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“I have heard you have fallen on hard times.”

 

“And I have heard the taxes are very high.”

Was all his business common knowledge? Probably, he grimly decided. People talked. “Yes, that is so.”

Her bright eyes brightened even more and a wry little smile played about her full lips. “I intend to provide a way for you to pay your debts.”

His hands gripped the arms of his chair as he examined her face. He steepled his fingers and regarded her. A vision of her in his bed burst into her head. Her bountiful hair … her soft, shapely body … her luscious lips… He tried to keep his mind on the task at hand. “What are you going to do? Give me a good price on this year’s wool?”

Taking a deep breath, she shook her head and looked as if she were preparing to do something astounding.

“By offering to marry you.”
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Chapter 1
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The lord of Llanstephan Fawr looked around the nearly empty hayloft and sighed. There was barely enough hay to last until harvest, and Caradoc had no money to buy more. Worse, he had no money to pay the king’s taxes, and hadn’t for months.

He glanced out the small window through which the June sunlight shone, over the stone curtain wall of his castle across the valley to the Welsh mountains beyond. Mist covered their crowns and seeped into the valleys, trailing down the slopes like an old woman’s unbound hair.

He might end his days living up there a hermit in a cave if things got much worse. That almost seemed a blessed future to be wished for, except that duty and honor tied him to Llanstephan as long as he lived—or until King Richard took it from him.

“Caradoc?”

He turned and saw his friend Dafydd-y-Trwyn peering at him as he climbed up the ladder.

“What is it?” Caradoc asked. “Something wrong with the ffridd?”

A damaged sheep pen would be all he needed now.

“No,” replied the bailiff of Llanstephan. “I was in the courtyard—”

“Having an ale and bothering the maidservants, I don’t doubt,” Caradoc growled, although in truth he was relieved that there was not more to trouble him.

Dafydd grinned as he joined Caradoc in the loft. “Aye, I was, I was. And that’s when it happened.”

Caradoc crossed his arms over his broad chest and leaned his weight on one long, strong leg. “What happened? One of them refuse to be charmed by your honeyed tongue? Had to happen eventually, that did.”

Dafydd put his hand over his heart as if mortally wounded. “If you’re going to insult me, I’ll let you find out for yourself and no warning.” He gestured toward the ladder dramatically. “Go you to the yard.”

“Just tell me, Dafydd,” Caradoc said dryly, quite used to his friend’s theatrics.

“It’s a woman.”

“I should have guessed. Another one after your favors?” Caradoc shook his head. “I don’t know how you do it.”

And he really didn’t, because although they were fast friends and had been since childhood, Dafydd-the-Nose was one of the ugliest men Caradoc had ever seen.

“I’m charming,” Dafydd replied cheerfully. “But she’s not here for me, odd as that may be, and now that I think of it, insulting, too.” He made an exaggerated frown. “I should be offended that she’s so persistent about talking to you.”

Caradoc uncrossed his arms. “A woman wants to talk to me?”

“Aye, and not taking no, or explaining, either. Just smiles and says she wants to speak to the lord of Llanstephan Fawr.” Dafydd ran a measuring gaze over his friend. “There’s no accounting for taste, I suppose. If she wants a man who looks like a sheep in serious need of shearing, who am I to judge?”

Caradoc gave him a sour look. “Who is she?”

“Not saying, her, despite my very best efforts.”

“She’s in the courtyard still, then?”

“Aye.” Dafydd pointed at the small window. “See for yourself.”

“I will.”

Caradoc turned toward the window and, resting his broad hand against the frame, searched the courtyard of his castle, which was a humble one by Norman standards. Beside three large covered wagons, looking about as if surveying the place for taxes, stood a lone woman. Slender and well dressed, she wore a light blue cloak against the morning chill, her face hidden by the hood trimmed with fox fur.

Caradoc had the sudden unsettling sensation that she seemed familiar—from the way she stood so straight and confident, perhaps. Or was it the way she studied the fortress that troubled him? Llanstephan Fawr was no great Norman monstrosity with inner and outer walls and towers to spare. True, the word fawr meant great, but it had been a simple motte and bailey fortress originally, an enclosure of wooden walls surrounding wooden buildings on a hill overlooking a Welsh valley. Caradoc’s father had rebuilt the castle with stone and slate, strengthening the walls and adding a second level to the hall for his solar and family quarters, but it was great only compared to the cottages in the village.

Yet it was more than enough for him, and he had sworn to protect it and hold it, and so he would, for as long as he possibly could.

His gaze returned to the unknown woman. If she had been here before, why wouldn’t she tell Dafydd who she was? And there was something else. “Where are her drivers, her escort?”

“She paid them and they’ve already gone.”

Brows raised in surprise, Caradoc faced his friend. “She means to stay, obviously. Is she under the impression I enjoy having guests?”

And having to feed and house them as well, when his purse was nearly empty?

“She paid them in silver,” Dafydd noted significantly.

“So what if she did?” he replied, trying not to be annoyed that a possibly crazed woman had so much money while he, the lord of a Welsh estate, had almost none. “Unless those carts are full of money and jewels and she intends to give it all to me, why should I care?”

“Nobody knows what she’s got in there.”

Caradoc snorted. “Maybe it’s nothing at all.” He studied her again. “She wants to talk to me, does she?”

Suddenly the woman turned and saw him. She smiled and gave him a merry wave.

Startled, he drew back so fast, a muscle in his back twinged in protest. Ignoring it, he wracked his brain for an explanation, because there was something even more familiar now—something that made him feel … happy. He should know that face and her pointed chin and delicate, elfin features. He should recognize the gesture she made, for it seemed to echo another long ago. Deep in his heart, a wee voice told him he should be pleased to see her.

Why should he be pleased to see a woman who arrived uninvited and unannounced, his rational mind argued. “She’s a brazen wench,” he said aloud.

“That’s the general opinion,” Dafydd agreed.

“Where is Cordelia?” Caradoc asked. “Maybe this woman is a friend of hers.”

“Riding still.”

Of course. If it wasn’t pouring rain or blowing snow, his sister would be riding, and losing her escort, as often as not. “What does Ganore make of her?”

“Touched in the head, or lost,” Dafydd replied. “The woman’s got red hair, too.”

Caradoc barked a laugh. “I’m surprised she didn’t drive her out of the gates.” The elderly Ganore hated red-haired women on principle, believing them all witches, or women who would be witches if they only had the nerve.

“Ganore won’t go near her. She’s watching from the hall, crossing herself every time she takes a breath.”

“Lucky for the red-haired woman, I suppose.” He glanced out of the window again. The madwoman was still standing in his courtyard, as calm as could be. “Is she Norman?”

“A Scot by the sound of her, which is another reason Ganore won’t go near her.”

“God help us.”

Ganore hated Scots even more than red-haired women.

Caradoc started for the ladder. “Maybe I had best see this woman before Ganore falls into a fit.”

Dafydd grinned and nodded and got out of his way. “Aye.”

Caradoc checked his step and pivoted toward his friend. “Ask the woman to go to the hall.”

Dafydd’s merry grin disappeared with his puzzlement. “Why not just meet her in the courtyard?”

Caradoc squared his shoulders and regarded Dafydd with haughty majesty.

“Because I am the lord of Llanstephan Fawr, baron of the march, knight of the realm,” he declared in the deep and powerful baritone he could summon when necessary. “I don’t introduce myself to unknown women in the courtyard.”

Such dignity was completely lost on Dafydd.

“You’re going to wash first,” he said with sudden understanding, as if this could be the only reason Caradoc wasn’t immediately rushing to the courtyard. “And maybe take the shears to that overgrown beard and hair of yours? You know, for a man who’s such a dab hand at shearing a sheep, you look—”

“Just go and tell her to wait for me in the hall,” Caradoc commanded.

“Right, right, I will, my most sovereign lord, my liege, baron of the march, knight of the realm,” Dafydd said, still grinning as he fairly danced to the ladder and descended.

The moment Dafydd was out of sight, Caradoc ran his fingers through the long tangle of his black, waving hair and rubbed his palm over his beard. It had been weeks since he had thought about his appearance, and he wondered if he looked as scruffy as Dafydd implied.

He climbed down the ladder and regarded his reflection in the water trough. Dafydd’s comparison to a sheep in need of shearing was not that far off the mark.

Well, he wasn’t about to cut his hair and shave or change his clothes for some woman he had never met who rode into his courtyard as if she was the queen and a tax collector combined.

He did splash some water on his face, and wiped it with a handful of hay he grabbed out of the manger, but only because he was sweating—and that had nothing to do with her, either.

Thus prepared, Caradoc went forth from the stable and began to cross his courtyard. As he drew near the wagons, however, he slowed his steps. Tempted by curiosity, he quickly glanced inside, trying to look into them without displaying any overt interest.

He didn’t have any luck. He saw barrels in one, but couldn’t determine their contents.

Disgruntled, he marched into his hall. Ganore was nowhere to be seen, for once, probably having decamped lest she be tainted by the presence of a redheaded Scot. She would likely have the rushes swept out and replaced and the walls washed before the sun went down.

Otherwise, it seemed every other servant with any possible excuse to be in the hall was there. Meri, Una and Lowri, bolder than all save Ganore, and even shy little Rhonwen stood staring with wonder and anticipation at the woman beside the empty central hearth as if expecting her to burst into flames at any moment. Dafydd was with them, watching, too, and whispering and making them cover their mouths to stifle their giggles.

Envy tweaked Caradoc, for Dafydd had an undeniable way with women, which he most certainly did not.

Apparently not a whit disturbed by being the center of attention, the woman examined everything as if taking stock here, too. She had thrown back her hood, revealing glossy auburn hair, more brown than red, drawn back in two braids gathered at the ends into bronze casings etched in a circular design.

At last the woman realized he was there and turned to face him. Now Caradoc could see the freckles scattered across her nose. Again he felt he should know her, and be happy with the remembrance.

Unfortunately, even this close, he still had no idea who she was.

Her full, beautifully shaped lips turned up into a very friendly, yet speculative, smile. Maybe they hadn’t met before. Maybe she simply found him attractive.

Well, what was so surprising about that? Women had wanted to share his bed since he was sixteen. But only his bed, and only if they had already failed to catch his younger brother’s eye, or Dafydd’s.

If he lacked Dafydd’s way with women or his younger brother’s skill at both fighting and seduction, at least he wasn’t completely unattractive, or so he told himself.

He approached, bowed politely, and waited for her to speak.

That was not long, for she returned his bow, smiled again, and said, in a very clear and musical voice, “Greetings, my lord. It has been a long time.”

Her Welsh was excellent, though she had the accent of a Scot.

“Yes, it has,” he agreed, still completely baffled, but demonstrate his ignorance of her identity he would not. “What brings you to Llanstephan Fawr again?”

Her brow furrowed slightly, and he wondered if his puzzlement was obvious, after all. “A proposition.”

“Indeed?”

“An important one, so I think we should discuss it in private. May we go to your solar?”

Since Caradoc was in no humor to look ignorant or discuss business in front of his curious friend or the servants, he nodded and proceeded to lead the way to his private chamber at the head of a curving staircase.

Trying to ignore a stab of dismay at the fact that his obvious poverty was about to be revealed, he opened the door to the barren solar. The tapestries that used to grace the walls had been sold long ago, along with the bronze candle stands and silver plate.

As the woman passed by him to enter the chamber, the top of her head came level with his chin. He caught the hint of a delicate scent, like wildflowers. The feminine scent bespoke wealth and leisure and pleasure, too—the sort of pleasure he had denied himself for a very long time.

While that tugged at the edges of his consciousness, he followed her into the room, leaving the door open. He didn’t want any hint of impropriety, and nobody could listen at the door if it was open.

“Are you not going to ask me to sit down, my lord?” she asked, a hint of amusement in her dulcet voice.

“Please,” he said, gesturing at the chair opposite the scarred and ink-stained trestle table covered with parchment lists and scrolls, a vessel of ink, and the remnants of quills.

The chair was covered in a film of dust, but she sat nonetheless. Her cloak flared open to reveal a beautiful gown clinging to a shapely figure. The garment was made of soft sea green wool and embroidered about the rounded neck and long cuffs with blue and golden threads.

Indeed, she had a very shapely figure. High, rounded breasts just the right size to fit into the palm of his hand. Slim waist. Curving hips.

A jolt of desire hit him right in the gut, and lower, too.

The woman having such a powerful and unexpected effect upon him cocked her head and regarded him with a look of amicable amusement. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”

No point lying now, and in truth, it had become rather difficult to think clearly. “No.”

“I am Fiona MacDougal. My father was Angus MacDougal, the wool merchant.”

Expelling the breath he didn’t know he had been holding, Caradoc lowered himself into a nearby chair. Fiona. Of course.

She used to come to Llanstephan with her father. The first time Caradoc had seen her, he had been in this very room, studying with his tutor. He had looked out the narrow window and noticed Fiona MacDougal. She grinned and waved when she saw him.

He had done nothing save swiftly return to his studies, too shy to even wave back. When she came again with her father, he purposefully avoided her rather than be embarrassed and risk being tongue-tied. Yet in time he realized she was sneaking about and following him, the way other girls shadowed his handsome, bold, younger brother, Connor. Flattered, yet still too bashful, Caradoc did not speak to her.

He had never forgotten the girl who seemed to find him interesting. However, she had been forever a girl in his mind, and this was certainly no girl before him now. Fiona MacDougal was a grown woman. He was undeniably pleased to see her again, but she was a bold, brazen and baffling woman, so betray his pleasure like a boy he would not.

“It has indeed been a long time,” he said with placid politeness. “How is your father?”

She sobered, and it was like seeing a cloud momentarily blot a sunny sky. “He is dead, two months past.”

“I am sorry to hear that.” He cursed himself for asking such a question. He should have been more cautious. “My father thought very highly of him.”

“I’m sorry about your parents, too,” she said softly, genuine sorrow in her green eyes.

It had been a long time since anybody had spoken to him in such a manner. In fact, he could not remember anybody, not even his mother, showing such kind concern. Disconcerted, he fought to keep his expression calm. “Thank you. Now, what is this proposition you spoke of?”

“I have learned that you have fallen on hard times.”

He tensed, his pride piqued. But this chamber and the equally barren hall below had already answered for him, so he could not deny it. “Yes.”

“I have also heard the taxes on Llanstephan are very high, and you have not been able to pay them.”

Was all his business common knowledge?

Probably, he grimly acknowledged. People talked, and news of a lordly family’s difficulty would be much remarked upon by high and low alike. “Yes, that is so.”

“How seriously are you in arrears to the crown?”

Confirming what was already well known was one thing; discussing his debts and obligations were another.

“Why should I tell you?” he demanded, barely restraining his annoyance.

Her bright eyes brightened even more, and a wry little smile played about her lips, as if she was secretly and vastly amused by his troubles, a notion that increased his growing rancor.

“I intend to provide a way for you to pay your debts and to rebuild Llanstephan’s prosperity.”

His hands gripped the arms of his chair as he examined her face. How could this merchant’s daughter, who was little better than a stranger to him, do that?

He steepled his fingers and regarded her as he might a peddler trying to cheat him. “What are you going to do? Give me a good price on this year’s fleece, for old time’s sake?”

Taking a deep breath, Fiona MacDougal shook her head and looked as if she were preparing to do something astounding. “By offering to marry you.”

Speechless, he stared in stunned disbelief. Of all the answers she might have made, he had not expected anything like this.

“You are very poor, my lord,” she continued as if the worst were over, or as if she were certain there could be no disagreement. “That is no secret. I am very rich. All I lack is a husband, and what I want is a titled one. If I marry you, your financial problems will be solved, and my desire for a noble husband will be, too.”

The reality of what she was proposing crashed into him, propelling him to his feet in outraged majesty. “You want to buy me? By the saints, woman, do I look like a whore to you?”

She flushed, but rose and faced him squarely, as if speaking man to man, or warrior to warrior. Her green eyes shone with determined spirit, and her breasts rose and fell with each breath.

A vision of her in his bed burst into his head. Her bountiful hair spread upon his pillow, her soft, shapely body beneath him, and her luscious lips parted in anxious cries of desire as he caressed and stroked and loved her…

“If I were a titled woman and came to you with the same offer, would you say this?” she inquired, yanking him back to reality. “Or would you be relieved?”

“Unfortunately, you are not a titled woman,” he replied, as he tried to focus his mind on the practical reasons for her proposal and why it would never be acceptable despite the furious longing surging through his traitorous body. “You are a wool merchant’s daughter, and you are a Scot. Lord Rhys of Wales would not be pleased if I marry a Scot.”

She didn’t even blink. “He may be the most powerful nobleman in Wales, but you hold your estate by the grace of King Richard, not Lord Rhys. Besides, he rebels against Richard because the king snubbed him after his coronation. If you wish to worry about what such a man will think of your marriage, let me ask you this: What has Lord Rhys ever done for you? Has he offered to help you with your debts? Or does his childish rancor make your life more difficult?”

God save him, for a mere woman she sounded well versed in the politics that interfered with his life.

“And let us not forget King Richard, so busy and indebted with his foreign wars,” she continued just as matter-of-factly. “What will he care who you wed, as long as you can pay what you owe, especially when I bring no land or alliances to the marriage? Our union will be for financial reasons, not political, and both Rhys and Richard should appreciate the difference.”

She seemed to have anticipated every possible objection.

“My dowry is three thousand marks.”

He felt as if she had punched him in the stomach and winded him completely. Such a dowry would tempt the devil himself into matrimony.

“Nobles marry for power and gain all the time,” she continued, her gaze even more intense, as if she would stare him into agreeing. “This would be no different, except that I bring no land or titles of my own. Therefore, I am no threat to anyone.”

No threat, perhaps, but she was certainly unusual. She made her offer as calmly as if she were trading in a marketplace, not discussing marriage.

What else should he expect from a wealthy merchant’s daughter? Awe? Deference?

Surely at least a hint of uncertainty.

“Why am I to be the lucky recipient of your largess, Fiona MacDougal?” he demanded. “There are other noblemen in need of money who could give you a title.”

“That’s true,” she glibly answered. “But you have never been married before, so have no children who could cause conflict between us. Also, my father thought highly of your father.”

Nothing of feelings, as he should have anticipated, and he told himself he was glad it was so. This way he could be all business, too. “Perhaps talk of my desperate straits has been greatly exaggerated.”

She slowly surveyed the chamber, then him. “Many things have changed since I was last in Llanstephan.”

He suddenly saw himself through her eyes: a man no longer in his youth, dressed in an old wool tunic much mended and the color of dung, wearing breeches not much different, with scuffed boots about ten years old and showing every day of their age.

She smiled once more, smugly. “Nor do I see Welsh noblewomen lined up at your castle gate to marry you.”

“Which does not mean I have not had other proposals made to me, Fiona MacDougal,” he retorted, his pride outraged despite his shabby garments. “I do, after all, have rank, and as you so bluntly point out, a title is a valuable commodity.”

“Where is your bride, then, my lord?”

“I have not yet found a woman to suit me,” he countered.

She raised a brow in query. “Well, then, my lord, I assume you will be telling me to find another man with whom to share my body and my bounty.”

She crossed her arms as she waited for him to answer, just as his father had all those times in this very room.

But he was no longer a little boy anxious for a father’s approval, or a youth absurdly flattered by a girl’s attention. He was Lord Caradoc of Llanstephan Fawr, and he would remind this bold and brazen woman of that, no matter how much money she had.

“Are you forgetting to whom you speak?” he asked, his voice a rumble as he came around the table and slowly circled her. “I am not some shepherd, Fiona MacDougal, discussing the price of wool. I am Lord Caradoc of Llanstephan, baron of the marches, knight of the realm.”

He paused in front of her and leaned forward and his voice became a low growl as he whispered in her ear. “I do not take very kindly to ultimatums.”

She did not avert her steadfast, green-eyed gaze. She did not wrinkle her nose as if he smelled. She did not move at all.

Until she swallowed. Hard.

A brazen, bold woman indeed, but he took a great deal of satisfaction in that swallow. He glanced down at the smooth curve of her jaw where it met her neck and fought a strong, unbidden urge to press his lips there.

Her body and her bounty. A way to pay his taxes and keep his home. Money that would provide a dowry for Cordelia, too, so she could have some choice in a husband. Connor would even be absolved from the need to raise funds, and although he didn’t think his younger brother deserved absolution, the notion was tempting nonetheless.

Her body was tempting, too. Lithe and supple, slender and shapely—a man could do much worse.

What would she be like in his bed? Would she be as bold and forthright as she was now, or would she become shy and uncertain?

His blood quickened with these thoughts, until the other part of him—the sensible, rational part—wondered what kind of wife she would make the rest of the time.

Still she regarded him questioningly, waiting for his answer. Then the expression in her eyes suddenly shifted, to one not quite so certain.

She looked vulnerable. Or … lonely.

Alone she was, he realized, for alone she had arrived, except for men paid to escort her. He, too, was alone even when surrounded by all the people here. It had always been thus for him.

His gaze drifted lower, past the throbbing pulse in her neck to her breasts, rising and falling with her breathing.

This bold, astonishing woman wanted to be his wife. Would the daughter of a wealthy man, no doubt carefully raised, understand all that she was asking for?

He would show her.

He tugged her into his arms and claimed her mouth.

Hot hunger exploded in him. Desire surged and threatened to swamp his senses at the taste and touch of her.

By the saints, he wanted her. Now. Completely. Her legs around him, holding him tight as he thrust inside her. Her anxious moans of yearning sounding in his ears. Her lips crushed beneath his, her breasts against his chest as he took her.

When she wrapped her arms about his neck and pressed her body against his, returning his kiss with equal and insistent passion, he thought he would die if he did not have her.

Was this how it was for Connor and Dafydd when a woman wanted them? If so, he had not envied them nearly enough.

His mouth still locked on hers, he pushed her back until she met the table and could go no farther. He frantically began bunching the soft wool of her gown into his hand, the other splayed against her back, holding her as close as he could. His mouth left hers to slide along her smooth and slender neck. Small sounds of need vibrated in her throat as he kissed lower, and lower still.

She put her hands on his chest and shoved him back.

“We are not married yet,” she said, panting, her eyes flashing fires of protest and her lips slightly swollen. “Indeed, my lord—and I do know exactly who you are—I do not even know if you are agreeable.”

His chest heaving, his whole body ready and anxious to take hers, he stepped forward. She wanted him. He felt her need and desire coursing through her hot and willing body.

She held him back, her lips a firm hard line of decision. “No more until we are married. And you have not yet given me your answer, my lord.”

Was this coy refusal after that passionate kiss some kind of game?

If it was a game she wanted, it would be a game she got.

He smiled slowly, as Connor did when he sought to tease a woman into bed. He may not have the experience or the charm of his younger brother, but he had always been a studious boy. Now he would find out how much Connor the fair and winning had unknowingly taught him. “I will have to sleep on it.”

Her eyes widened with her surprise, and her full lips parted.

He had taken her aback. Good.

Then her eyes narrowed and that firm resolve returned to her face as she shook her head. “No, my lord. You must decide now. If the answer is no, I will not stay.”

So, he had not learned the lessons Connor could teach, not if this bold, insolent creature could so swiftly resume her former manner and ignore what he said about ultimatums to give him another.

No game, this, then, but a haggling in the marketplace. “Three thousand marks, your dowry?” he demanded.

She nodded.

“I want to see it and be sure of its value. I trust it is in the wagons?”

“You will find jewelry, wine from France, fine cloth from Italy, Irish silver and Flemish gold. Also five hundred marks in silver coin.”

He tilted his head to study her. “You must be very trusting, Fiona MacDougal, to bring that here and let your escort go.”

“If I doubted that you were an honorable and honest man, Lord Caradoc of Llanstephan, I wouldn’t have.”

Shocked again and undeniably delighted, he nearly grinned like a jester. A compliment was a rare thing in his life. Even his own parents … but he would not think of them now. He had to deal with the astonishing Fiona MacDougal, whose naked body he could so easily imagine pressed against his own in the throes of passion. “I would like to see what is in the wagons.”

“Certainly, my lord,” she said briskly.

She started toward the door, and he followed her just as swiftly. His gaze strayed to the luscious curves of her hips and rounded bottom marching so purposefully before him.

She had offered herself to him. Along with her money. In exchange for his title and the status that went with it.

A trade. A bargain. A sale.

A way out of his troubles.

They passed Dafydd and the servants who were still lingering, as well as elderly pinch-faced Ganore peering out from the kitchen corridor. They continued into the courtyard, which also seemed rather more crowded than it should be.

Big, brawny, black-haired Jon-Bron, his garrison commander, sat outside the barracks apparently polishing his sword. Jon’s younger brother, Emlyn-Bron, the sergeant at arms, also big, brawny and dark, likewise supposedly examined a halter. A careful, fastidious man by nature, this might not have been so unusual, except that he wasn’t usually quite so slow about it.

Their youngest brother, Bran-Bron, and the only one of the three with light brown hair, was hanging about the kitchen pretending to converse with his troop of bowmen. From the snatches of conversation Caradoc overheard, it was clear none of them were paying any attention whatsoever to what anybody else said. Meanwhile, the scullery maids were busily fetching what looked to be enough water to wash the whole castle top to bottom.

Eifion, the village reeve, must have got wind of the visitor, too, for now he stood near the gate, his long, thin frame in a long gray tunic.

Caradoc subdued a scowl, although at least their curiosity was normal, unlike so much this day.

Glancing at him, Fiona threw back the covering on the first wagon, revealing several barrels with markings on them. “This is the wine. Are you familiar with Bordeaux wine?”

“I prefer ale.”

In truth he hadn’t been able to afford wine in years, and never anything but English wine, which tended to be bitter and unpleasant.

She let the flap fall, then went on to the next wagon. “In these chests are the fabrics, the silver plate, and the coins are in that smaller box.”

“What is in the third wagon?”

“My personal things.”

His brow lowered with suspicion. “You have that many clothes?”

She came close to him and smiled a secretive, seductive little smile that made him think she could give lessons to Connor, for he felt the warmth of it along every limb of his body. “There are fine linens and other things to make a bedchamber comfortable and inviting.”

His chest constricted, like a landed fish struggling to breathe.

“So, my lord, what is your answer? Will we wed, or not?”

Every person in the courtyard had heard her question. He didn’t see Ganore; nevertheless, he was sure she was also watching and listening somewhere, praying to God to strike the Scottish heathen witch dead. He could almost feel her gaze searing his flesh.

Other noblemen would think he had no proper, lordly pride. His own people would balk at a Scotswoman becoming the chatelaine of his castle.

As for Cordelia, he could imagine how she would react to this proposal. A storm at sea, with waves as high as a mountain, would probably be calmer.

But as he looked at Fiona MacDougal, so bold, so confident, so tempting and so rich, he knew there was really only one answer he could give unless he wanted to lose the castle that was his home and his responsibility. “I will.”

A murmur of both surprise and discontent began in the courtyard. If Fiona heard the mutterings, or understood what they meant, she made no sign.

Nor did she smile, or even look relieved. She seemed perfectly, utterly calm. “When?”

Ignoring her lack of reaction, because after all this was but a bargain concluded, he mused a moment. “Tomorrow we have to gather my flocks for the washing before the shearing. We can marry between the washing and shearing—the day after tomorrow.”

She nodded, once, then stuck out her hand expectantly. He looked down at it, then back at her.

“We are striking a bargain, my lord, are we not?” she inquired.

“Ah.” Indeed they were. He slapped his palm against hers, and thus they were betrothed.

Their gazes met and held for a long moment as he wondered what she was thinking.

And feeling.

He simply could not tell, and once more envy for others’ understanding of women nipped at him. If only one of his tutors had been able to instruct him on that subject!

“I will supervise the unloading of the wagons,” she said, breaking the silence, “if you will tell me where the goods should be put, and where I may sleep.”

“Although I trust everyone in the castle,” he answered just as briskly, “the silver and gold should go in my solar, where it can be safely locked away. The cloth will go in the storeroom. As for where you will sleep…” He thought of how she looked after they had kissed, and decided to try to gain the upper hand, at least in one way. He dropped his voice to a low, intimate purr. “In my bedchamber.”

She flushed, and he felt a surge of triumph. Maybe he didn’t need instruction, after all.

Then indignation grew in her green eyes. “My lord, need I remind you—”

“That we are not yet wed?” He raked her with his gaze, only partly to discomfort her. He enjoyed his perusal of her shapely figure too much for it to be just that. “I will sleep in the barracks until we are.”

Her blush deepened. “Oh. Very well, then.”

Again he felt a rush of restored pride at her discomfort and could not resist pressing his advantage. “I intend to be very well married, indeed.”

His gaze locked onto hers, trying to make her silently acknowledge that he was her master.

A movement from the barracks caught his attention, and he half turned. Jon-Bron had dropped the clay vessel of polish.

As he quickly bent to retrieve it, Caradoc scanned the courtyard. Emlyn-Bron still examined the halter as if his eyes were going, while Bran-Bron and his bowmen huddled together in intense discussion. The scullery maids stood by the well, their mouths moving as quickly as baby birds hungry for a worm.

When he turned back, her eyes focused on his with the intensity of a bowman sighting a difficult target.

“I had best tell Father Rhodri about the wedding. The chapel is outside the castle in the village,” he said, weary of being a spectacle, and this silent, silly game of staring had gone on quite long enough. Surely he had made his point.

“There is no need to tell anybody else,” he concluded as he swiveled on his heel. “They already know.”


Chapter 2

[image: Image]

Fiona stood on the threshold of Caradoc’s bedchamber, her hands on her hips and her cloak thrown back over her shoulders. Behind her, grooms and stable boys carried her baggage from the third cart, two large chests and two smaller. The smaller ones were the heaviest, the large ones awkward to hold.

She should not make them wait overlong with their burdens. Nevertheless, she took a moment to survey the small chamber she would soon be sharing with Caradoc of Llanstephan.

And the bed she would be sharing with him, too. Where she would be in his arms, making love.

Fiona put her fingers to her lips and lived again the sensation of his kiss. Never had an embrace aroused such fire and burning need, not even when she had foolishly believed herself in love.

But surely never had a man possessed such a potent combination of attraction and danger as Caradoc of Llanstephan. When he looked at her, heat and dread seemed to blossom in equal measure. From the first moment today, part of her yearned for him to sweep her into his arms and caress her until her cries echoed off the ancient stone walls of this castle. Another part warned that he was not the man she had expected, and he was certainly no longer the boy she had admired from afar.

She had been ten years old the first time she had seen Caradoc. He had been looking out the solar window. She had waved at the solitary youth with black, curling hair, straight nose and prominent cheekbones. He had started and flashed a shy, pleased smile before ducking out of sight.

For the sake of that smile, she had shadowed him afterward, trying to see him smile again. A merchant’s daughter, she hadn’t dared approach him, but had watched and waited. She had never seen another smile on Caradoc’s face, not then or during any of the other visits she made with her father.

More appealing than his handsome looks, though, had been his good temperament. Caradoc the lad had been quiet and reasonable, unlike his brother, who was hot-tempered and spoiled.

Now Caradoc’s dark, wavy hair brushed his shoulders and his thick black beard obscured most of his face, making him look more like a wild barbarian than a nobleman. His brilliant, sapphire blue eyes were still a startling and fascinating contrast to his dark complexion, but they burned with a searching intensity that seemed to demand her acknowledgment that he was master here.

Of everything, even a woman who had only just arrived.

A muffled grunt reminded her that the servants were holding heavy burdens. Entering the chamber, she gestured for them to bring the chests inside.

“The largest one should go at the foot of the bed,” she ordered, “and the other big one against the wall opposite the window. Set the smaller chests on the bed, please.”

It was large, that bed, with heavy wooden posts and dingy curtains open to reveal tousled coverings, as if Caradoc had risen a short time ago. He could not have, for it was too late in the day, so that suggested the maidservants had not yet been here to tidy, a notion Fiona found rather shocking. More surprising, she could see moth holes in the blanket.

Apart from the bed, there was very little furniture. A cheap candle stand, empty of candles, stood near the bed and there was no sign that any candles had burned there recently. A chair, very plain and very small for a man of his size, was by the window. It was covered in dust, leading her to suspect Caradoc never actually sat there. The narrow window had no covering or linen shutter of any kind, and stains on the wall told her the roof leaked. A battered chest in one corner completed the simple furnishings.

If she had needed more proof of Caradoc’s poverty, here it was.

Her gaze returned to the messy bed. She doubted he usually slept there alone. He was too young, too virile and even with that hair and beard, too handsome. Plus, he was half Welsh, and the Welsh were not known for chastity.

She told herself it didn’t matter if Caradoc had entertained half the female population of Wales in that bed. She was going to be a lord’s wife, and far away from Iain MacLachlann. That was what was important. That was why she had returned, despite the passing years and all that had happened to her.

As for those bed linens, she would replace them at once with sheets she had brought from Dunburn.

After the servants had done as she commanded, they stood looking at her doubtfully, as if they were trying to determine whether she was fish or fowl or something else entirely.

“Thank you. You may go.”

The men and boys nodded and filed out, leaving her alone.

She removed her cloak and laid it across the chest at the foot of the bed. She wasn’t surprised they didn’t know what to make of her. She was a stranger. She was going to marry their overlord, which would give her power over them, and they had never set eyes on her before.

She was also a foreigner. Llanstephan was a small place, with fewer people than her home of Dunburn, so it wasn’t hard to guess that the servants and townfolk would be less than delighted by Caradoc’s decision.

In spite of her trepidation, her whole body throbbed with the memory of Caradoc standing in his solar. His barbaric hair. His piercing eyes. His powerful body. His lean, strong hands.

His loneliness.

Loneliness—an odd word to intrude on her thoughts as she contemplated the lord of an estate, yet once there, it would not leave.

Was that what she had sensed below the surface of his blue eyes even when he was a boy, the ache of a heart as lonely as hers? Was that why she had been so drawn to him that first day long ago?

She had been lonely all her life. Too well-to-do to fit in with the village girls, not of noble rank to be the acquaintance of the girls of quality, she had inhabited a heaven of material plenty, but a purgatory of solitude. She had desperately yearned for friends and companions, and many a time she had longed to be poor enough to play with the peasant girls.

Since that had not happened, she had found refuge in stories she made up, especially the one about a boy in a tower. He was an enchanted prince and he fell in love with her after she released him from his tower prison. As she had grown up, so had he, becoming a man with dark hair and brilliant blue eyes, broad shoulders and long, strong legs—like Caradoc. She had imagined all this but never the waves of physical longing he inspired.

How could she, when she had never felt anything like that in her life?

Suddenly, an extremely thin, elderly woman marched into the chamber without so much as a knock to warn of her approach. She was clad in a plain brown woolen gown belted about her narrow hips and a white scarf was on her head. The keys tied to her belt jingled as she came to a halt and sneered with impertinent disapproval at Fiona.

Ganore.

Fiona remembered the woman from her visits. Ganore had been younger then, of course, and spent most of her time with Caradoc’s mother, or his sister, Cordelia. She had been a harsh, croaking raven of a woman. From her appearance it seemed little had changed, except that now her hair was white and the creases in her cheeks deeper. Unfortunately, the keys she carried indicated that she was of high rank among the servants. A woman like this, of such obvious prejudices and in a position of responsibility, was dangerous. She could make her mistress’s life a living hell.

“Hello,” Fiona began pleasantly, hoping for the best.

Ganore’s suspicious black eyes narrowed. “You’re a Scot.”

“Yes, I am.”

“And you’ve got red hair.”

She spoke as if Fiona had one eye, like a Cyclops.

“It’s auburn,” she genially corrected, still trying for a truce. “It was much redder when I was younger. I have hopes it will continue to darken. I would love to have black hair before I die.”

The woman not only didn’t smile, her brow furrowed as if Fiona had personally insulted her. Perhaps it had not been wise to mention death to one of Ganore’s years, even in jest. “My name is Fiona, Fiona MacDougal. I used to come here with my father, Angus MacDougal, the wool merchant. He bought Llanstephan fleece.”

Ganore sniffed derisively, as if to say, So what of that? “I don’t remember you.”

She sounded as if she thought Fiona was lying.

Fiona struggled to restrain her temper as she nodded at the keys on Ganore’s belt. “I see that you have risen in the world since last I was here, Ganore.”

“I am in charge of the household.” Ganore’s lip curled. “You’ve got the eyes of your father—sharp and cunning.”

There was another implication in this, too: that he was not honest.

Fiona bristled. Her patience, already thinned by her meeting with Caradoc, was rapidly giving way. “It would seem Lord Caradoc’s blanket is in need of mending. I am surprised you have been so remiss.”

“He never said it needed mending.”

“Why should he? Is it not your job to notice?”

Ganore lifted a chin that looked so sharp it could slice bread, and crossed her wiry arms. “He doesn’t like anyone coming in here without his permission.”

“So you have his permission to be here now?”

The woman’s neck reddened, but her blush got no further.

Nevertheless, Fiona was pleased to think she had gotten even that much of a chagrined reaction from Ganore. “I’m sure you’ve had many responsibilities but now—”

“I was nurse to Caradoc, and his brother and sister, too. I have been in charge of the household since his dear mother, our wonderful Welsh lady, passed away.”

Once more Fiona reined in her frustration and annoyance, but she was not about to let this woman think she could be bullied by a servant.

“I am your lord’s guest,” she said evenly, yet with a firmness that would have stood many a nobleman in good stead. “I am sure you have heard that soon I shall be his wife. Do not interrupt me like that again, Ganore.”

She watched as her words hit their target, then continued as if nothing of consequence had happened. “As I was saying, I’m sure you’ve had a position of responsibility for a long time, and that Lord Caradoc is very grateful. However, I am going to be your lord’s wife, so I will take over as befits the chatelaine of Llanstephan. After we are wed, you will give me the keys and show me about the castle. Before then, I should be introduced to those servants who have not marched into this chamber as if it were a soldiers’ barracks and introduced themselves to me. Do you understand?”

Glare met glare, but Fiona was determined and at last Ganore looked away.

“Yes,” she hissed.

“Excellent.”

Fiona turned back to the bed and lifted one of the small chests onto the floor. “Now, I need some help to change this linen,” she said as she straightened, turned—and found herself alone.

Ganore had quit the field, it seemed. For now, at least, or perhaps merely to regroup before another sortie to try to find her enemy’s weak points.

Of which there were many, and one most of all: Fiona MacDougal had been thoroughly, stupidly duped, tricked by a greedy scoundrel and played for a fool.

She didn’t want Ganore, or anybody, to discover the other reason she had come back here.

The shame of her folly haunted her still. She had been tricked by Iain MacLachlann’s persuasive manner and words of love, only to discover that he had merely wanted her money in his coffers, a means to raise himself in the court of King William of Scotland.

Humiliated to the core of her soul, she had left Dunburn and gone where he would never find her. She had decided that if she must be seen as only a commodity to be peddled in marriage, she would at least choose where she was traded, and to whom.

Her father had told her of the troubles at Llanstephan before he had died, having heard the stories from other wool merchants with whom he did business. She remembered her old infatuation, and her good opinion of Caradoc, and so she had sold her property and come here to make her offer.

But as Caradoc’s shining, intense blue eyes studied her in his solar, she had feared that he could read all of the past six months in hers. It had taken every ounce of courage and determination she had to appear more confident than she was, to seem resolute rather than desperate, as she made her proposition.

It had taken even more effort to meet his steadfast gaze in the courtyard, and to act as if his kiss had not incited hot desire with the force of a smith’s hammer striking an anvil.

Then he had agreed to marry her, and it had been another war not to betray her relief.

Or her sudden dread that she had made another mistake coming here, because when all was said and done, he was not the boy she remembered. He was a man, a lord in charge of an estate, mature and tested by troubles. Gruff, grim, stoic, how could she ever understand a man who displayed so little of his thoughts and feelings?

What was there to understand? her mind demanded. She was here, she was safe, she would be titled as she had also envisioned in her childish dreams. Caradoc would take her in his powerful arms, and if that kiss was anything to go by, sweep her into realms of ecstasy that Iain never could. Was that not enough?

It must be. To wish for more was folly, and had she not had enough of that? Had Iain not taught her to beware her fantasies and notions of love? That they were delusions best left to minstrels and silly girls?

Iain had been flesh and blood and flattery. It could be that Caradoc was fantasy and desire made flesh, and to forget that, as grave a mistake as letting Iain into her bed.

She ripped the old, moth-eaten blanket from Caradoc’s bed and rolled it, then threw it on the floor. Maybe she should have these coverings burnt.

“What are you doing?” a deep voice asked from the doorway.

She pivoted to see the dark lord of Llanstephan leaning against the frame, his arms crossed, one eyebrow raised in question.

If one of the gods of Olympus had come down to earth in mortal form, he would probably sound like Caradoc, his voice a rich baritone but with a hint of gruffness to give it command. And he would probably look like Caradoc, too—a god trying to appear a mere mortal, and failing utterly.

“I’m stripping the bed.”

Oh, good, very good, foolish Fiona! As if he’s blind and stupid to boot.

He pushed off from the frame and ambled inside. Toward the bed. Toward her. “So I see. Why?”

“I have other linen in that chest,” she said as she pointed to the one at the foot of the bed. “Fresh linen. New linen.”

He came to a halt about three feet from her and his gaze shifted to the bed and the tick, which had several holes with straw poking through. “There are servants for such tasks.”

Her pulse began to race, just as it had in the solar when he had whispered in her ear. “I would have asked for Ganore’s assistance with the linens, but she left.”

He strolled around the bed. “I don’t think she approves my choice of bride.”

Fiona thought
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