savoring it. It was so much better than the cheap stuff his men had managed to steal. Now, Boothe was back where he belonged, in the opulent surroundings of an ally.

His joy knew no bounds.

“Welcome to Ashleven.”

The voice came from behind. Boothe turned to see Laurence standing several feet behind him. The blond knight had disappeared, leaving Laurence de Becque in his place. A bolt of shock went through Boothe.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded. “Where is Ashington?”

“He’s coming,” Laurence said. His gaze lingered on Boothe for a moment. “It has been a long time, my lord.”

Boothe set the cup down. He was immediately on his guard, startled by the appearance of a knight who had once served his father, a man he’d never liked much, nor had Laurence liked him.

There was no love lost between them.

“Answer me,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

“That should be obvious,” Laurence said. “I serve Ashington.”

Boothe was vastly confused. “Is that why I have been summoned here?” he said, backing away and looking around frantically for a weapon. “Did he summon me to announce that you now serve him?”

Laurence shook his head. “Of course not,” he said. “Why should he? Ashington wants to speak to you about other things.”

Boothe was over by the table at this point, looking for a dagger or a quill that was strong enough and sharp enough to use against a man who had never liked him. He knew that. He spied iron implements over by the hearth, but they were too far away.

He struggled not to panic.

“What things?” he said. “I’ve come as an ally of…”

Laurence cut him off. “You have come at Ashington’s invitation, not as an ally.”

Boothe paled as he realized this summons from Ashington might have some darker purpose. He could only guess what it was. Suddenly, the hope that he would receive assistance in regaining his castle seemed further and further away.

The reality of what was happening occurred to him.

“De Luci is here, isn’t he?” he finally said. “He’s behind this, isn’t he? That bastard has set a trap and used Ashington to do it!”

“Brian de Luci is dead.”

Gage answered from the doorway, watching his brother sweat and twitch several feet away. As he came into the chamber and shut the door, bolting it, Boothe’s eyes threatened to pop from his skull.

“You!” he hissed. “You’re here?”

“I am.”

“I saw you hit with a bolt!”

“You did.”

“You should be dead!”

“And yet I am not,” Gage said. “I am very much alive. And you and I are going to have a discussion, Boothe.”

Boothe had backed away from the table, now over against the wall. He grabbed the nearest weapon he could find, which happened to be a chair, and held it aloft like a club.

“I have nothing to say to you,” he said. “Get out. Where is Ashington?”

“I am Ashington,” Gage said.

Boothe’s face contorted with disbelief and fear. “Do you think I am so stupid as to believe that?” he said. “Why would you spout such lies? Where is de Thorington?”

“Dead,” Gage said simply. “Boothe, I want you to listen and listen well. I am the Earl of Ashington now. I married John de Thorington’s daughter, his heiress. John died in an accident and I have inherited the title. Therefore, when you received the summons from the Earl of Ashington, you received the summons from me. Do you understand so far?”

Boothe was positively ashen. “It’s not true,” he hissed. “You have been away from England for many years. You cannot be married to the Ashington heiress. It is not possible!”

“Yet, I am,” Gage said calmly. “If you do not believe me, I can bring any number of trustworthy sources in here to confirm it. As I was saying, I am now the Earl of Ashington, with an enormous army at my disposal. Your days of treachery and deceit are finished. I have waited my entire life to say those words, but your tyranny ends, Boothe de Reyne. You are my prisoner.”

Boothe shook the chair in his hands menacingly. “Get out!” he shouted. “I would speak to Ashington now! What have you done with him?”

It was clear that he didn’t believe Gage or Laurence but, in truth, he had no reason to. Gage turned to Laurence.

“Find my wife,” he said quietly. “Bring her in here. Send the knights in here as well.”

Laurence nodded, heading out of the solar, but almost immediately, Clark, Etienne, and Dirk took his place. They were heavily armed and Gage gestured to the group.

“These men serve me,” he said to Boothe. “I have command of Ashington while Uncle Varro has command of Septentrion and Langley. You have no chance in regaining your properties, Boothe. You were a nasty boy who grew up into a nasty man and judgment, for you, has arrived. Men like you have no place in civilized society and as your brother, it is my duty to make sure you never harm anyone again. Men are dead because of you. Men are injured because of you. I am ashamed to call you my brother and I always have been. Now is my time to do something about it.”

Boothe’s gaze was darting between his brother and the knights. “You’re mad,” he hissed. “I do not know where Ashington is, but I am leaving and you will not stop me. I will kill you if you try.”

Gage looked at Clark, who unsheathed his broadsword. Etienne and Dirk followed in quick succession. When Boothe realized they were preparing to go into combat, he quickly lowered the chair.

“Put the weapons away,” he said, sounding less demanding and more fearful. “Put them away or I’ll…”

Gage had enough. Before his brother finished the sentence, he marched over to the man and punched him, hard, in the middle of his face.

Boothe dropped like a stone.

“Shut your mouth,” Gage snarled, no longer sounding calm. “Shut your stupid mouth and understand that you are no longer in control. You are no longer giving the commands. I am. I am your worst nightmare come to life, Boothe – a man you have greatly wronged your entire life. The lies you told about me, the cruel treatment, comes to an end today. Today, I punish you for what you did to me, but more than that, I punish you on behalf of Brian de Luci. I punish you for the injuries you inflicted and the death you caused to a man you were unworthy of. Brian de Luci was the brother I should have had but, instead, I had a nightmare for a sibling. A disgusting, filthy piece of human rubbish who called himself my brother. For Brian, and for his cousin, and for John de Thorington, today is the day your evil ends.”

Boothe was cowering, wiping the blood from his nose, but he wasn’t entirely subdued. He kicked out a foot in an attempt to push Gage away, but Gage lashed out a big fist again and hit him on the right temple. Boothe yelped as a hand went over his head, protecting himself from his brother’s devastating blows. As Gage stood over the man, the solar door opened again.

Maryann and Wynter appeared.

“My lady!” Boothe cried out upon seeing Maryann. “Where is your husband? Send him to me at once! Help me!”

Shocked, Maryann looked between Boothe and Gage, trying to figure out what was going on, but given what her daughter had briefly told her as they’d run over from the chapel at Laurence’s request, she could piece enough of the situation together.

She had never liked Boothe de Reyne, either.

She knew her husband hadn’t.

“I am afraid I cannot do that,” Maryann said. “No one can help you.”

Boothe was stricken with panic and disbelief. “Please, my lady,” he begged. “Tell your husband I require his protection!”

“Again, I cannot help you,” she said. “The Earl of Ashington may do with you as he pleases.”

Boothe opened his mouth to shout at her but realized, in that sentence, that she was confirming what Gage had told him.

I am the Earl of Ashington.

His heart sank.

“Where is your husband, my lady?” he asked, desperate. “What has happened?”

Maryann wasn’t ready to discuss what had happened. She wasn’t sure she would ever be. But before her was justice, as far as she was concerned. She’d once thought that Gage had caused her husband’s death, but she realized that wasn’t true. It had been Boothe. The man was the source of so many ills. He’d done a great many people a great deal of harm.

She looked at Gage.

“Do as you will, my lord,” she said. “You have my permission and John’s permission. He would want you to serve justice, so do as you will. Whatever it is… I approve.”

Gage smiled faintly at the woman. He could only surmise that Wynter must have spoken to her again and, now, he could see acceptance in her eyes. Acceptance of him, of the situation. No doubt, no reluctance. Only support.

He was very glad, indeed.

“You honor me, my lady,” he said softly. “Let me deal with my brother and then I shall be at your service for whatever you wish to do for your husband. But please know how deeply sorry I am. He was a great man.”

Maryann smiled bravely, a comforting moment in the midst of the chaos. “And you will make him proud, I am sure,” she said. With a lingering look at Boothe, she turned for the door. “Whatever you do, make it hurt.”

With that, she passed through the door, leaving Wynter standing there with big eyes at her mother’s brutal suggestion. She looked at Gage to see his reaction and all she could see was respect. Respect for the indominable Lady Ashington. At that moment, Wynter could see that all was right between her husband and her mother.

She couldn’t have been more grateful.

Gage caught Wynter’s expression and his smile lingered, just for her, before vanishing as he turned to Boothe.

“Now you have heard the confirmation from the lips of the dowager countess,” he said. “I am Ashington. Now, I will ask you a question – I want to know if these words sound familiar: a kingdom can only have one king.”

On the ground, with a bloodied nose and a welt on his temple, Boothe was in a position he wasn’t used to. Dominated and controlled by his younger brother, the man he’d exiled those years ago. A man who had come back to defeat him in a way he could have never imagined. As Gage spoke, there was indeed something familiar in his words, but Boothe wouldn’t admit it.

“Are they supposed to?” he said defiantly.

“How about ‘there can only be one dominant male.’”

Boothe was starting to think he had said those words to his brother at some point because they definitely sounded like something he would say.

“Get on with it,” he snarled. “Say whatever you are going to say and get on with it.”

Gage cracked a smile. “Believe me, I shall say what I want to say,” he said. “And then I shall get on with what I wish to do, but if I were you, I would not be so eager to see what that is. For every offense against me, I wish you a thousand years of humiliation. For every offense against Brian de Luci, I wish you a thousand years of pain. For the chaos you have created within the Ashington earldom and for the shame you’ve brought to the de Reyne name, I wish you a thousand years of remorse and anguish. Enjoy the rest of your life, Boothe, such as it is, because it is all your own doing.”

With that, he snapped his fingers at Laurence and Clark, who rushed forward to take Boothe between them. As Boothe howled and kicked and bellowed, the procession of the prisoner began. They dragged him out of the solar, down the steps of the keep entry, and back to the gatehouse. Gage, Wynter, Etienne, and Dirk followed. By the time they reached the gatehouse, however, they had accumulated quite a group.

It was the submission of Lord Stagshaw for all to see.

The vault was located below the gatehouse and Laurence and Clark hauled Boothe down the stairs, with Laurence slugging him at one point so he’d stop fighting so much. Nothing would ever be as satisfying to Laurence as punching the man who had upended his life. By the time they reached the vault, they had three choices of where to place him – two small cells plus a third option, an oubliette that had once been a well that had dried up years ago. It had been turned into a dungeon, a pit for the worst offenders, and Boothe was dropped into this pit, sliding down the slick walls, into the dank darkness with no end.

As the other knights stood back, Gage and Laurence stood at the entry to the pit, listening to Boothe scream and beg because it was so dark.

All they could feel, at that moment, was that justice had indeed been served.

For Brian.

For them all.

“Do you remember on our ride into Northumberland, you mentioned putting your brother in the vault and throwing away the key?” Laurence asked.

Gage nodded, soaking in the sounds of his brother’s misery. “You asked if he could see your face, too, when I did,” he said, gesturing to the hole. “Is this what you meant?”

Laurence turned to him, grinning. “Better,” he said sincerely, clapping Gage on the left arm. “Much better.”

With that, he headed out, lulled by the sounds of Boothe’s agony, but Gage remained. As he stood there, realizing that his brother’s reign of terror was finally over, he felt a soft hand slip into his. He turned to his wife’s smiling face in the dimness of the vault.

“For Brian,” he muttered. “For your father. This is justice, Wynnie.”

Wynter nodded. “I know,” she said. “And I love you for it.”

That was all Gage needed to hear. Without another thought on Boothe de Reyne, he took his wife back out into the lovely Northumberland evening. For Gage, this moment was more than vengeance, more than punishment.

It was the righting of a wrong.

Boothe de Reyne had the rest of his life to contemplate that, in the end, his brother finally won.
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EPILOGUE


One year later

“You have no reason to deny him,” Wynter said, a baby in her arms. “He is coming and you know what he wants to speak to you about.”

Gage, standing by the lancet windows that overlooked the bailey, had another baby in his arms. He turned to his wife, grinning.

“Of course I know,” he said, gently rocking his son, Brian. Brian’s twin, Thorington – or Thor, as he was known – was in his mother’s arms. “Clark has made it no secret that he wants to marry Summer but has yet to actually ask me. The man has to articulate his wants or I cannot help him.”

Wynter fought off a grin. “He was waiting for Bull and Spring to do something,” she said. “Or say something. Honestly, Gage, when has Bull become so cowardly? He and Spring have been courting for six months but he will not speak of it. When we see them walking together, he runs the other way and leaves my sister standing alone, pretending that he was not just with her. What on earth is wrong with him?”

Gage started laughing, looking at his dark-haired son, who was grinning up at his father. Gage kissed the baby on the head. “I could not tell you,” he said. “He feels he is too old for Spring, I suppose, but that does not stop him from keeping company with her. She has grown up quite a bit under his steady guidance, thank God.”

Wynter sighed heavily. “Meanwhile, Clark waits to ask you about Summer,” she said. “He cannot wait much longer.”

“Why not?”

Wynter realized she had just given something away. She’s promised Summer she would not speak of it but, at some point, Gage would figure it out for himself.

The man knew what a pregnant woman looked like.

“You must promise not to tell Clark that you know,” she said. “I swore I would not tell you, but if I do not, Summer will have a ten-year-old child and Clark will still be afraid to ask for her hand.”

Gage’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Summer is pregnant?”

Wynter nodded. “As you can imagine, she must be married,” she said. “You must tell Clark to marry her right away. But you cannot tell him you know of the child.”

“Why not?”

“Because it is not your secret to reveal,” Wynter said, rather firmly. “You will not say a word. Swear this to me.”

Gage made a face of displeasure. “Very well,” he said. “I swear it.”

“Good,” Wynter said. “And I have it all figured out where they should live.”

He groaned. “God, where?”

“Langley, of course,” she said as if it was obvious. “You keep garrison commanders there, anyway. Why not let Clark and Summer have it for their home?”

He curled his lip at her. “And I suppose I should send Bull and Spring to Septentrion?”

“Where else?”

Gage could see that his wife had her sisters’ lives all planned out without any input from him. “I see,” he said. “So I just kick my garrison commanders out into the cold?”

“They are good commanders, but Bull and Clark are better,” she said. “Don’t you agree?”

He did, but that wasn’t the point. She was ordering him around in his own home. Not that it didn’t happen on a daily basis, but not usually so obviously.

“Of course I agree, which is why I want to keep Clark and Bull here with me,” he said. “Ashleven is the largest castle in my earldom. I want the best with me.”

“You still have Etienne and Dirk.”

He brow furrowed. “Speaking of Etienne,” he said. “He has been spending a good deal of time with Autumn. Can I expect another request for marriage from him anytime soon?”

Wynter smiled coyly. “Possibly,” she said. “Etienne and Autie can have Aunt Sedelia’s manse in Durham someday. Or even Whiteside. It’s a nice little outpost, don’t you think?”

“I don’t,” he said flatly. “It’s a terrible, dirty hovel and as far as your Aunt Sedelia goes, the woman will probably outlive us all, so do not make plans for her property. In any case, Etienne will remain here. I need him. And stop telling me what to do.”

Wynter laughed silently at her husband, a powerful and brilliant earl who had taken the helm of the Ashington domain and turned it into a true force to be reckoned with in the north. He had the ear of the king, of many other warlords in Northumberland, and of a particular mercenary warlord in Pamplona.

El Viento del Norte had already made quite a name for himself in the short year he’d been in power.

And his wife couldn’t have been prouder.

Even now, Wynter watched him as he smiled at their firstborn son, a beautiful lad with his father’s eyes and his mother’s smile. Brian and his identical twin brother were the real rulers of Ashleven, babies whom their parents doted on.

And everyone else, too.

In fact, as they spent a few tender moments with their children, the door to the solar flew open and Maryann was there with Autumn in tow.

Wherever the twins were, Maryann was not far behind. She fawned and cooed and tended the children as if they were made from solid gold, enamored with them as much as their parents were.

“There you are,” she said, though she meant the babies. “I have been looking for them. It is time for their naps, Wynnie. Aren’t they becoming fussy?”

They both looked over to Gage, making noises to the baby in his arms, who was grinning a toothless grin. Wynter chuckled.

“With Gage to entertain them?” she said. “I think not, but you can take them, anyway.”

She handed Thor over to his grandmother, but when Autumn went to take Brian from Gage, he turned his back on the young woman so she couldn’t claim the baby. The harder she tried, the more he would turn away until they were turning circles and she was giggling with frustration.

“Gage,” Wynter scolded, grinning. “Give Autie the baby. Stop being difficult.”

Unhappily, Gage relinquished his prize to Autumn, who hugged and kissed the baby as she left the chamber after her mother. Wynter watched them go, but by the time she returned to her husband, she could see that he was pouting. She went to him, putting her arms around him.

“Poor man,” she said. “Having a demanding wife. Having children taken from him. However will he survive?”

He sneered at her, but it was a weak gesture. “I ask myself that every day,” he said. “If I did not love you so much, I would rejoin Uncle Varro.”

“You mean the man who is trying to court my mother?”

Gage stiffened. “He is not trying to court her,” he said. “He is simply being kind.”

“By writing her scandalous poetry?”

Gage didn’t have an answer to that and tried to push her away, but she wouldn’t go. She followed him, squeezing him tightly.

“But you do love me, don’t you?”

“Madly and deeply.”

“A year ago, did you ever imagine your life would be like this in one short year?”

He shook his head, relaxing his harsh stance against her. “Never,” he said. “This past year… it has been heaven, Wynnie. There is no other way to put it.”

Wynter hugged him again as he finally put his arms around her, strong and enormous arms, his right arm that was almost fully healed after the injury he’d suffered last year. It was as if that time in his life was just a bad memory, with every day since then becoming something to cherish.

It was the best time of their lives.

“I know Papa would have been so happy,” she said. “I didn’t tell you this, but when I was laboring to bring forth the twins, I think I saw him in the chamber with me.”

He looked at her. “You never told me,” he said. “What do you mean that you saw him?”

Wynter thought back to that time, when she had taken two long days to bring forth her children. “Do you remember when Flush told you that one child was blocking the other one from being born?” she said. “I had been having pains for two days and I was exhausted, and Flush told you that the children weren’t in a good position to be born.”

Gage lost all of his humor then. It had easily been the most terrifying moment of his life, thinking he might lose his wife in childbirth. “I recall,” he said. “How could I not? But I do not want to think of that time, Wynnie. Our children are healthy and you are safe. That is all I care about.”

“I know,” she said. “But the point is that as I lay there, half-dreaming because Flush’s poppy potion to take away the pain made me feel woozy and sleepy, I swear to you that I saw my father standing at the end of the bed, smiling at me. But I blinked and he was gone. Brian was born shortly afterwards and Thor right after him.”

“So you think your father had a hand in the births of our children?”

Wynter nodded, blinking away tears at a very emotional recollection. “Aye,” she said. “I think he is my guardian angel. And that’s why I say that he would be very happy for us. I think he’s still here, lingering, making sure everything is well.”

Gage hugged her tightly, kissing the top of her head. “I hope so, my darling,” he said. “I truly do. It’s ironic you should say that because after Boothe’s death during the winter, I thought I saw your father, too. Just for a moment, from the corner of my eye, but I would swear it was him. Mayhap he was simply glad the whole nasty business with Boothe was over, from beginning to end.”

“Mayhap,” she agreed. “In any case, we are moving forward with the most wonderful life imaginable, aren’t we, El Norte?”

She teased him with that every once in a while. He swatted her lightly on the behind before releasing her.

“Cheeky wench,” he said. “Now, you must leave me or I will not get anything done. You’ve taken enough of my time with our magnificent sons and your spectacular beauty.”

Wynter kissed him on the cheek before heading to the door, respectful as always of his time. “Do not forget that Gilbert d’Umfraville from Prudhoe will be our guest tomorrow,” she said. “He is bringing his wife and young children to feast with us.”

The mood of the chamber was swinging back to business, back to the heart of the Ashington empire, and Gage nodded. “I remember,” he said. “It is my intention to make Prudhoe stronger allies. D’Umfraville is a decent fellow and I hope to make a friend of him, eventually.”

“Good,” Wynter said. “I would like to…”

She was cut off when there was a knock at the door. Clark opened the panel, looking between Wynter and Gage.

“My lord,” he said. “I am sorry to interrupt. May… may I have a word with you if you are not else occupied?”

Fighting off a smirk, Wynter slipped to the door. “I was just leaving, Clark,” she said. “You may speak to his lordship about anything. Anything at all.”

Gage knew what she meant, the little minx. She was trying to hint to Clark about her sister. Gage went over to his table, the one containing all of the things required to administer his earldom, as Wynter shut the door behind her.

“Come in,” he said. “What can I do for you today?”

Clark cleared his throat softly. “I hope you will not be disappointed, my lord,” he said. “This is of a personal nature.”

Gage knew what it was before Clark even elaborated. The man had been working up to it for days, as they all knew, and the time was apparently right. With a sigh, he stopped what he was doing and gave Clark his full attention.

“Regarding?” he asked.

Clark was trying hard to be calm. And brave. “Lady Summer,” he said.

Gage’s lips twitched with a smile. “I see,” he said. “Then my answer is yes.”

Clark faltered. “What do you mean, my lord?”

“I mean that you have my permission. Hurry up and marry the woman before I grow old and die.”

Clark blinked, so shocked that he couldn’t come up with a swift reply. In fact, he just started laughing. He and Gage laughed until there were tears streaming down their cheeks, a joyful moment in a rich association between the two of them that would see more moments like this to come. A true brotherhood between men who would soon be related by marriage but joined by honor. In six months’ time, little Cal de Vries joined his cousins Brian and Thor in the nursery of Ashington, and life just became sweeter from there.

The homeless knight, the wandering brother, had found a home and hearth and family more valuable than anything the mercenary, El Viento del Norte, could have ever dreamed of. It didn’t come in the form of the Ashington titles and lands, but through the wealth of the love for the family that owned it. Through his wife, Gage learned what it meant to truly love and be loved, with a warmth of happiness that he would carry with him until his dying day.

The cold Wynter’s knight was cold no more.

* THE END *
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