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Welcome to ONCE UPON A PILLOW, a sizzling saga of a magnificent bed and the lovers who have shared it through the ages, written by romance novelist stars Christina Dodd and Connie Brockway!  The four parts, in order, are:

 

— FIRST KNIGHT by Connie Brockway — In medieval England, a battle weary knight returns from the Crusades searching for peace and finding instead the feisty—and bloodthirsty—wife he’d forgotten he had even married.

 

— KIDNAPPED by Christina Dodd — A poverty-stricken lord concocts the perfect plan to win a fortune by abducting and marrying an heiress, but finds his own heart stolen when he snatches the wrong girl instead.

 

— HER CAPTIVE: by Connie Brockway — During George’s III reign, a highwayman’s beautiful sister will do anything to protect her brother from the bold kingsman set on his trail, even if it means chaining the fierce and furious man to her bed.

 

— LAST NIGHT by Christina Dodd — The man in her house is a stranger to her, a danger to her … and the one man she should never love.

 

Romantic Times called ONCE UPON A PILLOW “pure fun” — and you deserve to have fun, so enjoy…

 

 

 

 

KIDNAPPED

By Christina Dodd 


Today in Trecombe, England

On a tour of the famed Masterson Manor…

PROLOGUE

 

“And that, my friends, is how the Masterson family got its name, and how this immense Masterson bed came into being.” Tourist guide and dedicated student of history, Laurel Whitney, was proud that with her recitation she’d kept the tourists enthralled. 

Two of the trio of American women, Miss Ferguson and Mrs. Stradling, stood with their hands clasped over their hearts. The other female, Mrs. Plante, was feverishly jotting down notes in her crumpled spiral notebook. 

The newlyweds, John and Meghan, eyed the bed with more than scholarly interest. Probably they were picturing all the marital jousts that had been fought between its tall wooden posts.  

But even Brian Plante, son of the note-jotter and every inch an American teenage boy, stood beside the Masterson bed, rubbing the polished walnut as if through his touch, he could feel the passage of time. 

Yes, Laurel had brought the manor and the bed to life to everyone… 

Everyone except the patently disinterested handyman, who knelt on the floor, placing his tools in his kit.

That was the exact right place for Max Ashton to be. Kneeling. On the floor. Preferably far away from her.

“Because the first Masterson love affair ended so happily and with so many progeny, the family built” — Laurel gestured grandly — “their castle! If you look out either window, you can see the ruins from here.”

The tourists divided up and rushed to the windows. 

“It’s on a cliff overlooking the beach.” Laurel followed them and peered over their shoulders. “You can see that the keep — that’s the place where the family lived — has walls intact, but the outer castle walls are almost completely grown over, the stones carried away by the villagers as building material. Here and there, rock columns jut up like fingers pointing to the sky.”

“Shouldn’t an archeologist excavate?” Mrs. Plante asked. 

Laurel shook her head. “The ruins are no different than a dozen other castles in England. It’s only of interest to local historians, and that’s because the Mastersons were the influential family in this area for almost eight hundred years.” Laurel pointed to the portraits on the walls: the formal portrait of Lord Rawson Masterson, the more carefree portrait of Lord Sterling Masterson, and the darkened, stylized sketch of Sir Nicholas, the founder of the family.

Brian covered up a yawn, but when his mom nudged him, he jumped and asked, “What happened to ‘em?” 

“I’m sad to say the line vanished from England in the early years of the nineteenth century,” Laurel answered.

Max clanged his wrenches together. “Bunch of losers,” he muttered.

She couldn’t resist. She knelt beside him and in an intense whisper, said, “Excuse me? What did you say? Did you accuse someone else of being a loser? A family of nobles? Of rulers? Because I have to say, Mr. Handyman, you’ve got the nerve.”

Max stopped work and turned his gaze to hers. He looked not at her body, neatly clad in navy slacks and a cream-colored cashmere sweater. He didn’t ogle her cleavage or examine her lips. No. That complete and utter asshole looked into her eyes. 

The trouble with that was, when she returned his gaze, she saw too much: humor, desire, admiration … and memories. 

In fact, when she looked into his green eyes, she fell into his soul. 

The blonde American, Miss Ferguson, made a cooing noise.

Hastily, Laurel scrambled to her feet and made a show of adjusting the large, eggplant-colored velvet comforter on the Masterson bed. “I had this made specially,” she said to no one in particular. “The bed is too big to buy anything off the shelf.”

Mrs. Stradling seemed impervious to any undercurrents that ran between Max and Laurel. It appeared that all of her attention focused on learning the Masterson history. “So the family no longer owns the lands?”

“Nor the manor, either. The Barrys are my employers, and they recently sold everything to a new owner. That’s why this is” — heavens, Laurel almost couldn’t say it — “the last tour.” There. She’d managed to choke it out. 

Miss Ferguson turned to the other ladies. “It’s a good thing we got here when we did!”

“I should say so!” Mrs. Stradling replied.

Mrs. Plante nodded.

“Gosh, yes,” Brian said in a deadpan voice. “I would have hated to miss a single museum in all of England.”

Mrs. Plante rumpled his hair. “We’ll go eat as soon as we get back to the hotel.”

Brian pulled his head away, but he grinned and shuffled his feet. “Hey, I’m interested in more than just food. Sometimes.” He pointed at the fifteen-inch tall, upright cross set atop of the cherry tallboy. “Is that real gold?”

“St. Albion’s cross is real gold, yes, but gold sheets pounded thin and shaped around a plaster cast. Its value is in its antiquity, not in the metal.” Laurel reached up and lightly caressed the rounded edges of the gleaming ornate cross. “It’s older than the bed. It’s over a thousand years old.”

“It should be in a museum,” Miss Ferguson said. 

Laurel subdued the urge to snap at her. As it was, her voice was a little brisker than normal. “It is in a museum, and more important, it’s at home here. It’s been in the Masterson family’s possession since a monk presented Lord and Lady Masterson with the cross as a wedding gift.”

Megan stood on tiptoe to look at it. “It’s beautiful. The work is exquisite. Aren’t you worried it will be stolen?”

John put his hands on her waist and pulled her easily against him. “I’ll bet they have quite a burglar-proof system here, honey.”

Laurel neither agreed nor disagreed. She’d come to be wary of discussions about locks and security. “Actually, St. Albion’s cross is quite heavy, and takes a large man to lift it off the tallboy.”

Megan turned in John’s arms and looked adoringly into his face. “You could do it, darling.”

His lips lowered toward hers. “Do … what?”

Laurel wanted to cover her eyes. Instead she looked away … right into Max’s knowing eyes. 

Oh, gads. She cleared her throat. 

Had he seen how much she envied the newlyweds that unabashed glow of love? 

“Ick,” Brian said. “They’re at it again.”

“Fascinating,” Miss Ferguson murmured as she studied the young couple.

What had Laurel been talking about? “The castle!,” she said explosively. “The castle was built on an outcropping on the coast because that was the best natural defense, and that defense was badly needed during the War of the Roses.” She spoke too rapidly, but apparently the tourists readily accepted eccentricities in their tour guides, for no one seemed surprised by her unfortunate segue.

“Ah. The War of the Roses. That was a difficult time.” Mrs. Stradling nodded sadly. “Noble families had to build defenses to save themselves from the rampages of the armies.”

This time nothing could stop Brian’s jaw-cracking yawn.

Okay. Fine. The boy didn’t like history. Neither did Max, although he had risen to his feet and was pretending to listen. The two children could keep each other entertained. Laurel confined her remarks to the adults in the group. “You ladies know your English history. You must be medieval scholars?”

The middle-aged American women smirked and shook their heads.

“Librarians?” Laurel guessed again.

Mrs. Plante beamed. “Not at all, dear. We’re romance writers.”

“Romance … writers?” Laurel could feel her face heating. The day just got worse and worse.

“Really?” Max sounded fascinated. “My mum reads romances. She tells me I should read them, too.” His beautiful, plush lips quirked in self-deprecating humor. “She says I would learn a few things about making a woman happy.”

“Couldn’t hurt,” Laurel muttered.

“Your mother’s right,” Mrs. Plante said. “I know when my husband reads my novels, he —”

“Mom! I do not want to hear this.” Brian covered his ears and hummed loudly.

Everyone laughed, and Laurel relaxed.

Mrs. Stradling rapped on one of the colossal bedposts to get everyone’s attention, then shook her fingers as if her knuckles hurt. “What I would like to know, is whether it is true there was much crime on this stretch of the coast?”

Startled, Laurel asked, “Crime?”

“Yes.” Her brown eyes darted about as if anticipating an attack. “I heard that smugglers have lived and worked here for centuries.”

“Oh.” Laurel understood now. “Smugglers. The locals never truly considered smuggling a crime. It’s so far from London here, and in times of need it was necessary to make a living any way possible.”

“I love smugglers,” Mrs. Plante said to Miss Ferguson in an aside. “They’re so romantic.”

“Smugglers are not romantic,” Laurel snapped. “They’re thieves who are stealing England’s heritage away, piece by piece, and they should be drawn and quartered!”

Max watched her as if enthralled by her vehemence.

She lifted her chin at him. Let him make what he could of that.

Mrs. Stradling leaned forward. “So there are still smugglers!” 

Laurel's fiery indignation collapsed. “Yes, I’m afraid so, and they’re almost impossible to catch.”

“Were the Mastersons smugglers?” Megan asked.

“Not at all.” Her straight hair was slipping out of its clip, and she wound it tighter and clipped it again. “The Mastersons were well known for their loyalty to the crown and for enforcing the law.”

Max proved he was still listening. “The Mastersons were so gallant, they never got off their noble arse and did the work of smuggling, they just raked in the profits.”

“They were law-abiding citizens.” Laurel sat on the bed with a flounce. “And chivalrous to boot! Just yesterday, in my research, I found a story about a Masterson who came home from fighting for Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the First to discover a scoundrel on the verge of abducting a maiden, and he saved her from certain dishonor...”


1583 in Trecombe, England…

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Not until her kidnapping did Lady Helwin realize how badly security in Trecombe had disintegrated.

When she heard the hoof beats galloping down the beach toward her, she turned — and smiled. 

Any woman who appreciated masculine beauty would have smiled. The beach stretched on in a smooth, unbroken line of silver sand and sheer cliffs, the wind blew off the sea, and Rion Masterson rode like a centaur, black cape and raven hair flying behind him, eyes glittering in the late afternoon sun, pleasure in the exhilarating ride emanating from every line of his fine form. A handsome figure of a man, an adventurer who had gone abroad to seek his fortune — and failed miserably. 

Now he sought prosperity closer to home, and Helwin wanted to wish him luck — sarcastically, of course. She’d observed the newly returned nobleman many a time as he visited her uncle’s house. She’d admired his grace, his wit, the skillful way he used his green eyes to tempt and seduce – not her, but her cousin Bertilda. She could have told him Bertilda might relish a dalliance with the dangerous lord of Castle Masterson, but Bertilda vetted her suitors’ finances with the cool eye of a cutpurse.

But Helwin could tell Rion nothing. She was not permitted to show her face to visitors. Out of sight, out of mind, had been Uncle Carroll’s philosophy about Helwin, and thus far it seemed to be working. Except for the occasional careless inquiry from one of her father’s old friends, no one cared about Helwin’s fate. Helwin might as well resign herself to living out her life as a lonely spinster in her uncle’s household. 

But she could still enjoy a solitary walk on the beach, and she did thrill to the sight of handsome, daring Rion Masterson riding toward her … right toward her. Right at her, although surely by now he’d seen her.

She tried to move out of his path.

He swerved as if to follow her. 

She waved her arms to call attention to herself.

He laughed, an open-mouthed, merry laugh that frightened her in its intensity.

Why was he riding at her so determinedly? Was he the kind of man who found pleasure in running down a helpless woman? 

Or had someone — Uncle Carroll, even Bertilda — told him she would be here and offered him a reward for eliminating that annoying remembrance of former days?

Helwin caught her breath. Her heart skipped a beat, then leaped into a pounding frenzy. Bertilda. That witch Bertilda had insisted Helwin go for a late afternoon walk. She had insisted Helwin wear her purple velvet cape. 

Bertilda had set her up.

Helwin fled, swerving to reach the boulders scattered at the bottom of the cliff. If she could make it that far, Rion wouldn’t dare ride his precious war horse through the rubble and take a chance of laming him. 

She could make it. Surely she could make it.

The stallion thundered behind her. She could almost feel its hot breath on her neck. But she was safe … almost there … when the horse charged past her. She had only a moment of optimism, a bleak hope that Rion would ride on when, with one strong arm below her ribs, he scooped her up. 

She opened her mouth to scream, but in a single smooth movement, he brought her up and over, flinging her face-down before him on the horse. The wind rushed out of her lungs, and she gasped, trying to get air.

“There you are, darling,” he shouted. “You put on a good show, but I vow no one saw us. We’ll be safe for the night.”

What did he mean? What could he mean?

What had Bertilda done now?

The horse was warm, its gait smooth, but hanging head down hurt Helwin’s belly, and watching the sand fly past produced a dreadful sensation of dizzy helplessness. She tried to struggle up on her elbows, to get her breath and tell him he’d made a horrible mistake.

He pushed her down, his hand in the middle of her back. “Just a few more minutes.” His voice was warmed by the faint accent he’d acquired in his years abroad, and wretchedly amused. “Castle Masterson is directly ahead.”

Indeed it was. She’d seen it from afar many a time. Perched on a high, granite-hewn cliff that presided over an inlet of the wild sea, Castle Masterson’s gray battlements chewed at the sky with primitive stone teeth. According to local history, the Masterson family had lived on this land ever since a noble crusader had arrived to save his lady-wife from the mechanisms of evil conspirators. Previously, Helwin had gazed on the castle and sighed for the romance of those former times.

Now she could think only of the narrow cliff path that crumbled away with every new storm, and how she did not wish to ride its length face down on a horse like a bag of corn. Indeed, she didn’t want to ride its length at all. “I don’t know what you’re doing,” she shrieked. “But you’re going to be sorry!”

“Hush, dear. Samson is a difficult beast and rears when he hears loud noises.” Rion tossed the hem of her cape over her head to muffle her squawk of dismay. The horse slowed as they reached the bottom of the path, then labored as they began to climb.

Helwin fought with the flapping folds of the material and bitterly knew he would not take her threat seriously. For who would make him sorry? Not Uncle Carroll, with his cold eyes and handsome face. He wasn’t home to notice if his only niece failed to return, and until he returned, there would be no rescue. 

Then, of course, he would come after her, but only because — ‘od’s mercy! In brief glimpses below the hem of the cape, she saw the beach fall away as they climbed. Again she wanted to shriek in abject fear. But she didn’t dare speak a word, for as they clambered up the narrow path, the beach retreated and the cliff hung straight over the ocean. Below her, the waves crashed on the jagged rocks. The setting sun was turning the shadows to purple. One misstep would send them plunging to their deaths. And perhaps no one else held her to be of value, but she valued herself enough to make up for all of their indifference.

With a swift box on the ears and a hearty scolding, she’d correct Rion as soon as she set foot on the ground, and with any luck she’d be back in Smythwick Hall before Bertilda had had time to crow about her clever ruse. Then Bertilda had reason to fear; she’d faced Helwin's fury only twice since Bertilda and her father had moved into Helwin's home, and both times Bertilda had come out much the worse. 

So Helwin sagged onto the horse, letting it carry her along the narrow path to the top. But for all her compliance, she couldn’t halt a gasp when Samson’s front hoof slipped on the loose stones. 

The horse staggered. Pebbles spattered down the cliff face. 

“Whoa, my boy, whoa.” Rion worked the reins, keeping Samson on the path with the patience and skill that had made him such a valuable mercenary. 

And as they resumed their ascent, Helwin deliberated on how she would make Bertilda pay for this humiliation and peril.

When they reached the top, her head spun from hanging upside down, her belly ached from being draped across Samson’s back, and she barely heard the castle’s postern gate open or the cackle of male mirth as Rion rode inside. 

“Did ye capture her, then?” a rough male voice called.

“Aye, that I did. Everything went off without a misstep.” Rion slipped from the horse before the beast had stopped moving. “I told you I’d turn our fortunes!”

From inside the smothering depths of the cloak, Helwin tried to kick herself free.

Rion dragged her off and flung her over his shoulder. “Be calm, my beauty.” He gave her upraised bottom a gentle pat and peeled off a mighty laugh — a laugh which stopped abruptly when she clawed her nails into his back. “There’ll be time enough for that later,” he joked.

The men chortled.

But Helwin heard the note of irritation which tinged his voice. Good. She’d show him irritation — just as soon as she got rid of this cloak and stood on her own two feet. 

A door opened. They entered the castle. They started up stairs.

She struggled with the clasp on her cloak. Dropped it to the floor. Looked down to see a dozen man-servants and knights in the vestibule gaping at her. A few of them raised their goblets. A few staggered and sniggered.

“See, lads?” Rion called. “She can’t wait for my attentions.”

“Lord Masterson,” she snapped.

Rion bounded up the stairs, jostling the breath out of her. He reached the level of the great hall, took a turn, went up another flight.

“Lord Masterson, you’ve made a mistake!”

He kicked a door open, stalked inside, and kicked the door shut. 

The light had faded to dusk, but as he turned, she saw a whirl of furnishings: a clothes cupboard, a stand with a jug of wine and two glasses, a fireplace where flames licked at the logs. A massive walnut bed, with a heavy carved headboard, a great canopy and faintly exotic bedposts. A bed weighed down with history.

The Masterson bed.


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Turning again, Rion tossed Helwin on the fur-laden mattress. Before she’d sunk into the welter of feathers, he landed beside her. 

“Listen to me, you dolt!”

“No time to talk, lass. If your plan is to work, we’ve got some compromising to do.” Sliding his hands into her hair, he lowered his mouth to hers.

Temptation washed over her. In all her twenty-two years, she’d never been kissed. In sooth, she’d given up all hope of ever being kissed. Now, here she was, flat on her back in a man’s bed. 

And not just any man’s bed. In Rion Masterson’s bed, the man she’d watched court her cousin. The man she’d secretly dreamed of and lusted after. The man she’d wished would court her.

Now she didn’t know whether to fight or, for one wicked moment, taste the fruit of sin. After all, what harm could come of a brief yielding? She was a sensible woman. She would stop him before he went too far. And Rion's lips were marvelously opulent and skillful, the exact opposite of the brutish man he was. He kissed like a man enthralled with kissing, lingering over each soft touch as if he relished learning the contours of her mouth. Her upper lip. Her lower lip. The corners and, when he slid his tongue within —

She boxed his ears. “Oh, vile man. Release me!”

He reeled backward, swearing.

She wound up for another blow. 

Catching her clenched fists, he slammed them on the mattress beside her head.

Briefly, she caught a glimpse of his infuriated expression lit to demonic intensity, and braced herself for a slap such as her uncle would bestow. 

Instead, he took a long breath. He threw his leg over her legs, leaned his chest to hers. In the low, soothing voice he might have used for a fractious mare, he said, “You’re an innocent. I understand that. But don’t fear. Every maiden comes to this time, if she’s lucky, and if she’s truly lucky, she lands in my bed. I promise” — he nuzzled her neck — “I’ll fulfill your every romantic dream.”

In this light, he couldn’t see her well. That was the problem. 

That, and a definite family resemblance between her and Bertilda marked her as his chosen prey. Helwin strained away from him, away from his warm breath and tongue that traced, shockingly, the contours of her ear. “No!” she said. “I don’t have any romantic dreams.”

He chuckled indulgently. “Ah, sweetling, I know better.”

She sucked in a shocked breath. How did he know better?

In a voice as golden and warm as heated honey, he said, “You whispered your dreams to me in the alcove in your father’s gallery, remember? You told me to ignore your protestations, to override your fears, so we could be together always. And I live to obey you … Bertilda.”

Bertilda. She would get even with that witch Bertilda. “But I’m not —”

He smothered her objection with a kiss. His eyes closed, his eyelashes a dark fringe on his skin. He smelled like soap, horse and leather. He weighed heavily of a man’s desire, and this time, when she tried to hit him, he restrained her with his arms braced on hers and his hands holding her head. Thrusting his tongue into her mouth, he sampled her as if she were a delicacy prepared just for him, and she … she liked it. The madness that swept him along pulled at her, too. She closed her eyes. Her senses bloomed in the darkness. Tentatively she accepted him, answered him, delicately sucked on his tongue. 

He moaned, a deep blissful sound, and freed her hands. 

Catching his shoulders in her grip, she kneaded them like a cat.

He shifted, lifted himself — and his fingers settled on her breast.

Her eyes sprang open in shock. How dare he? How dare … she dug her nails into him. 

He ignored the pain, caressing her with slow circles of his thumb.

She dug her heels into the mattress and tried to scoot away. 

He easily controlled her. He pulled at the lacings of her bodice.

She hit at him, she flung her arms toward the headboard to pull herself away … and beneath the pillow, her hand landed on a short, smooth, heavy piece of wood. A cudgel. Ah, aye, a man like this had best sleep with a weapon. 

She stopped struggling. Slowly, she lifted the cudgel behind his head.

Something of her tension must have transmitted itself to him, for he looked up just as she brought the cudgel down. 

With a dreadful thud, the wood cracked across the back of his skull. He dropped, a dead weight, right on top of her.

She lay there, trembling. She hadn’t killed him … had she? Taking a breath, she groped for the pulse in his neck. It throbbed strongly, and she sighed with relief. Of course she couldn’t really hurt him. He had been a mercenary. It would take more than a blow from her to disable him for long.

With a grunt, she pushed at him, rolling him to one side.

He groaned.

She gasped and shoved him off onto the floor. 

He landed with a thump that shook the floorboards.

From below she heard raucous laughter and shouts of encouragement, and any sense of elation she might have felt vanished before it formed. 

She needed to get out of here. But how? From the sounds that drifted up the stairs, Rion's men were celebrating their master’s impending matrimonials and the acquisition of an heiress. 

If they only knew …

Cudgel gripped tightly in her hand, she slipped off the bed and checked Rion again. He appeared to be hearty, if knocked cold and blessed with a large lump on the base of his skull. 

She prowled the chamber. She opened the door and peeked out. The master’s bedroom was at the end of a wide gallery, and just over the railing was the great hall crowded with Rion's men. Silently she slipped back inside, shut the door and dropped the bar. She would wait until everyone fell asleep. 

Then she would go.

 

#

 

Rion woke to sunshine and the twittering of birds outside his window. His head ached abominably. He was cold. He was cramped. And when he opened his eyes, he realized he rested on the floor without rug or pillow. He must have drunk far too deep last night … although he couldn’t quite remember last night …

He sat up abruptly. The aches in his muscles made him groan, but he damned well did remember last night. He’d kidnapped Lady Bertilda, an admirable heiress, although a silly twit, and brought her to Castle Masterson. He’d carried her to his bedchamber, placed her on the bed, planted one very pleasant kiss on those luscious lips — and been knocked silly, probably by his own cudgel.

Who would have thought Lady Bertilda had the wit to find the weapon he kept always beneath his pillow? Or that she had the arm to land him such a blow? 

It almost gave him hope for their marriage. 

Staggering to his feet, he crept toward the bed. 

The woman slept sitting up, coverlet clasped about her hunched shoulders, weapon clasped in her hands as if she’d defend her virtue again. 

He stared. He blinked. He rubbed his eyes and stared again. Then he shook her hard. 

She came awake, blue eyes fierce, cudgel rising. 

He dodged and demanded, “Who in the plague are you?”


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

If the female was intimidated, she hid it well. “I’m the woman you kidnapped by mistake.”

“What in hell were you doing in Lady Bertilda's cloak?” Hope sparked in Rion as he observed the ragged hem of her brown, homespun gown. “Are you a servant? Did you steal it?”

“No, I’m her cousin, and I was tricked into wearing it.”

For one moment, his heart sank. Then he rallied. “You lie. Lady Bertilda doesn’t have a cousin.”

“Indeed she does.” The woman’s silky blonde hair straggled out from her old-fashioned cap. “The daughter of the last earl of Smythwick, left inconveniently living after disease took her parents. Look.” She patted the dimple in her stubborn chin and smiled with a chill fury that turned her blue eyes gray. “It’s the Smythwick dimple.”

As the truth sank in, he staggered backward. “No. It’s impossible.” He clutched his aching head. “How could Lady Bertilda have made such a blunder?”

The female laughed, a clear peal of unadulterated merriment. “You pitiable dolt! She didn’t make a blunder. She insisted I wear the cloak because she hoped you’d pick me up and carry me off, thus ridding herself of an importunate, impoverished suitor and her incommodious cousin at the same time. You, my lord, have been used.”

The female had a tongue like a stinging fly. “I am not just an impoverished suitor. I’ve worked hard to make that giddy-head fall in love with me.” Damn. He hadn’t meant to reveal his contempt for the silly Bertilda. Nor would he believe that Bertilda had been ahead of him all the time. 

“She’s a giddy-head, all right, except when it comes to wealth. Then she calculates a man’s worth in the blink of her protruding, bug eyes.”

No. He couldn’t have blundered so badly. Except, when he looked at this woman, he saw the family resemblance right down to the pale, soft skin and narrow, aristocratic nose. “She doesn’t have bug eyes” — perhaps just a little — “and you’re not as pretty as Bertilda.”

“I wonder where you got your reputation as a charmer.” The female pressed her finger to her cheek. “Ah, but that’s right. You don’t have to charm the poor cousin.”

Bertilda was blessed with an oval face, narrow lips and fine figure. This woman’s jaw was square and stubborn, her lips wide and plush, and her figure … well, who could tell, huddled as she was in that blanket? But probably blowsy and bony, as was typical of the ugly relative left behind while others go into society. And she certainly did nothing to soothe a man’s ego with her sarcasm and her blunt speaking. “You look like your uncle,” he observed.

She sprang to her knees, cudgel raised. “And you look like a filthy swine.”

“Ah.” He rubbed his stubbled chin. “You don’t like your uncle.”

“Who does?” She settled down again. “He has all the appeal of a fish gutted three days ago. Especially about the eyes.”

She surprised a laugh from him. “Aye, his eyes are rather … lifeless.” In fact, when Lord Smythwick turned his gaze on Rion, Rion remembered the eyes of the older men he’d fought with — cold and ruthless clear to the bone. Lord Smythwick would stop at nothing to achieve whatever he desired.

Rion eased himself onto the bed.

The cudgel rose.

He stood again. “Are you legitimate?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Seeking a way out of this fine kettle of herring, are you? But that’s not the way. I am legitimate.”

“Then why haven’t I seen you about the castle?”

“I’m legitimate, not welcome. I haven’t been since Uncle Carroll and Bertilda moved in. A messy reminder of times past, you might say.”

The sense of being trapped increased. “So your father was …”

“The previous earl. My father knew your father. In fact I met you years ago before your father sent you away to be taught your letters and trained for battle.”

He stared at her so hard his eyes ached. “I don’t remember.”

“I wasn’t yet out of the nursery.”

He paced to the window. He stared across the hills, toward the elegant Elizabethan manor not ten miles from his own castle. How could this have happened? He had plotted his strategy so carefully, and he was an excellent strategist. If he had not been, he and his men would have been killed one hundred times over. Yet somehow, when dealing with females, the usual preparations proved inadequate. 

He turned. He stared at the female. Somehow he’d been taken by surprise with an attack to his flank. Now he held a prisoner of the battle, but she was worse than useless – she was a liability. 

He needed someone to blame. “You tricked Lady Bertilda. You took her cloak —”

The officious female held out her hand to stop him. “Oh, don’t. I wouldn’t have you on a pewter platter. What do I need with a recently-returned mercenary who everyone knows is looking for an heiress so he can recoup his fortune?” She examined him, and by the curl of her lips, what she saw gave her no pleasure. “You must have been a very slothful mercenary.”

Stung, he retorted, “I was a bloody good mercenary. Men paid well to have me and my troop fight in their battles, and my name was spoken in hushed tones around the enemies’ campfires.” 

She appeared to be not at all impressed. “But you returned with nothing.”

“I returned with a respectable fortune, but this place requires more than that. My honored father” — he was being derisive — “let the Masterson lands slide so far it requires a damned bonanza to keep it going.” Why was he explaining himself? And to this female of all people! “Don’t bother your pretty head about it.”

“You shouldn’t have flown off in a rage like you did. Perhaps if you had stayed, your father wouldn’t have gambled away the last of the fortune.”

“My father never listened to a bit of sense in his entire life, and he certainly never listened to me!” He caught himself. The pretty head was a little too shrewd for his taste. “How do you know that?”

“I live here. Except for several trips to London with my father, I’ve always lived here. I know everything that goes on in the district.” She plucked a piece of lint off her skirt. “And of course, everyone knows about your monetary difficulties, or you would find a bride with no trouble. After all, you have a noble old title and a fine piece of ground.”

“Of course.” As she discussed the facts of his dismal life, Rion’s spirits sank ever deeper. “I didn’t expect to come home to paradise, but I didn’t expect that Father would have thrown away everything the Mastersons have held for three hundred years.” This time when he seated himself on the bed, the cudgel stayed down. 

“My uncle has discussed many times how he will take your land when you’ve starved or given up.”

It was one thing to suspect his troubles provided the neighbors with a subject for speculation. It was another to have it confirmed. “So to please your uncle, you’re in on the plan to ruin me?”

“I’m the one who is ruined, my lord,” she reminded him. “I would have sneaked out last night and saved my reputation, but your men didn’t stop their revelry until … well, I don’t know when they stopped. I finally fell asleep.” She contemplated him with faint scorn. “Are you always so lax with discipline?”

“The men fought many battles at my side. They deserve a little recreation.”

“You’ve been home … what, four months?” She drew her finger along the headboard and showed him the dust. “That’s enough recreation.”

He’d been thinking the same thing, but he didn’t know how to mend matters. Didn’t know how to run a castle. When most men his age were learning how to care for their properties, he had been off in Spain and Prussia, fighting first for Her Majesty and then for himself. But to have this badly-dressed shrew of a female tell him … well, that raised his hackles. “Who are you to tell me how to supervise my men?”

“I’m the woman who manages Smythwick Hall while my uncle and cousin go mincing off to Queen Elizabeth’s court in hopes of catching Bertilda a noble suitor. Which, by the way, they have thus far failed to do.” She bobbed her head. “I am Lady Helwin Smythwick.”

The time had passed to sweep off his hat in a gallant gesture and bow from the waist. Instead, he crossed his arms over his chest, looked her over from head to toe, and said, “How suitable — Lady Hellion.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Lady Helwin bent her lips in an blatantly fake smile. “A play on my name. How clever.” Edging away from him, she tossed back the rug, slid out of the bed — although she didn’t release the cudgel — and uncoiled herself to her full height. “It’s not my fault we’re in this fix. I tried to tell you last night, but you were too intent on ruining me —”

His eyes widened. 

“— Or rather, ruining Bertilda to listen.” She shook out her skirts, then glanced at him, then looked hard. “My lord, are you all right?”

Lady Helwin might be a shrew. She might be poor. She might be the wrong girl, but God’s sheets, she was tall and slender, with elegant hands, a narrow waist and a glorious pair of plump bubbies trussed into a tight, shabby gown. Her face, when she was not frowning, held an exotic allure, and as she strode to the table to use his comb, she moved with a sensuality that pulled at a man’s senses. At his senses, and certain of his more unruly body parts.

With that thought, Rion gave up his last hope. He had indeed been gulled by the beauteous Bertilda. Helwin might not realize the threat she presented to Bertilda's self-confidence, but he did. Bertilda would do anything to get her cousin out of the house, and if she could destroy Helwin's reputation and her every hope of happiness when she did so, so much the better.

And if he did the right thing and wed Helwin, he would lose his castle and she would be destitute, a mercenary’s wife, at the mercy of fate. His stirrings of desire must be dismissed. “So if I assume you’re telling the truth —”

She placed her fists on her hips and glared.

“— And I don’t want to marry you —”

“You need an heiress, and a fool of one.”

“— And you don’t want to marry me —”

“I want to marry a rough swashbuckler like you as little as you want to marry a destitute relation like me.”

“Then we must come up with a solution to our problem.”
She pulled her coif off her head. Her blonde braid tumbled down past her hips. “I listen with a uncomplaining ear.”

“You were out walking on the beach last night and got trapped in a cave by the rising tide.”

“I wouldn’t be such a sprat, but all right.” Efficiently she loosed the braid and set to work removing the tangles.

‘Od’s bodkin, a man could spread that length across his pillow and dream he was lost in moonlight. 

He swallowed. “You had to stay there all night, and this morning you walked home.” 

She nodded, but he could tell she wasn’t satisfied. “The trouble is, someone is going to say that I was here. One of your men will talk, or one of your maids.”

“I haven’t hired any maids.” If he had been around women, he wouldn’t be so in awe of this female’s beauty. She wasn’t as comely as Bertilda. She wasn’t. 

“That explains much.” Lady Helwin looked pointedly at the trail of wood chips leading to the fireplace and at the pile of dirty laundry in the corner. “Believe me, gossip travels. If nothing else, Bertilda will tell everyone so they can admire her cleverness and titter at your gullibility.”

“A pox on’t! You’re right.” And he truly hated saying that.

“We need to confuse the issue. To admit that I’ve been here, but in no compromising way.” Lady Helwin drew the comb through the last of the silken locks. “I was trapped by the tide all night. I arrived here early this morning. You took me in, put me before a fire and fed me.”

“Good of me.”

“Very neighborly.” Once again she braided her hair and tied it with a bit of ribbon. As she reset her coif, she said, “This morning, you take me home personally, you pull Bertilda to the side and ask where she was last evening. And we hope that she wasn’t watching as you snatched me off the beach.”

Lady Helwin looked so pleased with herself, he hated to puncture her satisfaction, yet he had to. “There’s only one problem with that plan.”

She frowned. “What?”

“I can’t lie.”

“What?”

Her incredulity was not flattering. “It would be better if I said I was bad at lying. Perhaps I could look your uncle in the eye and tell him you arrived at Castle Masterson this morning —”

“My uncle is not —”

Rion ignored her. “— But I can’t smile at that little tart Bertilda. Not now. Not after knowing how she has laughed at me. And, um, helped me to ruin you.”

Lady Helwin's sharp glance acknowledged his admission. “You lied when you courted her. You told her you adored her, you thought her the sweetest, kindest, most beautiful woman in the country.” Lady Helwin smirked. “She told me.”

Ah, how good to know a man’s best efforts were the object of merriment. “Perhaps I believed it.”

“You might not have realized it, but I’ve watched you.”

“Really?” He lounged back on the bed and ran his gaze over her figure. “You watched me, did you? I trow you liked what you saw.”

“Aye, forsooth, you’re as handsome as a fine stallion and just as virile.” She flapped her hand at him as if dislodging an irritating fly. “Although you did underestimate Bertilda, I judge you’re not a stupid man.”

He straightened. Lady Helwin's compliments bit deeper than any trickery, but he supposed he deserved it.

She continued, “You lied then. Why can’t you lie now?”

“When I was courting, I could lie because I was indifferent to her. Now I am not. Now I’m angry.”

“Oh.” Lady Helwin tapped her toe. “I’ve had a lot of experience being pleasant to Bertilda when I wished to tear her hair out, but I do see your difficulty. Could you write a letter asking that … someone … at Smythwick Manor send a cart?” She eyed him oddly, as if she should say more but did not choose to. “You could say I sprained my ankle and can’t sit a horse, and you have no appropriate transportation for a lady.”

Clever lass. “I could do that.”

“Very well.” She placed the cudgel carefully on the pillow. “Shall we go down to break our fast?”


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Two dozen of Rion's men were gathered around the long table in the great hall, shoveling gruel into their mouths, and a dirtier, more surly group Helwin had never seen. Their heads drooped. They scratched and yawned. They all wore long, wicked knives at their belts, and each had a sword resting on the table at their right hand.

Near the head of the table one knight lifted his head as Rion and Helwin approached. With a grin that showed his brown teeth, he called, “Let’s hear it for Lord Masterson, who has captured his lady and filled our coffers!”

A few of the men released a gravelly cheer. 

A few held their heads and squinted their eyes as if in pain.

Rion slashed the air with his hand. “Sir Lathrop, slap a codpiece in your yap. I got the wrong lass.”

The cheering sputtered to a stop and every eye turned to examine Helwin. She dipped them a curtsy. “I give you good morrow, gentleman.”

“The wrong lass?” Sir Lathrop glared balefully at Helwin. “Then throw her out and get the right one.”

“It’s not that simple. Lady Helwin is Lady Bertilda's cousin.” Rion gestured toward Sir Lathrop. “Lady Helwin, may I present my head knight, Sir Lathrop.”

Helwin eyed Sir Lathrop. His stringy brown hair hung around his neck, and an equally stringy brown beard made him look like a rug with a fringe. Food and drink crusted his garments. 

The great hall was no better, recognizable as the castle’s main living chamber by its size and its height, but filthy and almost empty of furniture. The long table was nothing more than planks on crude wooden legs, the benches were rough, and the walls were empty of any decoration except for a couple of ragged tapestries, well-used battle axes, shields, and longbows and quivers full of arrows. 

“Ye ruined the wrong woman?” Sir Lathrop sounded incredulous.

“No, I didn’t ruin her.”

“If you didn’t lift her skirts, then send her back!” Sir Lathrop belched loudly. 

“Charming,” she said. 

“Actually, she arrived only this morning after being trapped by the tide all night long.”

One of the men, blond-haired and slack-jawed, guffawed.

Rion bent a hard stare at him. “John, understand me. Lord Smythwick is a powerful lord in this region. This is his niece. If word got out that she spent the night here, Lord Smythwick could insist I marry her. And why did I try to kidnap Lady Bertilda?”

“Because … um … she’s an heiress and we need money.”

“That’s right.” Rion picked the ladle off of the floor and filled a bowl from the cauldron bubbling beside the fire. “And what will happen if I’m forced to marry an impoverished female?”

Helwin could see John working it out in his mind. “We’ll all be put out of the castle?”

“That’s right.” Rion swept the men with an all-encompassing glance. “So where did Lady Helwin spend the night?”

“On the beach trapped by the tide,” they recited.

“Good.” Rion handed Helwin the bowl.

She sniffed the bubbly gray sediment, then jumped back and held it away from her nose. “Lord Masterson, you need a new cook.”

The men brayed with laughter and nudged each other. 

A big bear of a warrior slammed his spoon to the table and stood, shoving his bench back and upending three of his compatriots. “Are ye complainin’ about me cookin’?”

Helwin looked him over. He weighed easily eighteen stone and stood six and a half feet, and beneath his ragged shirt she could see rippling muscles tensed for a fight. 

A wise woman would back down. 

Helwin was tired of backing down. 

She had spent all of her recent years backing down. 

“Not until I taste it.” She dipped her tongue into the bowl and grimaced, then paced forward. When she stood right before him, she looked up into his face and said, “It’s awful.”

Rion swore. 

The men close to Helwin and the bear shuffled backward. 

The two of them glared at each other. Helwin held the hot bowl at ready in case he reached for her. 

Finally, when she was ready to kick him in the ballocks and run, the bear burst into a shout of laughter, grabbed her, swung her around to face the others and hugged her shoulders. “This be one helluva woman. She’ll teach th’ master a thin’ or two!”

Helwin sighed with relief. She’d passed muster and managed not to spill a drop of her gruel.

“I thank you, Barth.” Rion freed Helwin from the bear’s hug and shoved her toward the head of the table. “But she’s the wrong woman.”

“She’s perfect fer ye, m’lord. Ye need a mouthy one.” Barth seated himself again and picked up his spoon. “Once she learns to like me cookin’, she’ll do.”

Helwin looked at the short bench set for the master, and waited for one of the men to pull it back.

No one moved.

“Barth, I can do better than learn to like your cooking,” she observed. “I can cook, and admirably, too.”

With sudden gallantry, three men leaped to their feet and fought for the privilege of seating her. Rion shoved them aside, took her arm, and helped her settle on the hard bench. Then he seated himself close against her. 

Up and down the table, Helwin saw raised eyebrows.

A dripping cup of ale was poured and passed to them, as well as a plate with a flat bread burned almost to charcoal.

Then a young man about her own age asked, “What do ye cook?”

“What do you like?” she countered.

“I wish you wouldn’t tease my men.” Rion's leg moved restlessly against hers. “As soon as we eat, I’m sending that letter to your uncle. You’re not going to be here long enough to cook for them.”

Heartfelt groans were followed by two mighty thumps as Barth, manners strained past bursting, shoved his benchmates onto the floor.

Helwin turned to Rion and found his face close — so close she recalled the exquisite kiss of the night before. Hastily, she lowered her gaze before he read her desire — or her guilt. “I assure you, my uncle will not bother to rush to my aid.” Because he’s not home. “I wager I’ll be here through supper, at least. I’ve got time to set the men to cleaning and to prepare a hearty dinner of … what do you have?”

“What do ye mean, set the men to cleanin’?” Sir Lathrop demanded. “These men are warriors, and I’m a knight. We don’t clean.”

Ah, Sir Lathrop. She had known immediately he would be the problem. “No, from what I can tell, you drink until you puke and eat your master out of hearth and home. It’s time you earned your keep.” She scraped at the toast, then nibbled on a corner. It was cold. 

“Women.” Sir Lathrop sneered. “Women are good for only one thing.”

Helwin didn’t pretend to misunderstand, but answered briskly, “Until you muck out the great hall, you won’t get a woman here to do that one thing.”

She watched as two of the men stood. One started clearing the table. One fetched a ragged broom. Obviously, with the right incentive, these men could be trained.

The young squire still loitered on his bench. “Cleaning is women’s work.”

Rion looked directly at him. “I can’t afford maids. Without Bertilda and her fortune, I can’t afford even your keeping, Terris.”

Standing, Terris grabbed a bucket. “I’ll go fetch water.”

The other men rose reluctantly and gathered the bowls, rolled up the faded carpets, and swabbed at the dust-encrusted windows. All except Sir Lathrop, who stayed stubbornly on his bench and glared defiance at Helwin.

When Barth stood, she called, “Barth, may I prevail upon you to start a fire in the courtyard? Since Sir Lathrop doesn’t wish to join in the duties of cleaning, perhaps we can prevail upon him to be the first to bathe himself.”

Everyone in the great hall froze. 

Swelling like a toad, Sir Lathrop rose to his feet. “Lord Masterson, I have long served you faithfully. I have saved your life in battle. And I will not stand for being treated so saucily by a female — and not even a female who is to be your wife, but one who, after spending the night with you, is little better than a trollop!”

Helwin’s face flamed. If she were a man she would have smashed Sir Lathrop's face with her fist. 

“Really?” Rion rose to his feet. “Even with my word that naught passed between us, still you deliver judgment on the fair Lady Helwin?”

Sir Lathrop's eyes shifted from side to side. He couldn’t be more than thirty, yet he had the manner of a man who had given up on life. “You lied for her.”

“Nay,” Rion said softly. “I didn’t.” His hand shot out. He grabbed Sir Lathrop by the shirt and pulled him toward him. “You’ll want to apologize to her for your misspoken words.”

“Foolishness! I have been your lieutenant for twelve years, and no mere trollop —”

Rion’s fist flashed out, knocking Sir Lathrop flat on his back. Before Sir Lathrop had recovered enough to do more than shake his head, Rion said, “She is right. You stink. Barth, assist Sir Lathrop out to the horse trough so he can bathe.”

With a slow grin, Barth started after the scuttling Sir Lathrop. The other men laughed and jeered as Barth cornered Sir Lathrop, hoisted the struggling man onto his shoulders and headed out the door.

Helwin found herself treated with a sudden, overwhelming respect, and the housecleaning took on an enthusiasm it had previously lacked.

Well satisfied, she dusted off her fingers and rose. “Now, my lord — what foodstuffs do you have in your larder? I’m going to make your dinner.”


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

By the time Lady Helwin had a stew bubbling in the pot, the shrieking and imprecations from outside had ceased. The men moved quickly about their work, and Rion, who had never imagined anyone could bully his rag-tag group of soldiers, watched Lady Helwin with increasing amazement. She was a whirlwind of energy, directing the cleaning, jesting with the men, singing as she whisked about the great hall setting all to rights.

Rion himself had not been set to any task —Lady Helwin claimed nothing was required of the lord except that he sit on his noble arse — but for some reason he read a challenge into her words. He had wet a broom with soapy water, scrubbed at the floor and found himself joining the men in a rousing chorus of a soldier’s song so risqué Lady Helwin couldn’t sing for laughing.

When she was smiling, she really had a pretty face. She’d never be as beautiful as her cousin, of course, but the slant of her blue eyes made her look sleepy, as if she’d just risen from bed after a good, long loving. And her figure was … magnificent. When she stood on a stool to strip a tapestry off the wall and almost toppled over, four men leaped to catch her. When John held her a bit too long, Rion shouted, “Put the woman down and get to work, you loafer, before I assign you to muck out the stables!”

Hastily, John placed her on her feet, and Rion ignored the grins exchanged by his men. They’d taken a liking to Lady Helwin, and that was fine, but they might as well stop with their imaginings. He had to find a real heiress to wed, and fast. 

When Sir Lathrop's damp, sullen figure appeared at the top of the stairs, the laughter and singing stopped. Silence filled the great hall as everyone’s gaze shifted from Lady Helwin to Sir Lathrop to Rion. Rion himself tensed; since their return from battle, Sir Lathrop had gotten above himself. If he was still defiant, Rion would have to throw him out — and he needed Sir Lathrop. A man in his position needed a warrior to protect his back.

Lady Helwin stopped stirring the stew. “Sir Lathrop, since you’re the first to look respectable, I would beg that you go to the village and seek out a dear old woman named Winetta. She was my wet nurse, and on my command she will send maids to assist with the cleaning. Bring them here.”

For one long moment, Sir Lathrop stared at Lady Helwin as if she were insane.

He hesitated long enough to convince the other men he would refuse, and like lads with their first chance at courting, they jumped up and down and waved their arms. “Send me,” they chorused. “No, send me!”

Sir Lathrop stalked into the great hall, shoving his compatriots aside. “I’ll do it,” he snarled. “I can handle an old wet nurse, and with my instruction, she’ll get us the best women.”

“Indeed, I depend on you.” Lady Helwin sounded respectful, but the small smile that played around her mouth worried Rion.

Sir Lathrop didn’t seem to notice. “I’ll get a real cook, too.”

“Ask for Bessie,” Lady Helwin instructed. “She is very skilled.”

Rion sidled over to her. “Sir Lathrop is surely not our best choice. He’s angry, and if he chooses to tell the truth of your sojourn here, you’re ruined.”

She nodded. “In this matter, I depend on his loyalty to you.”

“Aye.” She was right. If Sir Lathrop chose to smirch her in a fit of pique, he might as well do so right away. Rion hated to say it, but he had to add, “I can’t pay the women.”

“They’ll work for you as lord of Castle Masterson.” Lady Helwin smiled openly at him. “They remember you with affection from your boyhood, and they’ve wondered why you haven’t sent for them.”

He wondered if Lady Helwin suffered from deafness. “I can’t pay them.”

“You can take it out of their rent in the autumn.”

“Unless I marry Bertilda, I won’t survive until the autumn.”

“Then we’ll find you another heiress.” She laid her hand on his arm. “I promise you, all will be well.”

For no reason other than the fact she’d reassured him, he believed all would be well — which was madness.

Where was Lord Smythwick? Rion needed Lady Helwin out of here before she drove him insane. In fact — he stroked his stubbled chin — mayhap that was the plan. Mayhap that explained why, despite Rion’s note informing him of Lady Helwin’s situation, Lord Smythwick hadn’t sent for her. Mayhap Lord Smythwick had tricked Rion and placed his niece in Rion's castle to destroy Rion with unwarranted hope. 

Rion had been a mercenary; he well understood the disasters that followed a man who hoped for no good reason. Aye, he had cause to be suspicious. He would keep aloof from this cunning wench and keep an eye on her schemes.

“Now the other men can take their baths,” she announced.

Terris groaned.

Rion turned on him. “Do you require Barth’s assistance?”

Terris glanced at the giant warrior hovering in the doorway. “No! No, I can bathe myself.”

“Before you go to the village, Sir Lathrop, mayhap you will allow me to trim your hair.” Lady Helwin sounded respectful and concerned as she set a tall stool before the fire. 

Sir Lathrop's eyes shifted from side to side as he tried to decide if he would be ridiculed for obeying her suggestion or forced if he refused.

In a brisker tone, she said, “As you like, of course, Sir Lathrop. The village women are naturally timid, but they’ll follow Winetta regardless of your fearsome appearance.”

With a scowl, Sir Lathrop walked to the stool and sat down. 

Lady Helwin snapped her fingers. Terris produced a comb and scissors. Lady Helwin draped Sir Lathrop's shoulders with an old piece of cloth.

Rion found himself fascinated by the sight of his most cantankerous warrior squirming like a lad as Lady Helwin combed out the tangles. She kept up a low-toned chatter as she worked. 

Once Sir Lathrop almost smiled. Almost, but that was more than Rion had seen since they’d arrived back in England in the spring and found his father dead, the estate impoverished and their prospects devastated. 

It was a difficult thing for a man to work hard all his life and find no reward for his good faith. Rion suspected bitterness soured Sir Lathrop, for it had begun to sour Rion, also.

Now this woman came along, the wrong woman, and in a matter of hours she had turned his castle into a place of warmth, laughter and song, with willing men who worked for the glimpse of hope Lady Helwin provided. Rion didn’t understand. They knew what he knew — that unless a miracle happened, they would all be roaming the countryside looking for positions as knights-in-arms or even returning to the Continent to fight and die on foreign soil. He could do nothing, and he was their leader. 

Ah, aye. Bitterness. The taste stayed on his tongue.

“There you are, Sir Lathrop!” Lady Helwin removed the cloth and shook out the loose brown hair. “What a comely head you’ve been hiding. I know women who would fight for hair as beautiful as yours.”

Sir Lathrop snorted. “Women are nothing but vain and selfish creatures.”

Lady Helwin dusted at his shoulders. “One looks on all God’s creations and wonders what He was thinking.”

Sir Lathrop sharply scrutinized her. “Humph.” He stalked toward the door.

“I expect to see you running when you get back,” Lady Helwin called, “a bevy of village women after you!”

“Humph.” He stomped out.

Rion saw the grins that swept the great hall, and shouted, “Get back to work, men, else the women will take one look and flee.” He turned back to his bucket and broom, and found Barth and Terris blocking his way. 

“M’lord, I’ve fought wi’ ye fer ten years, through freezing weather an’ mud to our knees an’ heat so intense our stalks hung to our knees.” Barth paused and stared at Rion expectantly.

Rion didn’t know what Barth expected, but he assured the big man, “You’ve been a worthy servant and a great warrior.”

“I want to settle now.” Barth gestured about. “We all want to settle now.”

Rion’s chest tightened. He knew the men were tired of wandering, tired of fighting for one pissant Teutonic lord or another. When he’d failed to win Bertilda, he’d failed to secure their future. “I know.”

“Me point is, given a chance wi’ a woman, there wasn’t one ye couldn’t debauch to her pleasure an’ yers. So tell me th’ truth” — Barth nudged Rion so hard he stumbled sideways — “ye did toss up Lady Helwin's skirts, didn’t ye?” 

Terris crowded close, and his face shone with trust. “We get to … we have to keep her, don’t we?”

Rion didn’t know what to say. Did they think, if he had debauched Lady Helwin, that he could keep her as his leman?

He glanced at Lady Helwin. Ah, that was a tempting thought. Yet his lust must be the result of a long abstinence from feminine companionship. For no other reason would he want a woman whose only attributes were a fine bust, a narrow waist, a mouth made for laughing — and for kissing. 

But he couldn’t keep her. 

She was a lady, and a lady who’d been badly used by fate. She deserved better. “We don’t get to keep her,” he said.

Barth stomped his foot and the crockery rattled. “If ye debauched her, ye can keep her!”

“Lady Helwin knocked me out with my own cudgel before I could do more than kiss her.”

Both Terris and Barth grinned.

“Nay.” Clearly, Terris didn’t believe it.

“Aye.” Rion showed the bump that rose on the back of his head.

Terris’s grin faded.

Barth’s did not. “Just as I said. She’s th’ perfect woman fer ye.”

Rion flushed. “Nay, she’s not. She’s Lady Hellion, and a shrew and a meddler.”

Barth paced toward Rion, pushing him into a corner. “Aye, an’ a handsome miss who would warm yer bed!”

“An’ she can cook.” Terris followed.

Trapped by two insistent men and his own thoughts, Rion glanced in desperation toward the door. Where was Lady Helwin's uncle, anyway? Why hadn’t he sent a cart to take her away?


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

As the afternoon progressed, Rion asked for what was surely the millionth time, “Where is your uncle? Why hasn’t he come for you?”

“I suppose he doesn’t care if he gets me back.” Lady Helwin rolled up her sleeves, and scrubbed the table with sand and a brush. “He has forbidden me to look at him. I make him uncomfortable.”

Rion could imagine. Those clear blue eyes easily conveyed her scorn. “Then why doesn’t he marry you off?”

In fact, those blue eyes conveyed scorn right now. “Because nobody wants an impoverished twenty-two year old spinster, my lord. You don’t.”

She was wrong about that. He did want her, wanted her badly. The taste of her lingered on his lips.

Damn, he shouldn’t have thought about last night’s kiss. He should put it directly from his mind. Her fresh breath. Her startled response. The way her breast fit in his hand for the one moment before she knocked him out cold … what a woman.

Rion was desperate to get rid of her. “Lord Symthwick should marry you off to some lustful, deaf old fool who would never hear you nagging. If I ever again speak to him, I’ll suggest that very solution.” And Rion would laugh, laugh! at Lady Helwin's vexation.

Her eyes flashed. “You do that, my lord. I’m sure he’ll give your advice the consideration it merits.” She lifted her head. “Listen!”

From outside, Rion heard the chatter of women’s voices intermixed with the occasional low-pitched comment from Sir Lathrop. 

“The maids are here!” All around the great hall, rags, brooms and mops dropped as the men ran to the narrow windows. Pushing open the shutters, they leaned out and stared down at the courtyard … and marveled. 

“She’s a pretty one.” 

“Look at the one with the red hair!”

And, “Look at Sir Lathrop with that beautiful woman! He’s following her like he’s bewitched.”

Rion glanced at Lady Helwin. She was cleaning the sand from the table now, but that enigmatic smile played about her mouth again. “Winetta?” he asked.

“Aye.”

“I thought you said your wet-nurse was a dear old woman.”

“Winetta is a dear woman, and old means different things to different people.” She grinned at him, inviting him in on the jest. “I didn’t want to make Sir Lathrop nervous. After all, she’s a recent widow.”

Merriment rose in his belly. “You crafty little vixen. You set him up!”

“I think you’ll find his disposition much improved.”

Rion laughed. He couldn’t help it. But at the same time, he was aware of a wary dismay. Was Lady Helwin going to mend all that was wrong with his household in one short afternoon? 

After a last twinkle in his direction, she called to his knights, “Gentlemen, the maids will be here soon.”

To Rion's amazement, they hurried over to line up in front of her as if she were a general. 

“We’ll eat as soon as they arrive. You should wash your hands.”

“But we just bathed,” Terris objected.

The men, some still damp and all newly shorn, nodded in agreement.

“You’ve been cleaning, and your hands are dirty.”

“You might as well do as she says,” Rion said. “We’ve been gone from England for so long, most of you don’t remember, but take my word for it — women are finicky about things like this.”

As the men fought to line up at the washbasin, Rion found himself exchanging a smile with Lady Helwin. Together, they could handle any challenges that arose in this household … if they married. But they couldn’t. It was impossible. Turning, he plunged toward the outer door.

“Where are you going, my lord?” she cried. 

“I haven’t bathed.” And he wanted to watch for her uncle.

“But there’s no one to heat water for you!”

“For my purposes, cold water will do very well.”
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By the time Rion stepped back into the great hall, toweling his hair, the village women had spread throughout the great hall. Their lighter voices blended with the rumbling voices of the men, and Rion marveled at the difference in his knights’ behavior. 

No one spit on the floor. 

No one scratched at his codpiece. 

No one fought or shouted.

For the first time since they’d returned to England, they were smiling. His mercenaries had been transformed into gentlemen. Of course, their clothes were still dirty and most of them could use a shave, but Rion had no doubt that, too, would come. 

There weren’t enough women — perhaps one for every two men — but the competition urged his men on to heights of courtesy and good behavior.

The female who stood next to Sir Lathrop spotted Rion first. The top of her head scarcely reached Sir Lathrop's shoulder and her hair showed a dusting of gray, but as the men had said, Winetta was a handsome widow indeed. “Here is our dear lord,” she called. 

The chatter stopped and at once, the women turned to him and in unison, they curtsied. 

Ah, how Rion had missed the presence of women in his castle! The rustle of their skirts, the sound of their laughter. And he recollected this woman, Winetta, in a vague sort of way, as a memory from his past. His gaze traveled the great hall. He remembered quite of few of the maids. They’d changed, but so had he. New memories intruded, experiences had changed them, but the common link of land and heritage united them. They remembered. So must he. 

His gaze shifted to Lady Helwin, standing beside the bubbling pot. He remembered her, too, every detail: the way she looked, her smiling eyes and her generous mouth, the scent of her body, rich and warm. 

Bowing to the women, he said, “Welcome to Castle Masterson.”

Winetta stepped forward. “My lord, we pray you look favorably upon our efforts in your service.”

Now he felt awkward, unsure of how to answer. If only his father had been less of a turd and more of a teacher, Rion would know how to greet the village women who had come on faith to work for him. “I vow I will.”

Lady Helwin clapped her hands and brought everyone to attention. With a gesture toward the head of the table, she said, “My lord, if you would take your place, we can eat.” 

He smiled at her. Who wouldn’t? She had labored long this day, yet her blue eyes sparkled as if she were enjoying herself. 

He made his way to the head of the table and seated himself.

 Winetta organized the women into a battalion of servers, shooed Lady Helwin toward him, and within moments a steaming bowl of stew was placed before each man. There weren’t enough bowls; they would have to share with the women. Rion saw how the men’s fingers twitched as they held their spoons; they’d not eaten decent food for far too long. But they waited until the women had seated themselves before securing a seat, fighting to sit next to a wench.

Rion's stomach growled as he inhaled the wonderful aroma. He picked up his own spoon.

Lady Helwin laid a restraining hand on his arm. “Shouldn’t we say grace?”

The chatter stopped. The men looked astonished, then apprehensive.

Rion and the Lord had been at odds for too many years for him to think of thanking God, but he didn’t dare say so. Somehow he thought Lady Helwin would turn that sharp, reprimanding tongue on him. She’d frown all the way through dinner, and ruin a fabulous feast. And, after all, hadn’t the Lord blessed him with a few hours of Lady Helwin? That was surely something to be thankful for. 

Bowing his head, he said, “You do it.”

Her grace was mercifully brief and appreciative of the food and the company, and the women — and most of the men — echoed her “amen” with fervent endorsement. 

Aye, the men were thanking God for more than the food. They were grateful for the plump, feminine bodies seated next to them, and for the possibility to tumble those plump, feminine bodies at some not too distant date. They had had their fill of wandering about Europe, and they wanted to settle, to breed, to be citizens and not fearsome invaders. They wanted wives. They wanted love.

Rion wanted … he scowled. He had to wed an heiress, regardless of how hunch-backed or evil-eyed she might be. His men had followed him through battle and famine. Now he was responsible for making their dreams come true. He had no right to dream as they did – and he would not, for Lady Helwin sat beside him, and Lady Helwin could never be his. 

“Is the stew not to your liking, my lord?” Lady Helwin asked.

“What?” 

“You’re not eating.”

“Oh.” He dipped in his spoon. The stew was hot and rich, made with venison he’d shot but yesterday, and the shriveled vegetables from his cellar. “You can cook.” 

A dimple quivered in Lady Helwin's cheek. “You don’t have to sound so surprised.”

Gruffly, he said, “Most ladies can’t.”

“They can if they have no one to cook for them.” She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “When Uncle Carroll goes to London, he takes the French chef.”

Winetta reached under the table and brought forth a cloth bag. “My lord, I bring gifts from the village baker.” She pulled out a dozen round loaves of bread. “He begs you to forgive yesterday’s loaves, but he had no other baked.”

Rion heard his men’s intake of breath. They’d baked flat loaves on hot stones before the fire, and hadn’t had real yeast bread in far too long. “I am most grateful to the baker.”

“I’ll tell him.” Winetta smiled. “He’s my father.”

For most of his life, Rion had been responsible for himself and his men, and no one had given him anything except a blow with a sword. Now these women, who hadn’t seen him in years, acted as if they were honored to serve him. As Winetta sliced the bread and the conversations around the table resumed, Rion leaned his head close to Lady Helwin's. “Why are they so kind?”

“They know my uncle covets your land and your prestige, and if he should win your land, things will go ill for the villagers. Uncle Carroll has a well-earned reputation for ruthlessness and parsimony.”

“How do they know I won’t be worse?”

“You’re their ancestral liege.” 

“So was my father, and he was a drunken, gambling lout.”

“You and your men have been watched, my lord, and gossiped about in the village.” She took a bite of stew and chewed with thoughtful deliberation. “Anyway, better the devil you know than the devil you don’t.”

Stung, he replied, “For that exact reason, I wonder if I should wed you.” Pish! He shouldn’t have said that. That was ungrateful, after all of her labor, and surly, for she hadn’t sought the dilemma in which she found herself.

Her eyes flashed, and she drew away from him. “I will not be wed because I’m the lesser of two evils, and live with a man so addle-witted he believes me the inferior of my cousin Bertilda.” She looked him over as if he were an ox on the auction block. “Although if by chance our plan goes somehow awry and I do get stuck with you, I could comfort myself that you’re not repulsive. You have good teeth and you’re not pock-marked.”

“I thank you, my lady shrew. With praise like that, I will indeed suffer a mighty conceit.”

She tossed her head, and when straggling tendrils of blonde hair fell around her face, she poked them back under her coif. “Now from that you do suffer considerably already.”

He couldn’t stand it. He couldn’t sit next to her, eat the food she prepared, listen to her verbally thrash him, and still want to drag her upstairs to bed and see which of them would win the next wrestling match. He had to get rid of her. Standing, he grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet. “That’s it! If your uncle will not send for you, Lady Hellion, I’ll take you back. Now. At once!”


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Lady Helwin tried to cling to her dignity, but dignity was in short supply as Rion dragged her out of the great hall. He’d lost his patience, and she didn’t know why.

All right, she did. She’d spoken without a care for his tender male pride, but of all the men she’d ever met, she had thought Rion the least conceited.

Or at least … he was only conceited about his looks, his fighting skills, and his ability to seduce women. In every other way, he was a most modest man. Mostly. 

So she would apologize. “My lord, I’m sorry I said you weren’t repulsive.”

He cast a blistering glance over his shoulder and started down the stairs.

She bit her lip. That hadn’t come out right, but in the last few years, she’d lost the art of compromise. Nay, more than that. She had learned to deal with her lot by the liberal use of sarcasm, and now she tried desperately to remember the simple skill of civility. “My lord, any woman would be pleased to rest her gaze on your noble countenance.”

“Except you?” He slammed through the door and strode across the courtyard toward the stables.

She skipped along at his side. “No, I tolerate your face exceedingly well.”

He stopped. “Tolerate?”

“Enjoy.” He looked down at her, unmoving, and thus encouraged she continued, “Relish, even. You look not like a silly popinjay, but like a man, seasoned in warfare and ready to defend what is his.” And she hoped he didn’t realize how attractive that was to a woman, especially a woman who had been without affection or security for far too many years. “You are tall, you are well-formed, you have all your teeth and they’re straight and white.”

He still held her wrist, and he squeezed it gently. “Go on.”

“I like your hair, so thick and black, and your eyes are …” She faltered. In sooth, he did have beautiful eyes, green as a forest pool, surrounded by lashes so long and curled she envied him. Right now he watched her so intently, a blush rose in her cheeks and she found herself unable to hold his gaze. She glanced down, then peeked up at him to see what he was doing.

Expressionless, he stared at her. “What about my eyes?”

“You have two,” she mumbled. “And I like them very much.”

“I thank you. Is there anything else you want to tell me?”

She scuffled her toe in the dirt. “Nay.”

“Then come or I won’t get you back to your uncle’s before dark.” He started toward the stables again.

Incredulous, she stumbled along behind him. “But … I flattered you! Isn’t that what you wanted?”

He gave a brief, hard laugh. “I enjoyed it very much, but I’m still going to take you back.”

Infuriated, humiliated, she doubled up her fist and punched him in the arm. 

Then she ducked.

He flinched and shoved open the stable door.

He wasn’t going to hit her back. 

She glanced back at the castle keep. 

The women and the knights were crowded around the windows, watching solemnly as their lord dragged his badly chosen guest out the door. 

The castle was dirty, old-fashioned and impoverished, but, oh, how she wanted to stay here for at least a little while longer! “I’ll say whatever you want. Just tell me what you want me to say.”

He led his stallion from its stall. “I don’t care what you say. You’re going back.”

Desperately she groped for a reason why she must stay. “You need someone to supervise the maids.”

“You said Winetta would do that.” He strapped the saddle on the horse.

“A meal. I could cook you and your men a meal.”

“You said Bessie was a cook.” He mounted the horse, guided it to the mounting block, then leaned down and offered her his hand. “You’re going back.”

In despair, she stared at the hand, then up at him. He watched her with dark determination, a formidable warrior who had made his living by his wits and learned well how to enforce his will. Now he made it clear — she’d done her job too well. He didn’t need her. 

She had nowhere to run, no refuge to seek. Since the loss of her parents, she’d had to do as she was told. She’d had no power, no happiness, and now the brief moments of freedom had come to an end. In mingled despair and resignation, she put her hand in his, nimbly mounted the block, and climbed on the stallion before him. 

The animal moved restively beneath their double weight. Rion wrapped his arms around her and settled her back against him. The warmth of the beast and the warmth of the man should have made the ride a pleasure, but instead she wanted to weep. Weep at losing these brief moments of freedom. Weep with knowing she would never see Rion again, or spar with him until the blood raced in her veins and she remembered what it was to live without fear. Nay, more than that. To live with hope, with laughter, with anticipation.

Yet she would not weep. She was Lady Helwin. 

Or, as he called her, Lady Hellion.

She stiffened her spine, lifted her chin, and moved with the gait of the horse as they rode out of the gate and toward her uncle’s home.

As the miles passed, the road rose until they reached the top of the highest hill in the area. There, Rion pulled the horse to a halt. To the left, she could see the place where she had lived her whole life. She should look on it with affection, but for too many years it had been her uncle’s home, an orderly stone rectangle with well-lit windows set at regular intervals, fashionably restrained gables and finials, and a sumptuous green lawn sweeping away toward a well-designed garden. 

To the right, Castle Masterson rose above the cliffs in savage primitive majesty. Crumbling towers thrust skyward, scarcely a candle shone from the narrow windows of the dark stone keep, and part of the outer wall collapsed toward the ocean. Compared to Smythwick Manor, Castle Masterson was a grim, dark, antiquated hovel. Yet she knew well where she would rather be. 

Desolation turned her pride to dust. Turning in the saddle, she grasped Rion's shirt. “Please, my lord, don’t send me back. I beg of you. Please.”

He stared down at her. His lips parted. His head dropped toward her. For one moment, she thought he would kiss her. Instead he said, “I’ll not have you spend the night at Castle Masterson. Tomorrow everyone in the district would know, and I would indeed be forced to wed you — a mistake I could ill afford.”

His words stabbed at her, but she took heart because he hadn’t blankly refused her. Eager and hopeless, she said, “The village women are there. Winetta was my wet-nurse. She can serve as a chaperone. Please, Lord Masterson, don’t make me go back.”

“Where is your uncle?”

In London. “He’s never wanted to bother with me. Don’t you see? He won’t force you to marry me. He doesn’t even care that I’m gone.” She, Helwin, who had never begged for anything, begged now. Because it was important. More important than maintaining her optimistic façade. “In my uncle’s house, I’m an unwelcome burden. The previous lord’s daughter. Despised by the servants and ignored by the guests. There I’m less than a person. A mere ghost who drifts the corridors and who, someday, will vanish. With you, Lord Rion, I’m real again.”

His lips flattened, his nostrils flared, his eyebrows turned upward in devilish disdain. She thought he was going to say no, and she braced herself for this final rejection.

“Hellion.” He cupped her chin in his hand and lifted her face to his. He kissed her as if driven by a fury of desire and despair. 

She kissed him back with the same fervor, opening her lips to him, touching her tongue to his, inciting and incited. She ran her hands over every part of him she could reach, straining to press herself against him as if he were the safe haven she had sought for so many years. 

He wrapped one arm around her, lifting her, trying to fit her to him when there was no way they could manage on a war horse made restive by crazed riders. 

The westering sunshine beat against her eyelids, her back hurt from being twisted around, and she wanted nothing so much as to stay here, just like this, in his arms forever.

Lifting his head, he glared into her eyes. “My Lady Hellion!” 

And, gloriously, wonderfully, miraculously, he turned his steed toward Castle Masterson, and urged it to a gallop. The wind tore at Helwin's hair as they raced down the hill and along the ocean cliffs. Rion leaned forward, pressing his chest to her back. She inhaled the clean scent of the sea breeze. The wind brought tears to her eyes … or was it more than the wind? She only knew she had been granted one additional night of happiness, and she would relish each moment, storing away the memories.


CHAPTER NINE

 

 

“A week! It’s been almost a sennight, and nothing.” Terris spoke to the little group huddled into the corner of the great hall.

Winetta scowled. “If he spent just one hour in her bed, she’d have him eating out of the palm of her hand.”

“One hour?” Sir Lathrop hooted with laughter. “Lord Rion never spent just an hour with a woman. If he joined Lady Helwin in bed, she wouldn’t have a chance to rest for two days – but she’d never get the smile off her face.” 

“Really?” Winetta cooed, and ran her hand up Sir Lathrop’s arm. “Is he so much of a man, then?”

Lifting her hand to his lips, Sir Lathrop kissed it and gazed at her soulfully. “Like me, he well knows how to pleasure a woman.”

Barth slapped his knee and hooted with laughter. 

Sir Lathrop glared at him, then glanced about with crafty care. “I’ve never seen Lord Rion lust so desperately before. He watches her like a stallion watches a new mare, practically pawing the ground.”

“Yet she sleeps alone every night in the Masterson bed.” Barth sighed weightily.

“Surely he’ll break,” Terris said.

“I tell ye, I know th’ master.” Barth’s lugubrious face drooped like a hound’s. “He’s decided he can’t have her an’ nothing will breach his defense.”

“Nothing?” Winetta grinned. “I have a plan.”

Everyone put their heads together, and when they heard Winetta’s plan … everyone smiled.
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“A bonfire! We’re having a bonfire on the beach!” Barth danced a lumbering jig that shook the floorboards and rattled the crockery.

Elated at the chance for a holiday, Helwin laughed at him. “Save your cavorting and pack the dishes.”

He nodded his great head, picked up a pot and dropped it.

At once, Mercia, young, beautiful, and adoring, rushed to help him. The two stood together, laughing and so obviously in love, Helwin's eyes filled with tears. 

She blinked them quickly away. Stupid to be jealous of another’s happiness, when she had so much to be thankful for. 

She’d never had such a wonderful sennight in her life. She refused to look ahead to that inevitable day when she would have to return to the Manor. Eventually Uncle Carroll would return and reluctantly decide he must bring her back under his dominion – he could hardly not – and send for her. But for now, she cooked, she cleaned, she laughed with the maids and jested with the men. And always, always she was aware of Rion, watching her from afar. 

He scarcely spoke to her, even at dinner. He avoided contact with her as much as possible. Yet every time she looked up, there he was. Staring. Brooding. 

Lusting.

He was a man. If he truly lusted, he would give in to his desires and crawl into the huge Masterson bed with her. Yet for the past seven nights, she had slumbered alone in the Masterson bedchamber while he slept heaven knew where.

If he did crawl into the bed with her, what would she do? Reject him, or welcome him? She didn’t know. She only knew she also lusted. Lusted after his sculpted body, his serious mouth, his heavy-lidded eyes. 

Oh, she liked him, too. Liked the way he thanked the maids when they served him. Admired his dignity as financial disaster loomed ever closer. Positively adored his occasional dry comment and his captivating stories. She could listen to him for the rest of her life. But it was the sound of his warm, deep voice that brought her body to attention, made her nipples bead. The sight of his firm buttocks pressed firmly on an unbroken horse made her damp with longing. There was no escaping the truth. She, Lady Helwin Smythwick, the woman who had so prided herself on her character and intelligence – she was superficial and inclined to admire the physical.

Sir Lathrop stopped on his way out the door, arms laden with rugs. “’Tis a beautiful, clear, cool morning. A great day for anything you’d want to do.”

“And I want to go to the beach.” Since Winetta had come into the castle, even the detestable Sir Lathrop had grown mellow. 

So every morning, Helwin thanked God she was still at Castle Masterson and embraced every moment, every activity, every word and laugh and sigh. 

Today would be wonderful. They were going to the beach, all of them. Winetta had suggested a merrymaking as a reward for the men and the maids. The castle sparkled, the garden was tended, the stables mucked out. If good will and hard work could save Castle Masterson, all would have been well. 

Of course, it was not. The harvest wouldn’t begin for another two months, and Rion needed to buy corn for his villagers if they were to survive until then. He couldn’t. He had no coins hidden in his coffers. But Helwin hadn’t been to such a revelry since she was eight years old, so for today, she refused to worry. 

Had Rion gone ahead? She hadn’t seen him since the morning. Surely he did intend to go and make merry with the rest of them. 

She wanted him to go. She wanted to look on him for as long as she could, because she knew … she knew that if Uncle Carroll didn’t send for her soon … she would have to return of her own will. 

She would slip back into the household routine and perhaps someone would say, “Where have you been, Lady Helwin?” 

Or perhaps no one had missed her. 

Bertilda would smirk, her fish eyes glinting with malicious pleasure, never realizing that when Helwin got the chance, she would put itch powder in Bertilda’s best wig and pins in her corset. 

The castle was emptying rapidly, and Helwin checked to make sure the food had been packed, the casks and baskets carried away. 

“My lady.” From the gallery above, Winetta beckoned. “I have something to show you.”

Helwin controlled her impatience. “Can’t it wait? They’ll start the beach fire soon and I want to be there.”

“Please, my lady, come and look.”

Helwin heaved a sigh and climbed the stairs. Winetta stood at the door of the Masterson bedchamber, her broad face alight with anticipation. Helwin stepped in the room, and a lovely sight met her eyes. A large wooden tub, filled with steaming water, stood next to the fireplace alive with flame. Linen towels were laid across the firescreen, and the scent of mulled wine wafted from a pot over the fire. A tray of bread, cheese and dried fruit sat on the table by the bed, its furs down-turned and waiting with fresh linens and a scattering of crimson rose petals. 

Helwin hadn’t been so indulged in years, but … but … “For me? Now? I mean, when the celebration’s starting?”

“Come on, my lady, let me help you unfasten your gown.” Winetta pulled her toward the tub. “I thought, after this hectic week, you’d like a chance to be alone, and what better way but a bath while everyone’s gone?” As she burbled over with enthusiasm, she tugged and pulled at Helwin's cap, at her bodice, at her skirt and petticoats. She pinned Helwin's hair ever more closely to her head, and said, “You can come right down when you’re done. We’re going to make a night of it on the beach. There’ll be no one in the castle to bother ye. Take all the time ye want.”

“All right.” Helwin found herself standing beside the tub, nude and confused. But she would bathe, if that made her old nurse happy, and go down to the beach within the hour. “I thank you for your thoughtfulness.”

“I’ve wanted to do something for you for a long time.” Winetta pulled a tall, folding screen between the tub and the door. “Something you could treasure forever.” With a curtsy, she slipped away, latching the door behind her.

Helwin stared at the door and murmured, “I don’t know about forever. It’s just a bath.” She stuck her toe in the water. A perfect temperature. Sinking into the tub, she grabbed the soap. She would wash as quickly as possible and … she moaned as the heat sank into her bones. 

Ah, she had forgotten how a bath relaxed every muscle, every nerve. Herbs bobbed on the surface of the water: mint and rosemary, fresh and delightful. Forgetting the bonfire, she leaned her head against the back of the tub and breathed in the steamy scents. She folded her legs under her, sank down almost to her chin, and abandoned herself to luxury. She paddled the water to create waves. She stared, eyes heavy lidded, at the sunshine streaming through the window. Lifting one leg, she pointed her toe and wondered how it would be if Rion was with her, sliding his hand up her thigh … she slid her own hand up her thigh, imagining how it would be, how his eyes would flash with desire, how he’d kneel before the tub and beg for her hand in marriage, and all the while he would be silently demanding she welcome him into her body. And she would … 

Helwin heard the latch click. Her head swung in the direction of the door.

In a voice oily with satisfaction, Sir Lathrop said, “Right this way, my lord. I think you’ll be satisfied with my arrangements.”

She froze, staring at the screen, the water sliding down her calf toward the tub.

Then — satisfied with his arrangements! What did Lathrop mean, Satisfied with his arrangements? 

More important, who was Lathrop addressing when he said, My lord?

Very quietly, she glanced frantically about for a drape. He must mean —

Rion sounded brisk. “I don’t know what you have done, Lathrop, but it had better be good. You haven’t given me a chance to dress, and the bonfire on the beach has already started.”

Rion! She heard his bare feet moving on the wooden floor. A towel, where was a towel?

“I, for one, am determined to eat the whole of the bread pudding Lady Helwin made, and will take it ill if you —” He came around the screen clad in only close-fitting trousers and a loose, white linen shirt, observed Helwin, and halted, color draining from his face. 

The two of them stared at each other, ashen-faced, each caught in the midst of their own personal imaginings.

“Lady Hellion, did you plan this?” he asked.

She shook her head.

The click as the door closed sounded loud in the room. The key grated as it turned in the lock.

Rion whirled, his shoulder knocking against the screen. It wavered and toppled. He hit the door at a run. He tried the door handle — fruitlessly. He pounded on the panels with his fists. He yelled, “Let me out, Lathrop, you traitor. Let me out if you value your life!”

There was no answer. Sir Lathrop was gone. Winetta was gone. 

Rion and Helwin were alone.

And she … was naked.


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Rion thumped his forehead onto the door.

Helwin spied the towel on the nightstand. Smoothly, she rose from the tub, stepped out and reached for it.

Rion faced her. His restrained watchfulness had vanished, and wanton, open, unrestrained lust had taken its place. His eyes were hot, his face intent. He looked like a starving man presented with a steaming loaf of bread. 

Was it possible she had doubted that he wanted her? 

He did. He sought to escape because he wanted her — too much. 

Never in all her life had a man viewed her unclothed. She wanted to cover herself with her hands, to cower behind the tub … to flaunt herself and see, even more, the fire of his gaze turn to fever. Deep in her belly, desire re-awoke and wrapped her in its heated coils. “Turn around.” Her voice wavered. “I’m not decent.”

“Fabulously decent.” His gaze followed the stream of water as it slid between her breasts and down her belly to nestle in the golden nest of curls between her legs. “Marvelously decent. So decent I can think of nothing else, day and night.” He laughed, a great, deep, hearty laugh of masculine satisfaction, a laugh that expanded his marvelous chest.

Heaven have mercy, because he wouldn’t.

He paced toward her.

She swallowed and lunged for the towel. 

He lunged, too, and reached the towel a moment before she did. “Let me assist you,” he said.

“You can’t. It’s not right. You shouldn’t. I shouldn’t …” She backed up, sliding first one foot, then the other, in a slow shuffle toward the window. Away from sin. 

But sin, oh God, sin closed in on her, towel in his strong hands … and she wanted to embrace him. 

Embrace sin. What kind of woman was she?

“I didn’t want this,” he said as he followed after her. “Every day, I’ve tried to avoid this exact thing. But I am at the breaking point. Did you know I’m at the breaking point?”

“Nay.” The sheen of water that covered her made her shiver and brought a rash of goosebumps to her flesh. 

“They did.” The jerk of his head indicated the devious Winetta and her cohort Sir Lathrop. “They knew. That’s why they locked us in, those scheming matchmakers. Because I want you so badly, I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. I can barely speak. All my thoughts are consumed with taking you in my arms and pleasuring you until you scream with delight.”

“Oh, dear.” She bumped her hip on the table. 

“Would you like that?”

Far too much. “Never.”

“Liar.” Reaching out, he caught her in the towel. “Let me show you. Let me …” His hands, wrapped in the folds of the towel, caressed her chin. She stared at him, her breath coming in small pants as he stared down at her, observing her mingled fright and excitement. “You’ve never done this before.” He caressed her lips with the linen’s rough texture. “You’re untouched.”

“Of course I am,” she said indignantly. “I’m unmarried!”

He smiled as if she’d said something funny, his lips a tender curve of amusement. The towel slipped over her shoulders, down her arms. The material dragged over her nipples, already erect with the chill, and she shuddered with yearning. 

He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her close against him. 

As their bodies touched, she gasped to discover his heat, so close and overwhelming. 

He held her as if she were a jewel he treasured – securely, yet tenderly. His fingers glided across her back and lingered to massage her bare buttocks. He smelled like soap and rosemary – so he’d had a bath, too, and briefly she wondered how Winetta and Sir Lathrop had tricked him. Then, as the towel rubbed up and down her spine in a long, leisurely caress, that thought slid away. 

“Are you warmer, now?” he asked.

She gripped his upper arms, holding on for dear life. He backed her toward the bedside table. She leaned against it.

He said he was at his breaking point. 

Well, so was she. 

She had wanted his strength to protect her. She had wanted to defend him against the cruel merriment of her cousin, against the careless disregard of her uncle. And in this last week, every moment, waking and sleeping, she had been obsessive with desire for him. She knew, in some savage corner of her soul, that in bed with this man she would give and receive ecstasy until all of themselves had burned away, leaving two souls fused into one.

He dragged that towel, that wicked instrument of indulgence, over her hips, down her thighs … he nudged her knees apart and knelt between them. 

Wanton. She felt wanton and daring. Fear made her want to close her legs. Longing made her want to open them further. 

She wrestled with temptation. 

He dried her down to her toes. Then he looked up at her. 

God, he was handsome. Sunlight streamed in the window, illuminating each carved contour of his gorgeous face. His dark hair swept his shoulders, so dark it shone with blue highlights. His eyes glinted clear and green, wicked with intention, and he devoured her with his gaze, lingering on her breasts, gliding down to the indent of her navel, traveling the curve of her hip to the apex of her thighs. Deliberately, he reached for her, grazing the slight brush of golden hair with a tender touch that made her shiver and tense. His fingers wandered between her legs. 

She gasped, and gasped again. 

He grew bolder, more familiar. 

She clutched the edge of the table, holding on as if it were the only solid reality in her changing world. 

He opened her, and he stared at those parts which were usually concealed.

“Don’t.” She blushed, a heated, furious blush that slid up her belly all the way to her forehead, and she tried to cover herself with her hands.

He brushed them aside. “Beautiful. I knew you would be beautiful, and you are.” As if the sight of her made him hungry, in all the ways a man can be hungry, his mouth opened slightly … 

Too late, she realized his intention. She tugged at his hair.

But inexorably, he rose to his knees and placed his mouth there, at the spot that his fingers had bared. His tongue lapped at her, found her sensitive nub and drew it forth with a gentle suction. 

She threw back her head in an agony of delight. Moans fought their way up her throat and escaped in low, frantic sighs. Her knees trembled and she thought … she feared she dampened his tongue with her excitement. 

All the while he suckled her, his hand cupped her bottom, pressing her in a slow, firm rhythm that made her want to move her hips in his direction. 

Dimly, she knew what he was doing. He was teaching her how to respond to him — primally, savagely, without thought or logic. Because this response between the two of them had nothing to do with sense and everything to do with instinct. 

The roughness of his tongue continued its torture, and her moans grew louder, breaking from her in a constant, unthinking tide. Her body surged in his direction, gathering power from him, until her wavering discipline failed. Pleasure shuddered through her, convulsing her against his mouth. 

Climax. Climax, over and over and over, until she was blind and deaf to the world. 

He kept control of her, thrusting his tongue inside her until she thought she would die of bliss. Her legs trembled, her fingers dug into the table behind her. She tried to escape — it was too much. 

But he held her and fed on her until sheer exhaustion brought her climax to a shivering halt.

He stood, and stood too close. Facing her, he stripped out of his clothing. He discarded his loose linen shirt, and his chest was everything she imagined. Rippling with muscle, with sparse black hair that grew in an inverted triangle and pointed to his canions, those trousers whose contents she had admired so surreptitiously. 

He discarded those.

She closed her eyes.

“No, don’t. Look.” He took her chin in his fingers and shook it slightly. “Look what you do to me. I’ve spent the whole damned week pointing at everyone and bumping into furniture —”

She couldn’t help it. She giggled. 

“I can’t bear to wear my garments because the mere touch of material makes me ache for you more.” He stared at her broodingly. “Laugh if you like, my lady Hellion. I’ll have my revenge.”

She sobered. And she looked. 

He had narrow hips made to separate a woman’s legs, and thighs muscled and bold for riding. Yet it was that which pointed and bumped that made her eyes widen and her breath catch. Pale, except for the purple veins just beneath the silky smooth skin. His cock … her fingers touched the cap, skimming around and around in fascinated discovery. Large, more than she had ever imagined — and she had imagined far too often.

Where she got the nerve, she could never afterward tell, but she spread her arms wide. “Take your revenge.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Rion didn’t need another invitation. He picked Helwin up. He wrapped her legs around his waist. He placed her sideways on the bed, so her feet dangled off the edge of the mattress, and he stood on the floor between her legs. 

The sheets were cool beneath her back. The mattress crackled with the sound of straw as it sank beneath her weight. The crushed rose petals gave up their sweet scent, and she wanted to hold this moment to remember forever. Surely such perfection only came once in a lifetime.

Holding her thighs hooked over his elbows, he ran his fingertips up and down her flesh. “So delicate,” he whispered. “So dainty and yet so strong. You’re everything I’ve ever dreamed of … and I’ve done nothing but dream this whole week. By God, you’re going to pay.”

He climbed up, one knee on the mattress under her buttock, one foot on the floor. As he touched between her open legs, he stared into her eyes, and if she imagined his gruff speech meant he had lost patience, she was wrong. He stroked her as he might pleasure himself, with measured sweeps of his fingers along her feminine nub, milking her of pleasure in the most erotic manner possible. 

Pleasure crashed on her like a wave, taking her under to drown in euphoria. His every movement brought her closer to climax once more. She closed her eyes, flung her head back, moaning, feeling too much. 

His finger slipped inside her, and massaged her inner passage. Her body responded, dampening his hand, and still she wanted more. 

She got more.

She got it.

Wait … no longer Rion’s finger.

No. The size… This was discomfort. This burned. This was his cock.

Her eyes sprang open. 

He hovered over her, one hand braced near her head, watching her hungrily. “Take me,” he commanded. “All of me.”

She wanted to say something sarcastic. But that would be foolish, for he wanted her to freely accept him. He wanted that as much as he wanted her body. 

So she turned her head and pressed a kiss on his arm, and tried to relax … anything to make his entry easier. 

It wasn’t easy. He was too big. Unwilling tears trickled out of the corners of her eyes. She breathed carefully, trying to adjust to the tension of his entry.

He knew. Oh, he knew. He observed her as he thrust forward, steadily taking possession of virgin territory. When he had seated himself to the hilt and his hips shuddered under the need to thrust, he stopped and held himself carefully above her. “Take me,” he said again.

He needed the words. 

“Please,” she whispered, “I want you,” and she lifted her legs to embrace his hips. 

He smiled, a wicked slash of experience. “Oh, sweetheart. I vow you will want me until the day we die.” He lowered himself on her and kissed her. His lips caressed hers with love’s lightest touch, and when she parted them, his tongue slid between and possessed her mouth as he had possessed her body. 

She wrapped her arms around his neck.

Everything began to feel … better. Each breath no longer hitched with anguish, but grew long and soft as she absorbed his passion. 

He took deep breaths, like a man afraid of drowning in passion. His green eyes glittered. His cock twitched within her. Yet for all his desperation, he was indulging her, moving slowly, gently. He reached between them, opening her, adjusting her so that he pressed against her, rubbing her inside and out. Leisurely, gently, he withdrew almost all the way. 

Her body gave him up reluctantly.

His eyes closed with an expression of exquisite and flattering gratification. Then he pushed back in, just as slowly.

The silence between them was rich and warm with desire.

She wanted to cry with the sweetness of the moment. Then he covered her body with his, and she forgot pain and remembered only … pleasure. 

He withdrew and thrust again.

She lifted her hips toward him. 

He moaned.

Her toes curled. As he sank into her body, he heated her, melted her around him. She felt swollen, damp, and overflowing with sensation. Gradually the sensation of tightness, of wanting too much, of needing … something … again grew within her. 

He still moved deliberately, each lunge timed for her delight. But more quickly now. “I adore you,” he whispered hoarsely. “You’re perfect.”

Her hips rolled beneath him. Heat climbed from her belly to her head, driving out thought and reason. That marvelous, breathtaking release was overtaking her. “Rion,” she cried. “Dear God, Rion!” She hovered on the edge of oblivion, far from the ache, from the here and the now and into some netherworld where only she and Rion existed. Existed as one. 

He plunged at her, powerful and insistent. 

The sheets beneath her bunched and wrinkled. One pillow fell from the bed. The steamy scent of rosemary and mint filled the room, and the rose petals whispered of their bliss.

Orgasm overtook her, sweeping her along to dark pleasure… 

Or was it Rion who swept her along? She didn’t know. They were no longer two people, but one, united in fever of passion. Convulsions shook her, her womb contracted over and over, massaging him, taking him, all of him, just as he had demanded. Deep inside her, she felt warmth and fullness as he spilled his seed inside her.

Spilled? Nay, he plunged to the hilt, thrusting deep within, demanding she accept this proof of his dedication, and give it back as progeny. 

A baby. His baby. His child. 

They were one.


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

“You did what?” Nostrils flared, Lord Smythwick stared first at the note in his hand, then at his daughter.

Bertilda, his only offspring, his darling daughter … this stupid child, released the affected giggle she cultivated for her suitors. “I told Lord Masterson to meet me on the beach and he could have me for the night. I knew full well he would send to you demanding my hand in marriage. Then I insisted Helwin wear my cloak.” Bertilda giggled again. “I watched from the top of the cliff, and the dolt picked her up and carried her away to his castle.”

Smythwick's hand snaked out and slapped the girl right across the cheek. “Do you know what you’ve done?”

Eyes wide, Bertilda staggered back, hand to her burning face.

“Nay, of course you don’t, you silly cow. My God, we’re ruined.” 

“What’s wrong? I thought you’d be happy. You hate Helwin.”

“I don’t hate Helwin. She isn’t worth my spit.” He tapped the paper against his knee. “How long did you say she’d been gone?”

“Almost a week.”

“Are they married yet?”

“Nay, there’s been no word of that.”

“You had better hope they’re not.” There had to be a way out of this. Surely somehow he could turn this to his advantage. 

If only Queen Elizabeth didn’t constantly ask about her dear departed Edwin’s daughter, Lord Smythwick would have solved the problem years ago. But his hands had been tied by her concern … a deliberate, horrid smile curved his narrow lips.

“My lord father?” Bertilda's voice quavered unbecomingly, and she trembled with that repulsive shuddering that had affected her dear, departed mother when he came to her bed.

“Have you told anyone what you’ve foolishly done?”

“Nay, I saved that for you.”

“Good. For I would hate to have to rid us of anyone you confided in.”

 Bertilda shook her head as if she couldn’t stop. “What may I do to correct my mistake?”

“Nothing.” He turned his cold blue eyes on her, and she shrank back. “You are to do nothing, do you understand me? Don’t tell anyone what you have done. Don’t tell anyone about this letter. I will handle everything.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Helwin woke to early morning sunshine, and Rion eating a cherry off of her stomach. She watched him roll the rich, red fruit around with his lips, grazing her skin at every opportunity, and she giggled softly. 

He looked up.

She caught her breath. 

He gazed at her as if she had given him the money to save his home, and as a bonus, buy a new horse, too. 

“Good morning.” Her voice was husky. They had made love so many times yesterday afternoon and last night, her voice was husky from moaning and occasionally screaming, and her skin was sensitive to even the slightest breeze through the open window. “Couldn’t you find a platter?”

He lifted a bowl from the bedside table and spilled another two cherries into the indent of her navel. “Why use a plate when the container can be as tasty as the meal?”

“A just question, my lord.” She tapped her chin. “Yet I find myself wondering why you don’t use your fingers.”

“A setting as fine as this delicate skin deserves to be kissed” — he did so — “at every opportunity.” He returned to his task.

“That is an admirable sentiment. But also, I wonder—”

Again he looked up, this time in inquiry.

“—When a man is as gifted with his mouth as you have proved to be, it seems you could be more efficient in your task.” 

“Have I scraped you, my lady Helwin?” He rubbed he morning stubble that decorated his chin.

“Only once, and in sooth, I wish I could wake to such a treat every morning.”

This man, this dread warrior, looked boyishly appealing with his dark hair falling over his forehead and a frown of concentration on his features. “Then let us live this morning to the fullest.” Biting into a cherry, he lifted it toward her mouth, dribbling crimson juice all the way. He placed the ripe, tender fruit between her open lips, then propped his head on his hand and watched her.

With her eyes fixed on his, she used her tongue and lips to unhurriedly, deliberately suck the fragrant, flavorful flesh from the cherry.

His chest stilled. His concentration on her sharpened. 

When she had finished, she stuck out her tongue, pit on the end, and smiled.

He took a long, deep breath. “Tease,” he whispered. “How did you learn so quickly?” Seizing the pit, he tossed it in a bowl.

“I had an excellent teacher,” she said.

“Oh, dear. Look at this.” His finger slid along the dots of red that speckled her belly and her chest. He tsked as if shocked. Then in slow, sensuous motions, he licked her clean.

By the time he finished, she was digging her heels into the mattress and whimpering. He used his tongue with a talent that made her tingle with heat and shiver with cold. She wanted to jump on top of him and ride him again. 

She didn’t dare, for she was sore between the legs, and her thighs were so weary she didn’t know if they would lift her. 

But her body, usually so sensible, seemed an entity apart from her mind. And she wanted him. 

He knew, damn him. He rested his cheek on her belly as if replete.

She stroked his hair back from his forehead. 

Reluctantly, he lifted his head. “We must rise.”

“I know.”

“We must walk … no! We must crawl downstairs.”

She tugged him up to rest beside her, and hugged him close as if to fend off reality. “The door’s locked.”

“Sadly, not anymore. Sometime in the night, one of those treacherous vipers we call our minions released us from our prison.” Rion caught her hand and kissed her palm. “I can only hope they didn’t press their ears to the door. If they did, they received an education.”

She blushed from her toes to her hairline. “You should learn to be a little quieter.”

Keeping his arm around her, he wiggled up to rest against the headboard, and smiled down at her. “I can’t. Not when I’ve had a siren who, all night long, tried to see how long she can pleasure herself with my body. I’m drained dry.” 

But he pressed himself against her hip, letting her feel the length of his erection, the heat, the splendor. The man was inexorable, and she still couldn’t believe she had taken that inside herself … and enjoyed it. 

More prosaically, he said, “Besides, the bed squeaks.”

“We’re lucky it didn’t collapse,” she answered tartly.

He laughed aloud and patted the mattress. “This is the Masterson bed, my sweet, built by the first earl of Masterson with his own hands. Nothing that is of Masterson making ever collapses.” 

“I noticed.” She sent a flirtatious glance down his body.

Easing himself down on top of her, he kissed her lips and said the one phrase that could make her heart sing, the one phrase she’d been waiting to hear all her life. He said … “I love you.” 

She could hardly speak, she was so breathless with joy. “Do you?”

“Yes. Of course. I love you so much.” Then he gripped her convulsively, and ruined everything. “And I can’t have you.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

She was gone.

Rion sat at the table in the great hall, stared at the goblet of ale in his hand, and brooded. 

Lady Helwin had gone back to her uncle’s. And that was as it should be. She shouldn’t be tied to a man who had nothing but a sagging castle and no prospects. She should remain safe under her uncle’s roof. 

Safe…

If she had stayed here, Rion would marry her. He would marry her because he wanted her, loved her, needed her even above all good sense. 

What good would his love do her?

None at all. If he wed her, if he had no heiress to save his sagging castle, he would lose even that. He would once again travel the roads of Europe as a mercenary — and as his wife, Lady Helwin, young, noble, beautiful, would go with him.

He’d seen what happened to women who joined a mercenary troop to be with their men. They grew old before their time. They bore children in dirty tents and died of childbed fever. If they lived, eventually, their men were killed on the battlefield and to support themselves and their children they became thieves, or were forced into the world’s oldest profession until they died of weariness, despair and starvation. 

He couldn’t bear for Lady Helwin to suffer with such a life. She deserved so much better. She deserved the world … and he couldn’t give it to her.

He’d done the right thing by sending her away. 

Best of all, she’d gone without a single expression of regret. She’d collected her cloak briskly, said good-bye to his men and the village women, and hurried — some might say bolted — out the door. 

Damn her. Couldn’t she just once have turned and gazed longingly at him? 

He glared around him, looking for someone to trounce. But the men, cowards all, had ridden out to exercise the horses, and the maids worked cautiously around Rion, trying to avoid attracting his attention.

He’d told Lady Helwin he loved her. Didn’t she realize how great an admission that was? He’d never said that to a woman in his life. But he had told Helwin because … well … he did. Feisty, intelligent, organized … luscious, wanton, giving … how could he not love a woman like that?

Couldn’t she have cried as she trudged down the road? 

He could have cried. He was losing his companion, his lady, the one woman he could ever love.

In her place he would have to find an heiress. Ugly, old, meek, dreary — it made no difference. He had to wed an heiress, or his lands and his people would be forfeit. 

Lady Helwin understood duty. Surely she understood that.

…Couldn’t she at least have thrown him a kiss?

But better that she didn’t, for then he would have gone and swept her into his arms and refused to let her go. 

No. No. He wouldn’t do that to her. She deserved to live out her life in safety. She could perhaps find another man to love…

He found himself holding his goblet of ale halfway to his mouth, a vision of Helwin smiling at some handsome, wealthy, unknown cur of a whoreson husband…

Rion wanted to kill them both. First her blackguard of a husband, then her, and then the husband again.

Rion slammed his goblet down, splashing ale on his hand.

He couldn’t give in, for if he didn’t marry an heiress, he would lose Castle Masterson. He would be damned if, after three hundred years of Masterson occupation, he became the one lord who couldn’t hang on to his land. And he would be damned if he condemned Lady Helwin to a short, miserable life in a mercenary camp, even if the alternative was a lousy swine of a husband in her bed.

Lifting the goblet, he drained it. He was the most cursed of men, he, who had been the greatest warrior Europe had ever seen … he, whose very name had made the opposition tremble … in peace, he had proved to be an unlucky failure. 

The goblet clattered on the table as a thought struck him. Perhaps there was another way. Perhaps, with the help of his men and the villagers, he could bring prosperity to his people by …

“My lord!” Young Mercia came running into the great hall, her face red with exertion. “M’lord, I did as ye commanded. I followed her!”

Rion glared at the maid. “And?”

Panting, Mercia held her side as if she had a stitch. “On th’ south road … a man … rode out o’ the wood … an’ captured her. She fought. He left … her shoe an’ her hat … in th’ dirt.”

By just such a ruse, Rion had been locked in a bedchamber with Lady Helwin. Now, inevitably, he was suspicious. "If you’re trying to trick me to make me follow her —”

“M’lord, I vow … what I say is true.” 

Sharp-eyed Winetta handed Mercia a drink.

The girl took a gulp. “Th’ odd thing … is that that man … was dressed like … ye.”

The other maids gathered around.

Winetta burst out, “’Tis her uncle! The earl of Smythwick has waited long fer a chance to harm me babe.”

Rion still doubted, but he found himself on his feet, buckling his sword around his waist. “Why wouldn’t his lordship have killed her before? I’m sure Lady Helwin has many times made him wish to kill her. Many times.”

Winetta wrung her hands. “Because Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth, made it clear she held him accountable for Lady Helwin's good health.”

Rion stopped and stared at Winetta. “Do you know this in fact?”

“Aye. When her father died, before Lord Smythwick dismissed me, I saw the messenger which came from Her Majesty, and I heard the royal proclamation. I saw the look His Lordship gave Lady Helwin — he hates her with all his shriveled heart, and he would do her a harm if he could. But m’lord, ye kidnapped her off the beach, and if she tried to escape from ye —”

“I wanted her out a week ago!”

“— And she dies under yer detention, you will be accountable to the queen!”

Before she was done speaking, Rion was sprinting out the door. “Send someone after my men!” he shouted.

“At the curve o’ th’ road about halfway into th’ woods!” Mercia called.

What Winetta had said made horrible sense. That explained why Lord Smythwick hadn’t sent for Lady Helwin. Like some giant, malignant spider, he, or rather his minion, had been lurking outside Castle Masterson waiting for Lady Helwin to exit so Lord Smythwick could eliminate her from his life … and blame it on Rion.

Heaven knew, with that sharp tongue and wicked humor, she was aggravating enough that most men would wish they could toss her out of their lives — but that wasn’t a good enough reason to kill the lass!

Rion saddled his stallion, mounted and leaned into the chase. The memory of Lady Helwin rose in his mind, her mouth richly smiling, her hair flowing freely over her breasts with her dainty, pink nipples peeking through. 

He spurred his horse to greater speed down the south road. Dust rose in a cloud behind him. Samson’s mane flew into Rion’s face. The wind whipped past his ears, and hot blood pounded in his veins.

Would he be in time? Would he ever again hear her warm laughter, reel from her stout defiance, delight in the generosity of her love? 

He had to be in time. 

As he neared the wood he slowed, looking for signs of Lady Helwin.

Just as Mercia had described, he found them. Lady Helwin's shoe and her hat were crumpled in the grass beside the road, and a little further on, a clasp bearing his own crest was tossed to the ground. Two sets of tracks led toward the sea cliffs.

Driven by a dreadful urgency, Rion spurred his horse onward.

Topping the hill overlooking the cliff road, he saw them; a man dressed in a cape and a hat like Rion’s, and Lady Helwin. 

A dreadful silence enveloped them as the villain tried to toss her off the cliffs and onto the sharp, wave-soaked rocks below. 

Helwin didn’t scream, but struggled mightily as he pushed her ever closer to the precipice. 

Battle rage turned Rion’s vision to red. Howling with fury, with anguish, with resolve, Rion drew his sword and spurred his war horse forward. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

At the sight of Rion, Lady Helwin gave a shriek that shattered the silence. 

But that shriek was more of a shout of triumph than a scream of fear. 

Her attacker looked up. He saw Rion thundering down toward them. He released her and staggered backward. He scrabbled to reach his saddle and draw his own sword from its sheath. 

And Lady Helwin, damn the woman, picked up a stout branch, and with one good swing of her arm, slammed the villain in the back of the head.

Her attacker dropped face first into the grass and rested there, unmoving.

Rion could have screamed himself. He had wanted to kill the man who had attacked his woman. 

But he couldn’t murder an unarmed, senseless man. “Damn you, Hellion,” he roared as he pulled up beside her. “You should have let me handle this!”

“Why?” She almost danced with rage. The sun glinted off of her loose, blonde hair, and her eyes snapped blue sparks. “You’re not the one who was kidnapped — again! — and this time almost murdered in cold blood.”

“I will wait until he wakes. Then I will kill him.” Armed with that resolve, and his sword, Rion dismounted and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine.” She pointed at the man on the ground. “I don’t care if he is unconscious. Kill him now!”

Rion liked her bloodthirsty demand. This was no milk-and-toast maiden who jumped at the sight of her shadow. She would make a fine bride for a mercenary warrior. “I can’t. And you put quite a lump on his head. I don’t think he’s going to wake soon.”

“I practiced on you,” she snapped.

Rion rubbed his own head where only recently had his lump subsided. “So you did. And I can vouch for your vigor.” With his foot, he turned the fellow over. “Do you know him?”

“I do. He’s one of Uncle Carroll's men.”

“So it’s true. Your uncle is trying to kill you.”

“Aye, the wretched knave!” 

In his heart, Rion had hoped it was not so; Rion’s men had his back, and they knew how to do battle, but Lord Smythwick had the resources to bring in supplies and hire an army of mercenaries.  Here and now, the odds against them were high, so Rion had no choice. “We leave this blackguard on the ground, and return to Castle Masterson as fast as we can ride. Hurry. I’ll help you mount Samson.”

“That’s not fair!” 

“Hurry,” he repeated.

Hands on her hips, she stood mulishly still. 

Then, startled, she looked up toward the top of the hill. She had heard what Rion heard … the thunder of hooves. 

And Lord Smythwick rode over the hill on his snowy-white, fine-boned, sissy gelding, surrounded by a dozen livery-clad soldiers armed with swords. “Going somewhere, Lord Masterson?””

Of course. Lord Smythwick had come to personally make sure the foul deed was done. 

Rion placed himself in front of Lady Helwin, raised his sword to fighting position, and directed, “Helwin, mount the horse and ride for my castle.”

“I will not.”

Of course. What else had he expected her to say?

Without removing his gaze from Smythwick’s sneering face, Rion said, “If we live to see the sunset, my dear girl, I swear I will beat you once a day whether you need it or not.”

Stout branch in hand, she stood shoulder to shoulder with him. “If we live to see the sunset, I swear I will go as far away from you as I can go.”

Sometimes the lass was not as bright as she seemed. “You … will … not. We’re getting married.”

“You have to marry an heiress.”

“I love you, and I’m going to marry you, you stupid wench, and God help us both.”

“Too bad we’ll never live through this.” She sounded remarkably cheerful for a woman facing death.

“At least one of us can.” In a tone of quiet command, he said, “Get on that horse and ride.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

This man, this warrior, was willing to give his life for her. 

But perhaps … that was what warriors did.

More amazing to Helwin was — he wanted to marry her. He wanted her more than money or respectability or even his heritage. He would abandon them all out of love for her. 

He really did love her.

Her gaze shifted to her Uncle Carroll, and her rage grew cold. She would not allow Uncle Carroll to destroy Rion on the very eve of her happiness. Stepping forward, she called, “Uncle? Is this your idea of a discreet little murder?”

Rion caught her arm and held her in place by his side.

Uncle Carroll rode toward them, close enough to speak but not close enough to be in range of Rion’s sword. He looked down at her in apparent benevolence. “I don’t know what you mean, dear niece. I simply want to kill the man who kidnapped you.” In his most unctuous voice, he said, “Come over here and let me protect you.” 

She stared up into her uncle’s dead-fish eyes. “What have I ever done to make you think I’m as stupid as Bertilda?”

His thin face flushed until two bright spots of red burned on his cheekbones. In a deadly whisper, he said, “You are exactly like your father.” He rode back to the top of the hill, and in a voice so cruel it would break icicles, he called, “Aye, Masterson, Her Majesty will be grieved to hear that you killed the daughter of one of her beloved courtiers, but she will be very, very pleased with me for killing you afterward.”

Rion mounted the horse and reached his arm down. 

Still holding her branch — a feeble weapon, but the best she could find — Helwin grasped his hand and let him pull her up behind him.

He instructed, “Hold onto my waist and whatever you do, don’t let go.”

She wrapped her arms around him and felt his heartbeat thundering through his back. Stretching up to speak in his ear, she promised, “I will never let you go.” 

A chuckle shuddered through his body. “I depend on that.” He sounded remarkably cool now that the moment was upon them. “If you’re going to use that stick, push them away with it and parry their blows. Don’t try to hit them — you’ll expose your midsection.”

She found she was shaking, trembling with fear.

Uncle Carroll lifted his arm and let it fall.

His men shouted and spurred their horses into a gallop.

Rion laughed.

Helwin wondered if he had gone mad. 

Then over the hill behind them, from the throats of Rion’s own mercenaries, came a battle roar.

Rion held his horse still.

The ragged mercenaries thundered past them toward Uncle Carroll's men, swords, maces and shields at ready.

Uncle Carroll’s gold-braided, liveried soldiers took one look, turned heel and fled. 

At the top of the hill, Uncle Carroll sat immobile, frozen with rage and frustration — until a single arrow from Barth’s bow flew through the air. 

The metal point pierced Uncle Carroll’s shoulder. He screamed and dropped the reins. His horse pranced restively, then raced away, Uncle Carroll clamped into the saddle and tugging furtively at the arrow. 

The men cheered and circled around Rion and Helwin. 

Barth twanged his bow.

Terris lifted his sword above his head.

Rion leaned over and slapped at them as they paraded past. “Good men. All of you. You always arrive in time.”

Helwin waved her stick at them. “Just in time.” 

Sir Lathrop grinned at her. “Oxo, she’s going to hurt us with her twig.”

“Indeed, I would not.” She dropped the stick. “I owe you my life, and more important, Lord Masterson’s life. For that, I thank you all.”

Sir Lathrop tipped his disreputable cap at her. “We had to do it. You’re our mistress, now.”

The other men murmured agreement.

Helwin found herself blinking back tears. 

Rion turned the horse toward Castle Masterson. “Now we should return quickly home. I fear that little arrow will only infuriate Lord Smythwick.”

“We’ll soon be at war with our neighbors.” Sir Lathrop rubbed his palms together, then shouted, “Let’s ride!”

Samson stretched out his legs, flying across the landscape in an attempt to outrun trouble. Helwin held on for dear life, loving the feel of Rion in her arms, knowing she had the right to hold him thus for the rest of her life. 

Never had she imagined a kidnapping would free her from bondage and bring her to such pleasure.

Rion must have felt the same way, for he shouted, “I’ve got you now, my lady Hellion, and I’m going to keep you.”

But she knew how his feelings must be mixed, and she asked, “Are you happy?”

“I’m damned happy. ” They rode hard, his men staying close at their backs. “Don’t I sound happy?”

He didn’t. He sounded furious, and only a woman who loved him would understand that he must mourn the sacrifice he had made of his heritage … for her.

But she had not counted on his resourcefulness.

“I’ve got a plan,” he shouted. “I’m going to become a smuggler.”

Startled, she repeated, “A smuggler? Why would you want to be a smuggler?”

“I don’t want to be a smuggler, but I want you and I want my lands and people, and that’s the way I will keep them both. There’ve been smugglers here since the Conquest — I’ll ask the villagers for help and all will come out well.” Reaching back, he patted her knee. “I’ll take care of you.”

Torn between amusement and horror, Helwin said, “Queen Elizabeth won’t like it.”

“So we’ll make sure the queen never finds out.”

“There is another way.” She picked her words carefully. “You see, one day I started thinking … Uncle Carroll never bothers with anything he thinks is below his notice.”

Castle Masterson came into sight and the ride slowed. 

“I’m listening,” Rion said.

“So why do you think he would bother with me?”

The horse’s hooves clomped as they rode onto the stone of the courtyard. 

“Because the queen said you must be kept alive.” Rion dismounted and reached up to help her.

She slipped down into his arms and stood, holding him in place with her grasp and her steady gaze. “True, and she occasionally sends a friend of my father’s to make sure I still live.”

“That is good of her majesty.”

“Yes. She is a good queen with a long memory, and I am thankful for that. But think, Rion! The fact remains that Uncle Carroll virulently hates me.” Remembering her uncle’s dead-fish eyes, Helwin shivered. “And why? Surely the existence of a niece should be of no importance to him.”

She had Rion’s complete attention. “You have some worth that makes him loathe you.”

“Exactly. And a few years ago, while Uncle Carroll and his family visited the court, I went in search of the reason for that loathing. I found it in his study. The title and the land for the earl of Smythwick was entitled to the eldest son, of course, and passed on my father’s death to Uncle Carroll.” Helwin smiled as she gave Rion the news. “But the fortune came from my mother, and that fortune has been inherited by … me.”

Rion squinted disbelievingly at her. “You … you’re an heiress?”

“A very great heiress.”

He wet his lips. “The entire Smythwick fortune …?”

“Is mine. Mine … and my husband’s.”

Rion stared at her. Stared so long that she blushed and scuffed her foot. “I thought you’d be glad.”

He shook his head as if she’d hit with his own cudgel … again.

He gave an incredulous snort. 

He chuckled, and shook his head again, all the while never taking his eyes off her. Throwing his head back, he laughed loud and long. Laughed as he had that day when he kidnapped her off the beach. Laughed like a man who had only to reach out his hand to satisfy his greatest craving.

Picking her up, he swung her around and around until the courtyard spun, and she held his shoulders and shrieked. When he stopped laughing and set her down, he didn’t let her go — but he didn’t laugh anymore, either. Sternly, he said, “You are an heiress and you made me suffer the torment of the damned while you went haring off to get yourself killed?”

She looked fixedly at his throat while she confessed, “I was going to come back. I can only love a man who would put his duty to his men and his people before his desire — and you do, and I do.”

He turned her chin up with his thumb. “You love me?”

“Well … aye.” Silly fellow. “Of course I love you.”

He sighed as if a great weight had been lifted off his shoulders. “How was I supposed to know that? You didn’t say it. Moreover, as soon as I said it you leaped out of bed and fled.”

“I … I was sulking.”

“Because?”

“Because you weren’t willing to sacrifice all for me.”

He looked honestly puzzled. “You just said you could love only a man who put his duty to his men and his people before his desire.”

“I know.”

“For an intelligent woman, you’re a fool.”

She wrapped her fingers in his doublet and jerked him closer. “You are not always so brilliant yourself.”

“Smart enough to take you and keep you.” He yelled at the huddle of men on their horses and the maids watching from the door. “Send to the church. I don’t care that the banns aren’t called. This is an emergency. We need to be married before Smythwick comes back with an army.”

The cheer that went up from male and female sent a glow of pleasure through Helwin and made Rion grin.

Sir Lathrop snapped his fingers and directed the men to defense and as messengers. 

Winetta set the maids to work.

Helwin smoothed her hands down Rion’s arms. She peeked up at him through her lashes. “The clergyman won’t be here for at least an hour. Do you think we have time to … relax … in your marvelous bed?”

“Aye, we do.” Picking her up, he swung her over his shoulder, just as he had done the first day he brought her to Castle Masterson. “Lady Hellion, we have all the time in the world.”

THE END
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Masterson Manor, Present day

 “Hey! These marks look like they were made by handcuffs,” Brian said.

The comment brought an immediate halt to all other conversations. Everyone in the room, including Max, turned their attention to the teenage boy. Including his mother, Mrs. Plante.

Max Ashton edged closer to the bed, inspecting the marks Brian pointed to. A series of ring-like gouges scored the surface of the post on the left side of the headboard. The marks were deeper along the inner face of the post than they were on the outer, as if someone had tried to drag the thing with a chain.

 “Probably how they moved the beastie,” Max offered.

Mrs. Stradling gave him a fond, if oddly pitying, smile. “I doubt it. It wouldn’t make any sense to try and drag something this size from one comer,” she said. “There are no corresponding marks on the posts at the foot.”

 “Someone was chained to the bed.” With the astute vulgarity of the very young, Brian immediately tumbled to the crudest interpretation.

Mrs. Plante smiled proudly at her offspring while the other two Americans, Miss Ferguson and Mrs. Stradling, nodded. Laurel, in no hurry to have the day end, sat down on the edge of the bed and let them speculate.

 “Sounds a little far-fetched, if you ask me. Like something from one of those old pirate movies,” the young groom John said. “Things like that don’t happen in real life.”

 “Oh, I don’t know,” Mrs. Stradling popped the Ray-Bans off from the top of her head and began polishing them on the hem of her shirt. “I mean, a bed this size would be perfect for keeping someone in his or her place.”

 “That’s true,” said Max Ashton. Apparently at some point he erroneously believed that he had been asked to join the group. “Are there marks on the post on the other side of the headboard?”

Brian, finally having found something in the manor that interested him, scooted around to the other side. He peered closely at the post before returning with a disappointed, “Nope. No marks here. Blast.”

Max smiled indulgently at the boy. He had, Laurel conceded, a very nice smile. “Don’t look so glum, mate. Maybe the owner of the bed tried to spare it by cushioning the chains and the ones on this side slipped out. Could happen.”

 “Doubtful. I imagine it would be most uncomfortable being handcuffed between two posts,” Mrs. Plante, the most earnest of the lot, said in a troubled voice. “But from the position of the marks on this post I’d say it’s doable.”

 “Impossible,” Laurel disagreed. “Not with the marks being where they are.”

 “And why’s that?” Max asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

How had Max Ashton suddenly gained such prominence in this little group? Laurel wondered. Perhaps it was time she regained control—

 “Tell you what, Miss Whitney,” Max Ashton said. Her head shot up and she found herself looking into a pair of devilishly dancing eyes. “Be a sport and scoot to the middle of the bed. The folks here would like a demo.”

He was mocking her. Daring her. She almost told him just where he could take his suggestion but then realized that her group—her last tour group—was watching her with innocent certainty that she’d be game and play along.

Oh, she’d play, all right.

 “Of course, I would comply, Mr. Ashton, but don’t you think it a little, well, unkind to any surviving Masterson males, wherever they might be, to suggest that a lady was chained here? Look around.” She waved her hand at the portraits lining the wall. Although they were dimmed by hearth smoke and time and in need of cleaning, anyone could tell that the male faces looking down at them were from a handsome and well-made line. “Do you think a Masterson would need to chain a lady here?” She met Max’s eyes with a challenging lift of her brow.

 “Nuh-uh. No-way, no-how.” Mrs. Stradling’s appreciative comment broke the tension.

 “Exactly,” Laurel said. “For the purposes of verisimilitude, I suggest we use a male volunteer. How ’bout you, Mr. Ashton? You look like someone who might have been chained up at some point in time.”

 “Only by error,” he said.

 “Whose? Your accusers’ for getting the wrong man or yours for not slipping away quickly enough?”

 “I’m not the sort that slips away. Not in this life or any other,” Max said. Then, abruptly, he moved on all fours to the center of the bed where he turned around, sat down against the piles of pillows, and threw open his long, muscular arms. “At your service,” he said, his eyes glittering.

 “Right.” She hadn’t really thought he’d do it and now the tour group was waiting expectantly. Well, she’d prove she was as sporting as him. Resolutely, she got on her hands and knees and moved the short distance to where he waited. Once there, she looked around, spied the satin bed pull, and with a flick of her wrist dislodged it from the hook that joined it to an interior system of cables leading to the servants’ hall. “Thank you for being such a trooper, Mr. Ashton.” She deftly secured the satin cord around the post and then looped it around his wrist. The action necessitated that she move closer to him. She half-expected him to ... do something. She wasn’t sure what, but her muscles tensed as if she stood in imminent danger as she secured his wrist.

In contrast, Max looked utterly relaxed. He caught her eye and smiled lazily. This hadn’t worked out as she’d expected. She was the one who felt nervy and embarrassed while Max Ashton looked like being tied to a bed was nothing new for him.

Maybe it wasn’t.

After she secured his other wrist to the unmarked post she scooted away from him. “Well, there, now you can see why the prisoner wasn’t chained like Mr. Ashton,” she mumbled. “If they had been, the gouges would be quite a bit lower on the post, unless the prisoner was actually standing on the pillows.”

 “Thank you. That makes it all very clear, indeed,” Mrs. Plante said, looking decidedly amused.

 “You know,” said Miss Ferguson, her nose inches away from the bedpost as she studied the wood, “there actually do seem to be two sets of marks on this post. The deep ones higher up and another set, faint but there, low. Whatever do you suppose that means?”

Max pulled off his satin bonds and rolled to his feet. “More than one prisoner?”

 “A series of prisoners,” Brian breathed. Laurel could almost see the idea forming in his fertile, teenage boy imagination. “Maybe some bugger of a Masterson kept the local hotties chained up here as his sex slaves?”

Bugger of a Masterson? “I doubt it.” Laurel regarded the young man with something less than warmth.

 “Why?” Brian demanded, unwilling to let go of his fantasy.

 “Trecombe is a very small, very tightly knit commu­nity. There are families here that trace their ancestry back to the Domesday Book. If some mad Masterson—and I am by no means disallowing the possibility of a dissolute, odious Masterson—stole a local girl, don’t you think there would have been some legend attached to the event?”

Brian looked sullen. The American ladies looked deflated. Only Meghan, the new bride, perked up. “Not if she found she fancied being a sex slave. Could be the affair turned into a love match and ended in a nice chapel wedding. And you know what locals are in that case: All’s well that end’s well.”

The Americans laughed. Meghan turned to Laurel for support. “It could happen, couldn’t it?”

Laurel smiled. “I hate to pop anyone’s bubble, but actually we have an explanation for those marks, how they were made, and by whom and, again sorry to disappoint, but there was no love slavery involved. Come now, Brian,” she cajoled the crestfallen boy, “don’t look so woebegone. The real story is very dramatic, too. You see, as I mentioned earlier, the coast ’round here was once a prime spot for smugglers to put in with their contraband. Lots of caves and inlets. Those marks were made by Ned Masterson, the captain in charge of cleaning up the town, so to speak. Legend has it that he chained the leader of the smugglers here, as the bed was the heaviest thing in the house, while he rode off and routed the rest of the band.”

 “You’re sure?” Brian obviously preferred the love-slave notion.

 “Fairly sure. It’s a local story but they most often have their basis in fact.”

 “Wasn’t a female smuggler by any chance?”

 “Not unless she was strong as an ox,” Max Ashton said.

 “Why’s that?”

 “Well, kid,” Max said with a kindliness Laurel wouldn’t have suspected him capable of, “look at how deep the gouges are. Whoever had flung himself against the chain was either very strong or very, very angry and while I’ve met my share of irate women”—he ignored Laurel’s sotto voce “I bet”—“I’ve never met one that strong.”

 “You know what I’d like to know?” Mrs. Stradling suddenly asked. “I’d love to know what this Ned Masterson was like. I mean think of what he must have been like if he could overcome a man strong enough to move this bed...”
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The knock on the door made Laura jump backward. “I’ll open it,” she called. She turned the key in the lock, then opened the door a crack. Nothing more. Just a crack. She was smart enough to peek before she swung the door wide. 

Keefe Leighton, the earl of Hamilton loomed there.

Shock held her frozen for the briefest of moments, then she rammed the door closed.

Before the latch clicked, he gave a shove.

She stumbled back, caught her heel on her hem, and fell backward.
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His hand went to her cheek, and he stroked it. "Wouldn't you like to discover my secrets? I'm only a man, after all, and you might find what's between us isn't as cataclysmic as you fear."

He might be a man, but he wasn't only a man. And the cataclysm she feared shook her even now, after only a kiss. "I'm refusing you." 

He stared, eyes stunned, then shot across the bathroom. With a wealth of bitterness, he accused, "You'd care for a rabid dog and destroy a lover who's had all his shots." Reaching into the shower, he adjusted the temperature.

"I have the right to refuse you," she said, sliding off the counter.

"Yes, you do. And I have the right to take a cold shower." He walked in, slapping the door shut behind him. 

"Don't be foolish.” She followed and swung the frosted glass door wide. 

His work-out outfit sopped up water. Water turned his hair black and ran in rivulets off his face. He glared. "Run away while you can, little girl."

She felt quite unlike the rational butler she knew herself to be. "You can't expect me to leave when so much is unsettled."

"Then come in. Perhaps this cold water will thaw that frozen interior."

That made her mad, as mad as he seemed to be. "I must be frigid," she mocked, stepping in. "That's the only reason any woman could resist you."

"How true that is." He pulled his sweat shirt off and flung it through the open shower door at the mirror where it splatted water all over the glass, the sinks, the tile.

A tantrum. He was throwing a tantrum.

"Now look what you did,” she said. “I'll have to send one of the maids in to clean up the—" She turned back to face him. She faltered. 

The sunshine filtering through the window flattered him. She’d seen it all before. Shouldn’t she be inoculated against the stroke of light and shadow over his skin? Shouldn’t she know that strength was merely an illusion and that her belief that he could hold and protect her was nothing more than a wistful fantasy? 

She bent down, pulled off her one wet, black leather heel and tossed it after the sweat shirt.

"Now look what you've done." He imitated her in high falsetto. "I'll have to call one of the maids to clean up."

"God, you're a jackass."

He laughed with deliberate insolence. "God, you're a tease." 

"I'm not!"

He laughed again, and she followed his gaze down to herself. Her jacket sagged about her shoulders, baring her bosom where the clinging white of a silk button-up shirt hid nothing. Her bra was obviously unruly, for one chilled nipple thrust itself above the cup and dared him to take notice. 

He noticed. 

He burned like an oil fire, yet he controlled the flame with a mighty stillness, and his lips scarcely moved as he warned, "Run. Away. Now."
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[image: img23.jpg] STONE ANGEL: the Chosen Ones 

 

To save her sister from evil, nurse Amanda must join with her most hated enemy, the man she loves … the very man who betrayed her. STONE ANGEL is an original e-novella and part of the Chosen Ones saga. 

 

— From STONE ANGEL: the Chosen Ones:

“What have we here?” Liam asked. “Another lover of the midnight snack?”

Amanda tried to focus on anything other than that dragon, sprawling across Liam’s chest in glorious Technicolor, clawing at his gorgeously muscled bare torso. And his tousled black hair. And that smile that cajoled and reassured. The man was lethal — in more ways than one. 

“Are you worried, darlin’, about tomorrow?”

“Yes.” 

“It’s a good plan you came up with. As good a plan as is possible considering who — or what — we’re dealing with. So don’t worry.” Liam projected reassurance. “And have a little snack.”

“Yes. Thank you. I would like that… The snack, I mean.”

 

Read an excerpt of STONE ANGEL! 

 

Buy STONE ANGEL for your Kobo! 

 

[image: img24.jpg] WILDER: the Chosen Ones 

 

Classic beauty and the beast, Aleksandr Wilder’s long-anticipated romance, the riveting climax of the Chosen Ones, and the story that unites Darkness Chosen with the Chosen Ones. WILDER is a complete novel. 

 

— From WILDER: the Chosen Ones:

           “Except for the hair and the shape of your body, you’re very human,” she said. “Are you sure you’re not a werewolf?”

            “I don’t change with the moon. I don’t change at all.” He gestured at himself, realized he’d directed her gaze downward, and hastily wrapped the towel around his waist. ”This is me, all the time.”

            “Did you think I would run away screaming?”

            “No. You’re kind.”

            Throwing back her head, she laughed — and she most certainly was laughing at him. “Kind is not usually the word applied to me, not even by my friends. I've met enough men who were cowards or liars to be able to look beyond your appearance.” She was still smiling invitingly. “I find you attractive.”

 

Read an excerpt of WILDER! 

 

Buy WILDER for your Kobo! 
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Who is Christina Dodd? 

 

New York Times bestselling author Christina Dodd www.christinadodd.com builds worlds filled with romance and adventure and creates the most distinctive characters in fiction today. Her fifty novels — paranormals, historicals and romantic suspense — have been translated into eighteen languages, featured by Doubleday Book Club, recorded on Books on Tape for the Blind, won Romance Writers of America’s prestigious Golden Heart and RITA Awards and been called the year’s best by Library Journal. Dodd herself has been a clue in the Los Angeles Times crossword puzzle (11/18/05, # 13 Down:  Romance Novelist named Christina.) Publishers Weekly praises her style that “showcases Dodd’s easy, addictive charm and steamy storytelling,” and her legions of fans always know that when they pick up a Christina Dodd book, they know they’ve found a story “For the wild at heart!”

 

Chat with Christina on Facebook! 

Tweet with Christina on Twitter! 

 

Explore Christina’s worlds, get writing tips, and join her FREE mailing list for news, book sales, and exclusive excerpts! 
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