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            All’s Fair in Love and War

          

          Four Enemies-to-Lovers Medieval Romances

        

      

    

    
      Be swept away by four thrilling medieval romances by the “Queen of Medieval Romance”, each featuring a defiant lady at odds with a persistent and powerful knight. Sparks fly in these battles of wills, but passion will win the day.

      In One Knight’s Return, Melissande is compelled by her overlord to marry a rough knight just home from crusade – the alternative is to surrender her family holding completely. She knows the kind of knight who will hold her heart, and Quinn de Sayerne isn’t it. Quinn, on the other hand, knows what it’s like to risk everything and is determined to make their arranged marriage into a real one—no matter what the cost to his beautiful wife’s pride.

      In The Scoundrel, Evangeline will do anything to retrieve the relic stolen from the chapel in her family holding, even seduce the thief himself to capture the prize. Gawain has always lived outside the law, a charming rebel protecting his own advantage, but Evangeline’s devotion to Inverfyre makes him question is choices. If he changed his ways, could this beguiling, brilliant, maddening woman come to love him?

      In The Rose Red Bride, Erik abducts Vivienne to avenge himself against his wicked brother. Fueled by anger, he expects little of his captive except a son—but Vivienne is precisely the woman to take Erik’s cause once she learns his story. If Vivienne can ensure that Erik’s stolen legacy is regained, will her embittered but honorable husband find room in his heart for her?

      In The Warrior’s Prize, Elizabeth challenges Rafael to change his ways, skeptical that the mercenary who nearly cost her brother his life is capable of redemption. But Rafael sees his comrade’s sister as an angel sent to save him, and when he realizes that she’s in peril of being claimed by the Fae king himself, Rafael will pay any price to save the only maiden bold enough to challenge him. But will his all be enough for Elizabeth?

      Indulge in four sweeping medieval romances to warm a winter’s night!
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            One Knight’s Return

          

          Rogues & Angels #2
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      Quinn de Sayerne vowed never to return home while his villainous father drew breath. Twenty years after his departure, a knight and crusader, Quinn is summoned to claim his family holding after his father’s death. But his overlord has a stipulation: he must wed Melissande, the beautiful but frosty heiress of neighboring Annossy. Quinn resolves to win the heart of his lady wife, no matter what the cost.

      Melissande cannot believe that her liege lord has ignored her betrothal and wed her to a ruffian. Worse, he has granted the seal of Annossy to her new husband, despite her expertise. It is the dream of Quinn’s father brought to fruition, for the holdings will be merged just as he long schemed. Though her overlord cannot be defied and Melissande finds herself the chattel of this rough knight, she is determined to fight him on every front—for the sake of her betrothal, Annossy and herself

      But Annossy itself is in danger, with brigands raiding its borders. Quinn is charged to oust the villains or capture them, but soon learns their scheme is for more than the holding’s wealth. His lady wife is in peril, but will she trust Quinn in time for him to protect her? Or will he defeat the foes at the price of losing his wife forever?

      An earlier version of this story was published under the title My Lady’s Champion.
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            Rogues & Angels

          

          Medieval Romance Series

        

      

    

    
      Claire Delacroix’s Rogues & Angels series of medieval romances features a company of knights and friends returning home from crusade, each with a gift that will bring him fortune—and even unexpected love.

      
        
        1. One Knight Enchanted

      

        

      
        2. One Knight’s Return

      

        

      
        3. One Knight’s Desire (coming soon)
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      One Knight’s Return is a medieval romance about the arranged marriage of Quinn de Sayerne and Melissande d’Annossy. This is an enemies-to-lovers story that is set in my fictional realm of Tulley. Quinn has been summoned home from crusade by the Lord de Tulley, who is the overlord of his father who saw to Quinn’s training as a knight. Quinn’s wicked father, Jerome, has died, and Tulley wishes Quinn to take over the holding. Quinn is thrilled by this opportunity especially since he left Sayerne as a boy. Much to his surprise, Tulley has conditions upon the granting of the lordship—he insists that Quinn marry the daughter of a neighboring estate, Melissane d’Annossy. Melissande is even less enamored of this idea than Quinn, but they have little choice if they want to retain their respective holdings. Sparks fly between the pair from the beginning, for Melissande is outspoken about her disapproval of Tulley’s plan. Quinn resolves to win his lady’s loyalty and her heart, though he knows it won’t be an easy task. I love this pair and the energy between them, as well as how complementary their skills prove to be. Once they begin to work together, they are a formidable team!

      A version of this story was originally published under the title My Lady’s Champion. When I began to update the file for republication, I realized that I wanted to make some major changes to the story. I’ve done that—the second half of the book is almost entirely new—so have published this new version with a different title to distinguish it from the older version.

      One Knight’s Return is the second book in a series of medieval romances featuring a company of knights who fought together in the First Crusade and who call themselves Rogues & Angels. All eight of these knights will have their stories told and find their HEAs back in Europe. Each knight has received a gift which will feature in his story. The gifts are a bit enigmatic and challenge the knights’ various expectations. In addition to the changes made in the evolution of the romance, I also included new scenes with the company of knights who served with Quinn in Palestine.

      There are also connections between the knights of this company and my other medieval romance series: many of them are the forebears of later protagonists, and I’ll tell you more about those links as they unfold. On my website, these stories are all under the Sayerne tab, because that’s the world they share. There is also a Pinterest board for this series showing my inspiration and you can find that on the Sayerne tab as well.

      The next story in the series will be One Knight’s Desire, which is Niall and Heloise’s story and an entirely new work. Heloise is Tulley’s niece and likely his heir, while Niall is a charming rogue who never intends to be bound to a single woman. When he loses his heart to Heloise, things become interesting. Can he convince Heloise of his merit as a suitor? What about Lord de Tulley?

      I hope you enjoy this new version of Quinn and Melissande’s story, and also the companion knights of the Rogues & Angels series.

      All my best–

      Claire

      http://delacroix.net
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        February 1102

      

      

      Quinn de Sayerne was home.

      He sighed with satisfaction as he surveyed the mountains that rose on either side of the familiar valley. Their silhouette was etched in his memory, yet to see them again was a gift.

      His party had ridden past the keep of the Lord de Tulley earlier in the day and he had noticed his companions stare in wonder at that fortification. Tulley’s keep perched on the top of the steep hill, commanding the valley in each direction. Quinn had found it impressive as a boy, but now, he saw its strategic advantage and appreciated the expense of its construction. A high and broad wall encircled the base of the hill, with the keep at its summit. The road wound upward from gates to keep, the village perched on the hillsides. Tulley was a marvel, but Quinn yearned for Sayerne’s simpler structure. They continued past his overlord’s holding in Quinn’s haste, though he knew he would shortly return to pay his respects.

      The party rode hard to the east until they reached the bridge that he knew as well as the lines on his own hand. He turned left once across the river, leading his fellows onward to the keep of Sayerne.

      In the twenty years since Quinn’s departure, there had been moments when he wondered if he would ever return to the holding where he had been born and raised. His heart pounded in anticipation of a dream achieved as his destrier, Fortitude, raced through the deep snow.

      When he crested the last rise and the Sayerne’s fortress came into sight, his heart leaped. No column of smoke rose from the château, and indeed, the keep looked to be abandoned. Another man might have been daunted by the changes, but Quinn saw only home.

      “Here it is!” he exclaimed to his companions, then looked again upon his legacy.

      The keep itself was built of stone, a single low tower surrounded by a curtain wall and moat. The village clustered on either side of the road, outside the gates but near the moat. Quinn could see the lines of the furrows in the fields surrounding the village, their dimensions evident even when buried in snow. The sky was a fierce clear blue overhead and the wind was crisp; the mountains looked down on Sayerne as always they had and he could not believe his good fortune.

      He would be Lord de Sayerne.

      When no one spoke, Quinn glanced back. Bayard appeared to be skeptical, but even his companion knight’s expression could not diminish Quinn’s pleasure.

      He had always feared that somehow his father would contrive to deny him his legacy. It would have suited the old man well, but Dame Fortune had smiled upon Quinn. After all these years, beloved Sayerne would be his. The Lord de Tulley had written to tell him so, thus it was true.

      Quinn spurred his destrier forward, refusing to note that the river had frozen over. The mill was outside the keep’s walls, the race fed by the same stream that was diverted to fill the moat. The mill wheel was lodged in heavy ice and Quinn could not remember it ever being so, even in winter. He told himself that the property must be well managed for all the wheat to be made to flour already. For so long, Sayerne had been a dream that buoyed his spirits, a touchstone that gave him hope for the future. He had come too far on that dream to readily surrender it.

      Still, he wondered as he rode closer to the village. There was no sound of children playing, or any voices at all. The wind whistled through the village, which appeared to be empty. Not a single face peeked out from the darkened doorways. Quinn’s dismay grew as a straw roof tumbled to the ground, even as he passed.

      Undoubtedly, it was too cold to stir, even for a neighbor.

      Some disrepair was to be expected in a land without an active lord.

      Perhaps the villagers had moved within the walls for the winter.

      Quinn was determined to maintain the euphoria of homecoming until he stood within the keep itself. Then and only then would he assess the damage done to the estate. They made their way through the silent village to the gates in those great walls. Quinn reined in his steed and stared, hearing Bayard and the four squires do the same behind him.

      The gates of Château Sayerne stood open, undefended.

      That was a sign of abandonment that he could not deny. Quinn stared without comprehension as one gate swung in the wind, its hinges creaking.

      How could this be?

      Where had everyone gone? And why?

      “It seems that the rumor of your boots’ stench has preceded you,” Bayard commented. The squires laughed, their voices falling silent when Quinn did not join in their merriment.

      It was the hand of his father that Quinn saw at work. He had the estate, but his bitter sire had ensured that he had naught else. It seemed that he had granted Jerome less credit for vindictiveness than was the old man’s due.

      Quinn straightened with newfound determination. He would claim his legacy, in whatever condition it might be, and rebuild the majesty of Sayerne.

      In the center of the bailey was a magical place that Quinn had loved as a child. The bailey rose there, in a hill that was a small echo of that at Tulley. From the back of a horse, one could see over the walls to the land beyond. With the low tower at one’s back, on a day so clear as this, Quinn would be able to look down the valley, all the way to Tulley. He rode directly there, ignoring the depth of the snow. His heart thundered in his chest as he turned Fortitude in place and looked upon his home.

      Far beyond the walls of Sayerne, the land rose to mountain peaks on either side of the valley of the river Helva, and those peaks touched the crisp blue of the winter sky. The snow reflected the sunlight with a brightness that hurt the eyes. He could see Tulley in the distance and imagined he could see the red banner snapping in the wind at its summit. The tower of the keep behind him cast a stark shadow across the snow and the wind whistled slightly. His father’s neglect could not destroy Quinn’s own memories or the beauty of the land itself.

      He was home, despite the odds, and that alone was cause to celebrate.

      “Good day!” he called toward the stables. He knew that no one would answer, yet the silence made him wince. He stared up at the silent tower of the keep, noting its dark windows. It looked mean and humble to his eyes now, as well as abandoned. The snow had blown into deep drifts in the bailey and even the way to the stables was not cleared.

      No one had been at Sayerne in a while.

      It was cursed cold. Would there be fuel for a fire? Any morsel to eat? And what of the horses? Would there be fodder and bedding for them? Quinn feared not.

      He refused to be daunted. He would rebuild.

      “I had no notion that our destination would be abandoned,” Bayard commented.

      “Nor I, but it is. It is no less mine for all of that.” Quinn raised his voice, letting it ring out across the bailey. “I am Lord de Sayerne, and I stake my claim on my ancestral holdings!”

      He leaped from his saddle and abruptly found himself hip-deep in snow. Fortitude snorted and stamped, tossing his dark head and prancing to one side. Of course, Quinn should have anticipated that the snow would rise over the tops of his boots for it fairly reached Fortitude’s belly.

      Bayard, curse him, laughed aloud.

      Quinn felt the snow slide its icy fingers into his boots and noticed the squires’ surprised expressions. He scowled at his old companion, hoping to reassure the boys with a jest.

      “Laugh while you may, for this snow is wicked cold in the boots.”

      “That I can see from here,” Bayard said.

      “Perhaps you should confirm how cold it is within one’s tunic.” Quinn lunged toward his fellow with a fistful of snow before Bayard could guess his intent.

      His weight threw the other knight off balance in his saddle and landed the two of them in the deep snow. They tussled, laughing and shoving handfuls of snow into each other’s garments by turn. The young squires laughed then cheered for one knight or the other.

      “Woho! It is indeed cold in the tunic!” Bayard roared. “How does it fare within the chausses?”

      Quinn shouted in dismay as Bayard shoved a handful of snow into his chausses. He spun and pelted his chuckling companion with snowballs. They chased each other, dodged and feinted, until Quinn leapt and landed solidly atop his friend.

      Bayard’s dark hair was already dusted with snow but Quinn still pushed him headfirst into a drift. The knight gained the surface again with a roar that sent the horses stepping sideways, then attacked Quinn.

      When they halted, breathless and covered in snow, Quinn could not help but laugh. “Your hair,” he managed to say. Bayard’s dark hair stood up on one side, snow shoved into it. “You could be a demon defending this place.”

      Bayard made a menacing face and the squires retreated. One slipped from his saddle and made a snowball. “Take this, demon!” he cried and his missile hit Bayard in the middle of the chest, splattering on his green tabard. The snowball fight commenced again, this time with all six of them at odds, three of the boys yet astride their palfreys.

      “Perhaps it was you who frightened everyone away,” Quinn teased.

      Bayard grinned. “Are you certain that no one sent one of your boots in advance to terrify those in residence here?”

      “Not me, though I would not put such a feat past you.”

      “Me?” Bayard shook his head in mock disappointment. “Sadly, the thought did not occur to me in time. I could have dispatched a warning with that courier from your lord if my wits had been about me. He would have had a memorable journey, riding all the way from Palestine with that boot.”

      They laughed together at that.

      “As your wits desert you, so Sayerne’s villeins have deserted me,” Quinn said, his smile fading as he considered the implications of that.

      “Perhaps we should both check our boots,” Bayard whispered, giving him a nudge.

      Quinn was glad of his comrade’s presence. Bayard could always find a bright light and together, they would see all restored to rights. “If the villeins were so dismayed at the prospect of a new lord, it is better that they left,” Quinn concluded.

      “Aye,” Bayard agreed. “There will be challenges enough without doubt in the ranks.”

      Quinn beckoned to the squires and indicated the stables. “See whether you can make your way there and tend to our steeds. They have traveled far this day and are in sore need of rest.”

      “Aye, my lord.” The youngest boy, Michel, eight summers old, jumped from his palfrey’s back with enthusiasm.

      He disappeared into a drift of snow.

      “Nay!” Quinn shouted.

      Bayard choked on a laugh.

      Quinn trudged through the drift that rose as high as his own chest and reached into the hole left by Michel’s passing. He gripped the back of a tabard, then hauled the boy above the surface of the snow and gave him a shake.

      Michel sneezed.

      Bayard chuckled and Quinn might have smiled himself, but little Michel from the sunny south had been granted a surprise he would not soon forget. Quinn lifted Michel to his shoulders and spoke to the other boys. “Make a pathway with your steeds before you dismount,” he suggested. “Use my destrier and Bayard’s first, for they will cut a larger path. Fortitude and Caligo are accustomed to the snow.”

      All three boys nodded in hasty agreement.

      “Perhaps Michel could help us in the hall,” Bayard suggested.

      “That was my thought exactly,” Quinn agreed. He waded back to the central rise where the snow was less deep. He set Michel on his feet and determined that the boy was no worse for wear. Michel had been born in the Holy Land and Quinn had kept a watchful eye on the boy as they traveled north. He had feared for the boy’s welfare when they rode through the Beauvoir pass, for the wind had been fiercely cold. Michel could not be said to lack in resolve, for he continued in defiance of any obstacle. Quinn feared his determination would lead him too far one day, for he was small of stature.

      Bayard eyed the tower, his gaze lingering on the line of the roof, and his doubts clear. “It might not be any warmer inside.”

      “There must be wood and tinder left behind.”

      “Must there?” Bayard mused but Quinn ignored him.

      Surely his father would have left him enough for a blaze? Quinn was less certain than he would have liked to be. Michel rushed ahead of the knights, undaunted by his experience with the snow, and the pair followed the boy.

      The hall was dark and musty. Only a single shaft of light drifted into the lower hall from the open portal, but the winter sunlight was bright enough to reveal that the room was barren, save for the dust that stirred as Quinn crossed the hall.

      The fire screen he remembered was gone, as were the poker and pail. The spit from the great fireplace had disappeared, as had his mother’s beautiful tapestries which had covered the walls. They had been part of her dowry and he wondered at their fate. As a boy, he had been enthralled when she told him the tales depicted upon them.

      Even the trestle tables and benches had been removed. Tufts of abandoned herbs had blown into the corners but otherwise there was not even a candle stub remaining in the great hall. A glance into the kitchens revealed that every pot and knife was gone. A lantern with an increment of oil was clearly too much to expect. The solar proved to be similarly empty, with a large hole in the roof and a snowdrift beneath it.

      Quinn’s characteristic optimism faltered then.

      “Betrayed again,” Bayard muttered.

      “Nay,” Quinn said with quiet resolve. “You cannot be betrayed by one you do not trust.”

      Someone—and Quinn knew who—had made certain that there would be naught to aid him here. From his death bed, his father had probably ordered the villeins to clear out Sayerne.

      It was as cold as a tomb within the hall and Quinn shivered. Of course, there was not a stick of wood to be seen.

      Curse his father! Quinn kicked at the few stale rushes in frustration. A squeal made him jump, followed by the sound of little feet scratching against the flagstones.

      “Fetch that, boy!” Bayard bade Michel with a terseness that commanded obedience. Michel leaped to do the knight’s bidding, then halted at his next words. “We shall need a morsel for our supper!”

      The boy turned, his horrified expression enough to make Quinn smile. Bayard maintained a serious expression by some strength of will.

      “My lord?” Michel asked tentatively.

      “Do not worry,” Quinn counseled him. “We have not even checked the storerooms yet.”

      “And they will be bountifully stocked?” Bayard responded with rare impatience. “We cannot remain here, Quinn, not even for one night. It is good that you have inherited an estate, but we cannot sustain ourselves on snow and the occasional rat. We must seek shelter elsewhere. What of your neighbors?”

      “I have not gained my inheritance only to abandon it!” Quinn replied. “The château is solid and well built...”

      “That roof,” Bayard said but Quinn continued.

      “The property is extensive enough to support many more than we six. It will take work, I admit, but the power to return Sayerne to its former glory lies within our own hands.”

      “Quinn, I see the advantages and I do not suggest that you walk away.” Bayard’s voice dropped. “I only suggest that we return in the spring, when we will not freeze to death while we sleep. Coin will not solve this alone, my friend, unless there is someone selling what you need.”

      “I will stay with you, my lord Quinn, even should the others decide to go,” Michel said steadfastly and came to stand beside them.

      Quinn smiled for the boy and ruffled his fair hair. He knew Bayard was right, but leaving so quickly after his return felt like a concession and one he should not be quick to make.

      A man cleared his throat in the portal at that moment. A short, spare man stood there, watching Quinn. The new arrival was attired in Tulley’s livery of red with four silver stars.

      They must have been spotted when they passed Tulley and followed up the valley. A messenger from the liege lord who had summoned Quinn could only bring good tidings. Perhaps the Lord de Tulley had a plan to help Quinn remain here. Perhaps he sent provisions.

      “Quinn de Sayerne?” the man asked.

      Quinn nodded. “Aye, that is my name.”

      The man surveyed Quinn and a frown lodged between his brows. Quinn realized the state of his appearance and brushed some of the snow from his hair. He would have liked to have had a cleaner tabard, even to greet his liege lord’s clerk, and to have polished his old boots, but there was naught for it now.

      “I have a message for you from the Lord de Tulley. I am to await your reply.” The clerk bowed and offered a scroll of parchment.

      Quinn accepted it and stepped back outside into the sunlight. He lingered for a moment, eying his own name written across the parchment and the weight of Tulley’s embossed seal. He ran his finger across both, for he had never received such a fine missive before.

      “How did you know I had arrived?” Quinn asked, delaying the moment of breaking the seal.

      “Your passage at Tulley was noted this morning, and of course, my lord had word of you resting at Beauvoir.”

      “Of course.” Quinn knew that Tulley missed little that happened within his holding.

      “My lord knew that you would return once the missive regarding your father’s demise had been delivered to your hand.”

      “I appreciated Lord de Tulley taking the time and trouble to inform me,” Quinn responded in an echo of the man’s formal tone. “It cannot have been easy to seek me out in the Holy Land.”

      “The Lord de Tulley is most fastidious about ensuring the line of succession is maintained appropriately.”

      “Still I appreciate his efforts,” Quinn said with a smile.

      The servant nodded brusquely. “I shall inform him of such, sir.”

      Quinn broke the seal and unfurled the parchment. He read it, then glanced up to meet Bayard’s gaze.

      “I am summoned to the lord’s hall, with my party,” he confessed. His investiture awaited him, he was certain.

      “That splendid keep? On the mount?” Bayard asked.

      “The very one.”

      “That is a fine invitation, indeed.” Bayard turned and laid his hand on Michel’s shoulder. His expression so sober that Quinn knew he meant to tease the boy. “Do not worry about the rat tonight,” he advised the squire. “We will leave him for our return. The Lord de Tulley will probably offer finer fare, and the rat will be fatter by our return.”

      “Rat?” the messenger repeated with distaste. He peered into the shadows of the hall once more and his complexion paled. “There are rats in the hall?” He grimaced and his gaze flicked between the two knights. “And you planned to dine upon them?”

      “It would have been a cold meal, as there is no fuel to be found here for the fire.” Bayard leaned closer to the messenger and his voice dropped. “To my view, rats are not so good raw, for they tend to writhe on the way down.” He made a gesture with one hand meant to clarify his meaning.

      The messenger stepped away from Bayard, his horror clear.

      “Perhaps you would like to try one?” the other knight suggested. He snapped his fingers at Michel and the boy ducked back into the hall, as if to catch a treat for the clerk.

      That man turned and hastened back to his steed, calling the remainder of the message over his shoulder. “Lord de Tulley expects you at the board as soon as you might see fit to present yourself.”

      “It is too far to ride all the way to Tulley this day,” Quinn said. “The sun will set early at this time of year...”

      “Aye, Lord de Tulley is aware of your progress. He has charged us to leave provisions for you at the barn used to store grain on the border of Sayerne. It is simple accommodation, but there is no grain this year and at least there is a roof.” He spared a glance at the roof of Sayerne’s keep and shook his head slightly in disapproval.

      It was somewhat startling to Quinn that Tulley knew so much of his doings, and the state of Sayerne, but he was glad of the suggestion. “I thank you!” he said and bowed to the clerk. “That would be most welcome.” His spirits were restored by both the missive and the promise of a warm meal.

      The messenger was already in the saddle and rode out of the bailey with a speed better suited to fleeing the dogs of hell. Quinn could see the clerk’s accompanying party awaiting him in the distance, near the specified barn on Sayerne’s borders.

      “Do you imagine he could run any faster?” Bayard asked. “And over the rumor of a rat. How soft the men are in these parts.” He snorted. “We could tell him tales that would keep him sleepless for a fortnight.”

      “But it is better that many of those tales are left untold, my friend,” Quinn said. “We will start anew here, you and I, should you be inclined to remain.”

      “I have no other place to go, as you well know. A younger son must make his fortune where he finds it.” Bayard turned to Quinn. “Perhaps it is fortunate that Niall and Amaury fell ill in Venice and Lothair remained to tend them. Lord de Tulley might not have been so glad to host twice our company.”

      “Or you might not have had sufficient to eat,” Quinn teased and Bayard laughed.

      “Oh, I am well and truly prepared to enjoy a feast,” he said. “And a hot bath. Not to mention a thick palette by a fire.”

      “The others will arrive in due time, though, and I would hope to have Sayerne fit to welcome them.”

      “They will all arrive in May, as agreed,” Bayard said, surveying the keep once more. He shook his head. “There is a great deal to be done, Quinn, and you have no villeins.”

      “Aye.” Quinn clasped his companion’s shoulder. “But Sayerne is mine, Bayard, and Lord de Tulley must mean to aid my success.”

      “At what price?” the other knight asked.

      “I do not care,” Quinn replied. “I will pay it, without hesitation.”

      Bayard eyed him for a moment, as if keeping some comment to himself.

      Then Michel appeared in the doorway to the hall. “My lord, I could not find the rat.”

      Bayard’s gaze trailed to the gate, but the clerk was already out of sight. “It seems that the lord’s messenger lost his appetite.”

      “Or perhaps he knows more about the bounty of the lord’s board than we do,” Quinn commented.

      “Woho! Now there is a thought!” Bayard’s brows rose at the promise of food. “Let’s hasten to this barn to take our ease, and thence to Tulley in the morning.” He, too, ruffled Michel’s hair and the boy’s eyes lit in anticipation.

      “If I did not know better, I might think you had only accompanied me to have food in your belly,” Quinn accused as they turned toward the stables.

      Bayard laughed. “I anticipate more than that pleasure now that we are home. Do you think Tulley has a pretty daughter?”

      “He has a niece, as I recall, but expect her to be well-defended from the likes of you.”

      Bayard grinned. “Any pretty maid will suit me, it must be said. A cook’s daughter perhaps, or a miller’s daughter. A maid from the kitchens.”

      “A woman who will see you fed.”

      “Among other pleasures.” Bayard’s dark eyes twinkled. “I would see her well-pleased, to be sure.” He sobered as he glanced over the ailing estate again. “Trust you to find a haven for us that will require solid labor from our hands.”

      “Such work will be good for you,” Quinn said. “You become too old to earn your way with a blade.”

      “Too old to fight? But not too old to work like a peasant?”

      “You do not have to stay.”

      “First I am old, now I am not sufficiently robust to move millstones. This is a sorry day for my pride.” Bayard poked Quinn on the shoulder. “Do not imagine that you will shake me from your side in this adventure,” he said, his voice gruff. “You may believe you owe me a debt, but to have a home would be the greatest gift a man might give to another. Should anyone be able to rebuild this place, it will be you, Quinn. I have never raised a blade beside a man of such will.”

      Quinn smiled, knowing the words came from the heart. “Then consider yourself at home, my friend. We have battled alongside each other for too long to part company now.”

      The two knights paused in the middle of the snow-filled bailey and shook hands under the bright winter sun. Then they hastened through the snow to their squires and steeds.

      The grain barn, with its warmth, fodder and food, was more than sufficient to entice them on this night.
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      Melissande was not pleased to be summoned to Tulley so early. Indeed, the messenger must have left that keep at first light, or even before. She had received word of another raid upon Annossy while breaking her fast, this time at the mill on the border, and had been conferring with her Captain of the Guard when the messenger arrived.

      Did Tulley himself know of it already? She would not be surprised if he did. Her overlord seemed to know every detail first of events in his holding.

      Her every attempt to see to her own concerns had been denied by the messenger, and she was commanded to escort him to Tulley immediately. Berthe had packed a few necessities—including a kirtle sufficiently fine to be suitable for a meal at her liege lord’s table—and the two women had left Annossy with the messenger and the one warrior who accompanied him. Gaultier, Annossy’s Captain of the Guard, had remained behind to learn more detail of the raid.

      Melissande did not like to be ordered to do any deed, and her mood was not improved by the presence of another larger party upon the road. They looked to be ruffians and followed behind, making her keenly aware that her own party was smaller and less well defended.

      In what peril was the world that a noblewoman could not feel safe upon the short stretch of road between her holding and that of her overlord?

      Perhaps these men were the brigands responsible for the attack on the mill.

      Melissande yearned to know, but she had not the confidence to confront them. They did not seem to be in a hurry and did not catch up to Melissande’s party before reaching Tulley itself.

      Lord de Tulley’s niece, Heloise, rushed to meet Melissande at the gates. Perhaps Melissande had been summoned because the younger woman was in need of companionship. She knew Heloise had come to Tulley at Yuletide, after the death of her parents, and could well imagine that the other woman found little to amuse herself. She also knew that Tulley doted upon his niece and would do whatsoever was necessary to ensure her happiness. Tulley had neither spouse nor child himself. Melissande had met Heloise several times over the years and knew the maiden enjoyed the hunt. The snow this winter was likely sufficient to limit that pleasure and the girl must be vexed to be trapped indoors, even at Tulley.

      Was Heloise’s boredom the reason for Tulley’s imperious summons? It was vexing to be considered no more than entertainment for a maiden with naught to do, but Melissande smiled for Heloise. She was a pretty and cheerful maiden. Melissande liked her and would not have wanted to be alone in Tulley’s hall herself.

      But she had scarce greeted Heloise than the Lord de Tulley’s châtelain urged her toward the small chamber where Tulley conducted his business. Heloise was left in the hall with Berthe. Melissande found herself alone with her liege lord, and that so quickly that she scarce had removed her gloves. She had time to fear that something was sorely amiss, then he spoke.

      Tulley, at least, was not inclined to be evasive.

      “It is past time for you to wed, Melissande,” he said crisply. “And you will do as much this very day.”

      Melissande was shocked by his blunt declaration but he held her gaze with resolve.

      “Indeed, sir?”

      “Indeed.” Tulley seemed to have aged since she had last seen him the previous fall. Though his blue eyes were bright, the lines were etched more deeply in his brow. He looked smaller than he had, but no less determined than ever.

      Melissande knew it was Tulley’s right to choose her spouse since her father was dead. She supposed she had been foolish to hope that he had forgotten his obligation since he had not insisted on her taking a spouse sooner.

      Tulley forgot naught.

      He sat then in his great chair, his tidings delivered, and eyed her when she remained silent. “I thought you might have more to say of this matter, Melissande. You have never been reluctant to share your opinion before.” He seemed amused by this, which irked her.

      “I did not realize Arnaud de Privas had come to Tulley as well,” she said.

      Her lord snorted in a manner that was a reply in itself. “I have already told you to forget that whimsy of a betrothal.”

      Melissande stood taller. “A pledge is not whimsy, sir.”

      Tulley held Melissande’s gaze. “If your sire were alive, he would have seen that pledge dismissed long before now. You were but a child! There is more at stake here than you might guess.”

      The implication that she could not understand the repercussions of her choice annoyed Melissande as little else could have done. Her tone was less temperate when she replied. “My word is at stake and that, sir, is of immeasurable value to me.”

      “My borders are imperiled by your lack of spouse,” Tulley countered. “You will wed.”

      Melissande straightened. “My lord, when my father died, you promised me the opportunity to administer Annossy alone and prove my abilities. I am grateful for your trust. I had hoped that you might have invested me with the seal of my father’s estate by now.”

      “I cannot entrust you with the seal. You are but a woman!”

      Melissande kept her tone even with an effort. “I am my father’s daughter, trained in Annossy’s administration from the moment I could read.”

      “And yet a woman still.”

      “My mother held the seal while my father rode to war and administered the holding in his stead.”

      “On the assumption that he would return, and he did. If he had not done so, I would have ensured she wed another. The compromises made in the instance of war cannot be construed as permanent solutions, Melissande.”

      “My mother was an excellent administrator...”

      “And you have taken a lesson from her, for which I am glad. But these recent attacks upon Annossy show that the holding is vulnerable!” Tulley spoke with heat. “The marauders know the holding is governed by a woman. You know as well as I that their actions reflect their perception of weakness.”

      “I am not weak!” Melissande protested. “The villeins are satisfied and the tithes have been beyond expectation. Annossy is well-ruled...”

      Tulley interrupted her. “But not sufficiently well-defended.”

      “I could hire more men-at-arms,” she began but Tulley waved off her suggestion.

      “They will follow a man, and you know that as well as I do.” He leaned forward and his tone softened slightly. “I hold these lands for the emperor by grant of the Count of Arles. Should any of them be lost, my own position would be compromised. You know that I cannot risk that. The attacks upon Annossy compel me to make a choice, Melissande. I have let you temporarily administer your family holdings, but I will not invest you with the seal.”

      Melissande glimpsed the warrior that the Lord de Tulley had once been, and appreciated anew his reputation as a man who would see his will done against all obstacles.

      If she had been a man, she would have openly defied him. If she had been a man, there would have been no criticism of her administration. If she had been a man, she would have chosen her own spouse freely. Or taken none at all.

      She could not remain silent. “I will choose...”

      “Nay, Melissande,” Tulley said with impatience. “You will wed and, as befits my right as your liege lord, I have decided to whom.”

      “It would please me to keep my pledge to wed Arnaud de Privas, my lord.” That was an understatement in the extreme. Melissande’s word was her bond, a habit taught by her beloved father, and a source of pride. “When he returns from winning his fortune...”

      “He will not return,” Tulley said briskly. “At any rate, the gaining of his fortune ensures that he cannot wed you.”

      “I do not understand, sir.”

      “Do you think, child, that after all these years I would ignore what I know to be important to you?” he demanded. “I did seek out that rogue Arnaud and I found him.”

      Melissande’s heart leapt even as she noted that the lord’s tone was disparaging.

      “That rogue has taken a wife himself.”

      “A wife?” Melissande echoed.

      “A wife. A rich wife.” Tulley nodded. “It would appear that your loyalty has been misplaced.”

      This could not be. She and Arnaud had been sworn to each other as children. Though Privas had fallen upon hard times after the death of Arnaud’s father, still the match had been the wish of all four parents, and Melissande could not simply ignore what had been promised.

      She doubted that Arnaud would have done as much either. It was true that she did not know him well—she scarce remembered the boy who had taken her hand in his on that long-ago afternoon and repeated the words of the priest—for he had left soon after their betrothal to train for his spurs with a distant uncle. By the time he had been knighted, Privas had been desolate, and Arnaud had sent word that he would seek his fortune then return for her.

      Melissande had waited, refusing all suitors for the man her father had chosen.

      What if Tulley was trying to remove her objection, even with a falsehood, so that she cede to his plan? He did not approve of Arnaud, she knew it well, although she could not understand why.

      “That must be untrue,” she said before she could consider the wisdom of her words.

      Tulley’s gaze turned cold. “The source was reliable beyond doubt,” he said. “Arnaud wed Marie de Perricault a year past.”

      “Marie!” Although Melissande had not seen the older woman in years, she remembered her testy manner. Perricault was over the mountains and to the north of Annossy, closer to the court of the French king. “Arnaud would not break his word to me!”

      “I regret to tell you that he did just that.”

      “Might your source be deceived in this?”

      Tulley gave her a warning look.

      Melissande took a steadying breath. She had to speak her thoughts aloud. “All these years, you have treated me with respect and honesty. Please do not abandon that path now, my lord.”

      Tulley’s expression remained impassive.

      “Tell me that you did not find Arnaud,” she dared to continue. “Tell me that you refuse to seek him out for whatever reason; tell me what flaws you find in his nature or why you find our fathers’ scheme to be a poor one, but do not lie to me about his fate. I know that I must do as you dictate. Do you think that deception will reconcile me to your will?”

      “If you do not wed my choice, you will lose all this very day.”

      Melissande was startled. “I shall see your word tested, sir. I shall appeal to the emperor himself!”

      “Whose authority is thin this far from his court,” Tulley responded. “Do you think that he will strain his relations with me over the pleas of a landless noblewoman, however beauteous she might be? Annossy is mine to grant as I see fit. I could easily make an argument that your refusal to wed threatens the security of my borders.” The lord settled back in his chair again. “Do you truly imagine that he would take your side?”

      Melissande stared at her shoes. “I made a vow at my father’s behest.”

      “And now you will make another.” Tulley’s gaze was resolute.

      Melissande would be wed, regardless of her own will.

      Soon.

      And likely to a man whom she did not know.

      Melissande could imagine no worse fate than this. She had been tutored by both her parents to administer Annossy, due to their lack of a son, and she knew she excelled at the task. It was unfair for her abilities to be discarded, simply because of her gender, and her blood simmered at the injustice of her situation.

      “At least, you have seen the wisdom of holding your tongue,” Tulley muttered.

      Melissande took three deep breaths before she trusted herself to speak. “Who would you insist I wed, my lord?”

      A rap at the door to the lord’s office interrupted whatever Tulley might have replied. The lord smiled, his expression prompting Melissande to glance toward the portal.

      A knight filled its frame.

      Nay, not a knight but a renegade.

      Foreboding touched Melissande’s heart. Not a ruffian. Surely Tulley would not wed her to a man far beneath her social status. She said a silent prayer as the room, which had seemed too warm just a moment past, felt suddenly chilly.

      Was this one of the men in that ragged party they had glimpsed on the road? Nay, it could not be. They had ridden in the same direction and there were several holdings east of Annossy, as well as abandoned Sayerne and high mountain passes blocked with snow.

      Nay, her first impulse had to be wrong. This had to be some man-at-arms in Tulley’s employ. A messenger or a mercenary. His arrival at this moment was naught but a coincidence. He brought a message, no more than that.

      But still Melissande looked.

      He was tall and broad of shoulder, though his travel-stained garb made him look rough and disreputable. His mail glinted in the candlelight, half-hidden beneath a tabard with a torn hem. A well-worn cloak was tossed over his shoulders, its hem dirty, and his thick leather gloves were scuffed from years of heavy wear. His boots were worn and dirty. His armor was not grand and it was not for appearances only.

      He was a warrior, one who had meted death and confronted it.

      Melissande shivered, intrigued despite herself.

      He carried his helmet and ran one hand through the length of his untrimmed hair as she surveyed him, as if he sought to groom himself. It was an ineffective effort. His hair was wavy but clearly unclean, falling to his shoulders. There was stubble on his chin and a streak of mud across his cheek. His eyes were the most remarkable hue of amber and they lit with appreciation after his gaze swept over her.

      Indeed, the corner of his mouth lifted, as if he might smile, and the expression was more beguiling than it had any right to be.

      Melissande told herself that he must be plagued with lice, and took a step back.

      Perhaps he had sought out Tulley to pledge his blade to that lord’s service.

      But the châtelain would never have shown him into this chamber while she conferred with Tulley, if that had been the case. The vagabond would have been left to wait in the hall.

      God in heaven, nay.

      “My lord,” intoned Tulley’s châtelain. “Quinn de Sayerne, son of Jerome de Sayerne, as you requested.”

      Son of Jerome de Sayerne! Melissande regarded the arrival with new horror as the truth proved to be even worse than her suspicions. Jerome de Sayerne was finally dead, but his son arrived to plague her anew. That lecherous serpent could only have spawned a son of no greater merit than himself.

      Melissande had believed Annossy’s troubles over when Jerome died. Though it was not difficult to believe Jerome’s son might sell his blade as a mercenary. The thievery Jerome had initiated against her family’s holdings had nearly destroyed Annossy.

      Now the son would finish what the father had begun.

      Indeed, if sire and son were cut from the same cloth, it was not unlikely that this man was behind the recent raids on Annossy.

      Surely, Tulley would not compel her to wed him.

      But her overlord’s resolute expression left no doubt that he would do exactly that.

      Quinn de Sayerne would be Melissande’s husband and, if she did not miss her guess, their vows would be exchanged without delay.

      She and Annossy were lost forever, and worse, there was naught she could do about it.
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      It was troubling to see such a beautiful woman displeased, and worse to recognize that Quinn himself was the source of her dismay.

      The noblewoman in Tulley’s office had long fair hair, although it was twisted and braided so that its golden glory was difficult to see. She frowned at Quinn when he entered the chamber, her expression making him well aware that Tulley had granted him no opportunity to bathe before the meeting. He had been troubled enough about that fact, but the châtelain had insisted he bend his knee first, and so Quinn had complied.

      Even the lady’s foul mood did not deter from the beauty of her heart-shaped face and slender form. Her green eyes were tipped upward at their corners and heavily lashed despite her fair coloring. They snapped with fury as she glanced toward him, as if he were guilty of some crime. Her very presence made Quinn aware of how long he had lived in the company of men. It seemed that she, too, had been rushed to this chamber, for a fine dark cloak lined with fur still hung over her shoulders and her gloves were yet in her hand.

      She must have been in the small party that rode down the valley ahead of his own.

      Quinn was not certain what to say to her or if he should speak to her at all. In all honesty, he recalled few of the niceties of polite society. The company of noble ladies was a distant recollection for him and he had never possessed the easy charm of a knight like his comrades Amaury or Niall.

      He considered his own garb and knew he would have to improve his wardrobe before he sought a bride.

      “Lord de Tulley?” he said, knowing his voice dropped lower in his effort to appear composed. The lord’s smile seemed genuine and Quinn dared to hope that all was not lost.

      “Aye, Quinn. I suspect that you barely recall our last meeting.” The lord rose from his chair and rounded the desk to shake Quinn’s hand. “You were only a boy, then. You have grown tall these twenty years.”

      “Aye, sir. And I thank you for your support.” Quinn regarded the older man with surprise at his unexpected familiarity. He recalled those bright blue eyes and the relentless set to the older man’s lips. He also recalled Tulley being stern and uncompromising. Although the thick mane of white hair was new, there was a vigor in the lord’s grasp that recalled a long-ago summer afternoon to Quinn’s mind.

      “It was you who sent me to earn my spurs and bade me seek my fortune,” he said.

      The lord nodded as he released his hand. “Aye. I always knew that you would grow up straight and true, despite the challenges laid at your door.” He looked Quinn in the eye again. “How are matters at Sayerne?”

      Quinn flicked a glance to the silent lady, disliking that he had to confess the truth before her.

      Although, it seemed impossible that she could think less of him.

      “Neglected,” he admitted.

      The lady sniffed at his admission and averted her face. Obviously, she thought the fault was his and Quinn immediately longed to defend himself. That she evidently thought little of him was something he should not find troubling. Bayard had warned him often enough of the fickleness of noblewomen for Quinn to let such a judgment concern him.

      He fired a hostile glance in her direction when the lord turned away. She held his gaze boldly and something sparked between them, something that put a flush in her pale cheeks and a fire in his own blood. She averted her gaze again, tossing her head like a filly objecting to the bridle.

      Tulley paced behind his desk. “You appear undaunted by Sayerne’s state,” the older man mused. His manner was much that of a cat toying with a mouse and Quinn eyed him before he responded.

      Surely the lord did not intend to grant Sayerne to another? Quinn realized suddenly that the missive had only summoned him here. It had not mentioned his investiture, although he had assumed...

      Quinn resolved to learn the truth in short order.

      “Sayerne is my inheritance,” he said with care. “And there is naught wrong with the holding that hard work will not put right.”

      The lady folded her arms across her chest. “And who will do this work, now that your abused villeins have fled?”

      “It is only natural that villeins would leave an estate without a lord,” Quinn countered. “I am convinced that they will return when they hear that I have arrived and intend to rebuild.”

      “You?” The lady scoffed. “Surely the arrival of the son of Jerome de Sayerne will have no appeal for his tenants!”

      That he should be accused by a stranger of being like his father prompted Quinn’s anger as naught else could. He had never abused another. He had never cruelly taken whatever he desired and ignored the repercussions. He was as different from his father as a man could be, and he was different by choice.

      “If the villeins cannot be troubled to learn the manner of man I truly am, then I shall rebuild without such fools in my service,” he retorted. “Should I be obliged to do so, my lady, you may rest assured that I will rebuild Sayerne, stone by very stone, with the labor of my own hands.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she regarded him, but clearly her opinion did not change. Their gazes locked and held, that strange awareness crackling between them, and Quinn knew he had been without a woman’s touch too long.

      Why else would this maiden of ice so stir his blood?

      Tulley cleared his throat. Quinn spun to face the older man, heat rising on his neck that he had forgotten that man’s presence. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that the lady’s cheeks tinged a brighter hue of pink.

      How unexpected that they had something in common.

      Perhaps she was not made of stone, as she might have him believe.

      Quinn realized then that he did not know who she was. He scolded himself silently for neglecting his manners. He was certain that the lady had noted his error and would remind him of it, if she were ever given the chance.

      “An assumption is being made,” Tulley said. His bright gaze flicked between Quinn and the lady. “Sayerne has not yet been invested upon anyone.”

      Could the lord intend to grant Sayerne to this forthright lady? Why else would Quinn have been admitted to the lord’s offices in her presence? He slanted a glance in her direction, somewhat reassured that she looked as surprised as he felt.

      “My lord?” Quinn asked.

      Tulley smiled. “Do not worry, Quinn, my intention is still that you will hold Sayerne. However, times demand that I place a condition upon your investiture.”

      This was no good tiding. “A condition, my lord?”

      “I would see you married.”

      “Married?” Quinn blinked.

      “Aye, the line of Sayerne must be assured and I cannot let you take the reins of the estate without some succession—if it is not secured, then it should be in the process of being so.”

      Quinn faltered, for he had not planned to take a wife so soon. “But I have no betrothed, no fortune...”

      “Surely, Quinn, you intend to wed?”

      “Aye, my lord,” he said with haste. “It is only the timing that is of concern. Sayerne is in need of repair and I would not expect any lady to endure such circumstances.” His voice gained assurance as he made his argument. “Grant me but a year, my lord, that my home might be fitting for a bride and then I will welcome your counsel.”

      To his disappointment, Tulley frowned.

      “Nay, Quinn, a year will not do. The matter must be resolved immediately or I cannot invest you with the estate.”

      Quinn was shocked to have his fear so calmly presented as a possibility. Was he only to glimpse Sayerne then be denied it? He cast his thoughts back to Tulley’s missive, the one summoning him home, and realized the older man had promised naught.

      He had simply notified Quinn of Jerome’s death and urged him to return to Sayerne.

      Quinn felt as if a cold hand seized his innards.

      Tulley seated himself and frowned. “Your marriage will solve more than you know.” The lord darted a glance to the lady. “Will it not, Melissande?”

      The lady caught her breath in obvious disapproval. Quinn noted that she was even more affronted by the suggestion than he.

      Indeed, she could not hold her tongue. She stepped toward Tulley and appealed to him. “Sir! Spare me your praise of this vagabond!” she said. “It is more than enough that some son of Jerome has come to claim that cursed family’s holding, without you greeting him as a saint!”

      Quinn felt obliged to argue. “I may be no saint, my lady, but do not call my family cursed.”

      The lady turned upon him with flashing eyes. “Whyever not?” she demanded. “They might as well have been cursed, as a result of your father’s choices.”

      “I cannot answer for my father...”

      “Tell me then why villeins fled your father’s land at every opportunity. Tell me why no less than two dozen of his bastards born of serving wenches populate the countryside, each and every one denied the bounty of his hall. The women themselves were cast to the winds when their condition became evident. Explain to me, if you will, why every year until this one I have been obliged to argue with that foul man over the boundaries between Sayerne and Annossy. Perhaps you can tell me the fate of the grain that was stolen out of my warehouses every winter.”

      Her lips tightened as her gaze swept over him and he found himself stirred by her fury. She was no ice maiden, but a dragon filled with fire and fury. Her eyes flashed and Quinn was entranced.

      “Jerome de Sayerne was a dreadful neighbor and it is difficult to expect any better from his son!” She lifted her chin and glared directly into Quinn’s eyes. “Perhaps you, mercenary that you are, might explain to me who raids my estates even now.” She pointed her finger toward his chest and he noted how small and fine it was. “I would not put such a deed past the get of Jerome de Sayerne. One way or the other, he pledged to merge Annossy with Sayerne. Know this, sir, that I pledged to stop him from realizing that dream, no matter the cost.”

      Annossy. She was the Lady of Annossy. Quinn remembered that the estate bordered upon Sayerne, before he resolved to set matters to rights with his neighbor.

      When she made to enunciate her last point with another jab of her finger, Quinn snatched her hand out of the air. Her skin was surprisingly soft. She was so startled that her eyes widened slightly. She made to step back, but Quinn did not release her hand.

      “And I tell you, my lady, that my sire and I parted ways twenty years past because of our differences,” he said in a low growl. “I am as unlike him as oil to water.”

      Her fine eyes narrowed. “Your father was also deceptive, when it suited him.”

      “I am not,” Quinn growled. No one called him a liar, even a beauty such as this.

      “We shall see,” she replied, undaunted. She squared her shoulders and tried to tug her hand from his. Quinn held fast. “Mercenaries plague my borders,” she said through gritted teeth. “And you appear to be a mercenary.” She met his gaze in silent challenge. “I do not need such a man as a neighbor.”

      “If Tulley wills it, you will have one all the same.”

      “How much do you know about the raids on Annossy, Quinn de Sayerne?” she asked.

      “Naught,” Quinn replied, admiring her spirit. “I have returned from the Holy Land this very week, my lady. You see not a mercenary before you, but a knight in sore need of a bath.” He smiled slowly, but the lady stared at him. She seemed disarmed by his jest and he savored the fact that he had surprised her.

      He suspected it did not occur often.

      Her gaze flicked from his smile to his eyes, then over his clothing. “You can be no knight,” she whispered. Her voice faltered and he did not doubt she was recalling the reference to his spurs.

      “But I am.”

      “He speaks the truth, Melissande,” Tulley interjected. “I sent for him upon Jerome’s death. Quinn speaks the truth, as he always did.”

      At Tulley’s endorsement, Quinn’s smile broadened. He was surprised to see that rosy flush staining the lady’s cheeks again as she watched him. Indeed, her cheeks were afire, and she looked more alluring by the moment. She flicked a significant glance to her hand trapped within his and tried again to pull it free.

      Quinn loosed his grasp upon her hand, then brushed his lips across its back.

      She shivered at the touch of his lips and her eyes widened, their hue brilliant emerald before she dropped her gaze to hide her reaction.

      But Quinn had seen it.

      And he was intrigued.

      “I beg your pardon for my appearance, my lady,” he said. “It is my pleasure to make the acquaintance of a neighbor.”

      The lady’s lips tightened and she stood taller, that beguiling fire in her eyes once again.

      Tulley cleared his throat and Quinn reluctantly turned his attention from the lady to his lord.

      “Melissande d’Annossy will be far more than your neighbor, Quinn,” Tulley said. “She will be your wife.”

      Too late, Quinn realized where this conversation had been directed all along. He felt like a fool for not guessing the truth sooner, and wondered if Melissande’s understanding had been responsible for her vehemence.

      “My lord, nay!” she protested.

      “You would refuse to wed me, despite the lord’s command?” he asked her.

      Her sidelong glance was filled with disdain. “I would refuse to wed any man of your father’s seed.”

      “And I would protest wedding a woman who fails to obey her feudal lord.”

      She spun to face him, propping her hands upon her hips. “I am the one who understands how to administer a holding so that it prospers.”

      “And I am the one who understands how to defend a border,” Quinn retorted, echoing her posture. “If Annossy is subject to raids, you should be glad of a spouse like me.”

      “I am not!”

      “Then you are a fool as well as a beauty,” Quinn said shortly. She gasped in outrage and he wondered if she would strike him.

      Then her gaze flicked to Tulley and she fell silent with an obvious effort.

      “Neither of your protests have any meaning at all,” Tulley said mildly. “For I have decided. You will be wed this very day.”

      “This very day?” the lady echoed.

      “Today?” Quinn repeated, thinking of his dirty garb.

      “Today,” Tulley agreed. “Might I remind you, Quinn, that you are not invested yet with your estates. Should you not do my bidding, as any obedient vassal should, I will be obliged to find another to whom I might entrust Sayerne.”

      Quinn dropped to one knee and bowed his head, but Tulley was not done.

      “I have arrived at a solution that will serve the needs of you both. I charge you, Quinn, to eliminate the raids on Annossy as your first responsibility.”

      It appeared that Tulley had a list of tasks. Quinn did not argue, but listened. Marriage first, brigands second. He hoped at some point, the seal of Sayerne would land within his grasp.

      He bowed over Tulley’s hand. “As this is your condition, my lord, I will make this marriage in good faith.”

      The lady hesitated before she spoke. Tulley cleared his throat and she spoke, her tone filled with resignation. “As will I.”

      Quinn felt his eyes narrow. He was not that foul a choice of spouse.

      Tulley’s gaze flicked between the two of them. “It seems that there is a lack of enthusiasm for this match. Perhaps even now one or both of you harbor plans of annulment.”

      No one denied the accusation.

      Tulley leaned forward, his manner intent. “Understand me well: there will be no annulment. Do not expect otherwise, for I will demand proof of consummation at first light tomorrow morning.”

      “My lord!” the lady protested.

      “It is only good sense,” Tulley concluded.

      Quinn could not look at the lady after such a deliberate mention of intimate matters. Indeed, he felt a warmth spread through him, and he recalled his first impression of her beauty. It might not be all bad to consummate this match.

      Should she allow it. He would not force her, to be sure.

      “Perhaps I named the wrong man barbarian,” she muttered, as though she could not restrain herself from comment.

      Quinn’s gaze flew to Tulley, certain she would be chastised for her rudeness, but the older man only smiled.

      “Since I have known you so long, Melissande, and understand the strain of this situation, I will let your audacity pass.” He stood and brushed at his tabard before smiling at them both. “Shall we say within the hour?”

      Quinn nodded. He saw the lady do the same, with reluctance.

      Tulley smiled. “I should think that commitment to wed would be sealed with a kiss.”

      The lady’s cheeks blazed crimson. Quinn swallowed and felt clumsy. It had been so long since he had touched a woman, and the lady’s manner was less than encouraging.

      But Tulley watched and waited. Quinn had little choice.

      All hung in the balance.

      He would meet her in good faith.

      The lady did not aid in the endeavor. She stood
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