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			Chapter 1


				The Borders, Scotland

				Summer 1755

				Rose Lancaster jumped back from the cobbled street barely escaping being run down by the village crier mounted on a shaggy horse.

				“Hear ye, here ye! The Black Dragon has returned! Lord Roxburghe has come home!”

				Despite the unusual heat of the day, the streets and narrow alleyways of Castleton were filled with people as if it were an autumn country-fair day. The village’s younger maidens and children lined the cobbled streets nearer to the square. They carried flowers, now wilted from the uncommon heat. Some had been here for hours.

				Rose stood taller than most surrounding and jostling her. Shading her eyes with a hand, she peered in the direction from where the crier had come. Her height was God’s gift or curse, depending on the day—and the company. She glimpsed the growing wall of dust approaching the village.

				Since half of the surrounding lands around Castleton lay on the Scottish side of the border, many of the town’s residents called themselves Scots. But in a place where skirmishes had been fought over stolen sheep and women, religion and politics since before the Roman emperor Hadrian built his infamous wall to separate England from the northern hordes, a man’s loyalty oft depended upon who was visiting on any given day.

				Not this day.

				For as long as she remembered, she had heard grand stories about the Roxburghe heir, the Borders’ native son, a former privateer and smuggler. Now, after a thirteen-year absence and the murder of his father, Ruark Kerr, the border lord had come home to procure his place as head of the Kerr clan.

				Though no one knew for certain what had driven him from Scotland those long years ago, everyone seemed to understand and appreciate what brought him back. Shortly after his father’s death earlier this year, the king’s warden arrested and imprisoned Roxburghe’s twelve-year-old half brother. The boy had been languishing in a prison for weeks. Rose had listened all morning to speculation that Roxburghe’s long-awaited homecoming would bring war down upon the hated English warden, a man Rose also hated since his return to England a year ago.

				But she could not think about the world’s problems as she set her sights on a way to cross the street. Taking this main road leading through the village square had turned out to be a mistake only amplified as the crowd surged against her. If she did not make it back to the abbey before nightfall, Friar Tucker would return and discover her gone. She disliked deceiving him. Having raised her since she was three, he was dearer than her father.

				Angry for allowing herself to be trapped in the impassable human current, she clasped a collection of books to her chest and continued to shoulder her way through the press of people, feeling like a salmon fighting an upstream current. “Pardon. I need to squeeze through. Pardon.”

				A woman’s voice suddenly stopped her. “Rose, child. Whatever are you doing in Castleton? What have you there in your arms?”

				Rose patiently smiled at the aged shopkeeper who was also the village postmaster. Silver sausage ringlets peaked out from beneath the calash of a stiff white bonnet framing her face. Rose bobbed a polite curtsey. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Graham. I am taking these books to the abbey. Mrs. Simpson found them in her husband’s collection and loaned them to me.”

				Mrs. Graham’s ample bosom rose and pressed against a red apron. “Och, child. I have never known a person what spent more time with books than you do. You need to find yerself a man and settle down. Now, me Geddes is a strappin’ lad and will inherit my shop one day.”

				Geddes Graham was also a malefactor whose loyalty to any cause could be bought for a stipend. Rose peered at the quaint little boutique over the elder’s shoulder, its bric-a-brac decorating the brightly painted shelves behind the large window recently installed. She wondered sadly how a kind woman like Mrs. Graham could birth a weasel like Geddes. Rose’s longing for a family was a subject she rarely broached with anyone, but she had bigger dreams than to live out her life with any man she did not love or who did not love her in return.

				“Thank you, Mrs. Graham.” She kissed the woman’s cheek. “If I should wed, I could not want for a better mother-in-law than someone like you.”

				The matron pressed a palm to her cheek and blushed. “Pish-posh, child.” She giggled and pulled a folded missive from her pocket, sealed with a wafer impressed with a cross and a sword, Friar Tucker’s signet. “This came for the abbey this morning,” she said over the low din. “Jack has no’ been by to fetch the mail.”

				Rose shifted the books in her arms and popped the wax seal. With the abbey’s prioress nearly blind, Rose managed the daily business and correspondence for Sister Nessa. “Jack is with me.” She skimmed the page.

				Friar Tucker had gone to Redesdale some days ago to attend the funeral of an uncle. Now something of utmost importance took him to Carlisle. He would return by the end of the month. A postscript read that they were not to worry.

				Why would he say that? The very dictate caused apprehension. Why would he go to Carlisle? “Thank you, Mrs. Graham.”

				She started to turn when a shout from farther up the road brought the crowd to life.

				As if it were one beast, the throng seemed to awaken and move, dragging Rose forward. Until now, she had kept her fiery hair hidden beneath its purple-and-green plaid wrap that even though it did not complement her simple yellow dress she cherished all the same. It was all she had left of a mother she remembered only in vignettes. Clutching the books in her arms, she struggled to pull her scarf tighter around her shoulders, afraid it would be torn from her and crushed beneath careless feet.

				The ground beneath Rose began to rumble. An overpowering curiosity captured her and caused her to remain and watch the procession through town.

				“Roxburghe always was a wild one,” Mrs. Graham said, clearly relishing the delicious horror of it all, while craning her short neck to see over the crowd. “We were surprised ’e didn’t end up at the bottom of the sea or hanged from the gallows, him leaving the way he did those years ago. Now they say he’s here to exact revenge on the warden for holding Roxburghe’s brother for ransom. Hereford will start a war over that lad. Roxburghe is no’ a man to sit back and do anyone’s bidding.” Mrs Graham leaned nearer. “Lord love us, Rose,” she shouted above the growing din. “Do ye see him yet?”

				Rose’s gaze riveted to the summit as two dozen horsemen poured into the crowded marketplace at a full gallop. Briefly silhouetted against a turbulent afternoon sky, neither men nor horses showed any sign of slowing for the eager crowd that suddenly silenced and parted like the great Red Sea.

				“There he be!” a man yelled from the rooftop behind her.

				The earl of Roxburghe, distinguishable by his dark blue jacket, sat atop a red Irish hunter, riding at the head of his men. Even as she found herself holding her breath, watching as he drew nearer, Rose did not know if she should admire the Black Dragon or fear him. But for the first time in her life, her heartbeat quickened at the sight of a man. And unlike the dragons of old made up of only myth and legend, this one was real.

				He was tall with strong shoulders. Unlike most men of his rank, he wore no wig. His hair was nearly black and queued at his nape. A wide leather belt with two ivory-handled pistols tucked inside cinched his jacket but did not hide the patterned crimson-and-hunter-green waistcoat beneath. Unshaven and hatless, his leather trews and spurred boots dulled by dust, he looked like the freebooter some claimed him to be, the same man who’d made his name and fortune as an infamous privateer—a quintessential predator.

				People living on the borderlands did not readily give their loyalty. But she knew most of Castleton and the surrounding farms would not have survived last winter if not for the extra goods Friar Tucker had got his hands on because of Roxburghe’s efforts.

				The thunder of horses’ hooves grew deafening. Then the Roxburghe laird was rumbling past her, followed closely by his armed retainers, the draft of their passing catching her hair and skirts in a whirlwind of dust and debris. Beside Rose, a young woman pressed her palms to her ears against the din and laughed aloud, her voice carried upward like a bright red pennant in the wind. The pandemonium seemed to go on forever, until amid the fading metallic clang of bridles and spurs and the ringing in her ears, someone behind her shouted, “Godspeed, Ruark.” A round of “ayes” followed the pronouncement.

				Lord Roxburghe had not so much as slowed.

				If Rose hadn’t been so sure she’d have been trampled to dust, she would have leapt into the street and forced him to stop just so he would at least acknowledge the little girls who carried the flowers for him. But the riders were already passing through the square and moving away from the village before she could catch her breath and still the strange fluttering in the pit of her stomach.

				A hush crawled through the crowd, broken only by an occasional cough as dust settled over them.

				“Must be in a hurry,” the bearded blacksmith behind Rose said.

				“Would no’ you be?” another shouted from across the street. “Hereford will pay for taking the laird’s brother to be sure.”

				The Honorable Macfayden, Castleton’s burly mayor, cleared his throat. In his official capacity as village spokesman and advocate of good causes he pronounced, “ ’Tis good the new Kerr laird has returned. The English warden will have his hands full. Maybe he’ll be leavin’ the rest of us alone now.”

				“Hear, hear!” Enthusiasm mounted and a call to celebrate all future success for the Roxburghe heir rang out.

				“To the Boar’s Inn, men!” The battle cry sounded.

				Restored to their previous vigor, the crowd began to disperse. But watching the townspeople lumber away, Rose felt only disappointment that their returning hero had lacked the courtesy to acknowledge those lining the streets to pay him homage.

				“His lordship is bound to pass near Hope Abbey to get to the river crossing,” Mrs. Graham said from beside her, peering at the sky. “If it rains, he may seek shelter.”

				Startled at the unpleasant notion, Rose lifted her gaze to the darker clouds roiling on the horizon. ’Twas not uncommon that travelers stopped at Hope Abbey for food and rest. With Friar Tucker absent and Rose away from the abbey, Sister Nessa would panic.

				Rose bid Mrs. Graham farewell and escaped down a backstreet that followed the turnip fields to the stable. Viewing the open road beyond, relieved to see only remnants of a lingering dust cloud where the Black Dragon had been, Rose was confident that he would be across the river by the time the storm broke.

				“ ’Tis a strained tendon.” Ruark rubbed his palm gingerly along the stallion’s foreleg. “This horse is not traveling farther or I risk permanently damaging him.”

				His ship’s former second in command, Bryce Colum, knelt beside him. “A week or two at least,” he concurred. “Bloody hell.”

				Ruark peered up at the sky. Amber tinged the red sky just in front of the storm that had been following them for the five miles since leaving the village. The wind in the trees had picked up considerably in the last fifteen minutes. “Hope Abbey is just beyond the woods,” Ruark said. “They have a stable. I know the prior.”

				Most of his men sat around eating while talking in low tones. The pace he had driven them these days had allowed little time for food or rest. Like him, each of them had a lawless quality about him. He looked back over the road they’d just traveled, then scanned the surrounding area. “Take all but four men and go north to Stonehaven. Leave one of the packhorses,” he said.

				Colum rose. He was not as tall as Ruark. With Ruark standing five inches over six feet, few men were. “Hereford’s men are probably watching the road,” Colum said. I will remain with the stallion. He’s a fine horse—”

				“Worth killing for? I want anyone watching this road to see this pack crossing the bridge. No purpose will be served if the warden’s men learn any of us has been here. Give me your jacket.”

				Colum ran an impatient hand through his hair. He slipped out of his jacket and took Ruark’s. “You would leave that stallion to Hereford’s men?”

				The question triggered an arched brow and the barest hint of a grin. “I am disappointed in your lack of faith in me,” Ruark said, as he shoved his arms into the sleeves of Colum’s jacket, testing the fit. “There is nothing Hereford can take from me that I will not eventually reclaim. But I would rather lose a horse than give our good warden a reason to hang you as well. Besides, I have another reason to stay. Take the men and go now. I will be a day behind you.”

				Colum ordered all but four men to mount and ride. Amid the near silent commotion, another man approached carrying coffee. “Here ye be,” McBain said. “Thought ye might enjoy a refresher even on a blistering day like this.”

				“Thank you.” Ruark took a swallow of the coffee and smiled inwardly for it was blacker than hell, the way no one but McBain could brew it. Powerful and unforgiving. The way Ruark had come to appreciate the world since his years at sea had driven the softness from his life.

				He fixed his eyes on the rolling hills. McBain followed his gaze, scrubbing his hand across his bewhiskered face. “It’s been a long time. A bluidy long time.”

				“Not long enough,” Ruark said, reflecting McBain’s reservations aloud.

				“Do ye think there’s truth to the rumor that Hereford’s daughter is alive?”

				“Aye, maybe,” Ruark said as he motioned for the remaining men to mount and drank the last of the coffee.

				Ruark had not been home in almost thirteen years and he had no idea whom he could trust. But Friar Tucker was one of the few men he knew was not in Hereford’s deep pockets. Ruark never understood the source of Tucker’s bitter sentiments against Lord Hereford, but he hoped they would serve to ally Ruark and Tucker now against a common foe. If anyone knew the truth of the gossip, ’twould be Tucker.

				“If there is a daughter,” Ruark said, “I doubt Tucker would appreciate what I have in mind for the girl.”

				He had never used another man’s family to exact retribution, finding the practice repulsive. But watching Colum and the men disappear over the rise, he found himself dwelling on his father’s second son. Jamie was a half brother Ruark had never met and knew not, except by the packet of letters he had found awaiting him one year when he had brought the Black Dragon into Workington for a refitting. The lad had been only nine at the time and had introduced himself through the writings. For the first time since Ruark had left Scotland, a member of his family had attempted to communicate with him. Ruark had spent that evening reading the letters and every six months afterward for three years, he had sailed into Workington just for those letters.

				Their father’s death four months ago might have delivered Ruark the Roxburghe earldom, but Jamie’s imprisonment had brought Ruark home.

				That and the fact that Ruark and the warden were hardly strangers.

				Lord Hereford was a former British naval captain who had retired a year ago to his borderland estate to take up the mantle of English warden. He and Ruark had a long history that included Ruark’s father murdered and now his half brother arrested for cattle lifting, a hanging offense according to law. Ruark had only just been informed of his half brother’s arrest when he landed in Workington a week ago. Hereford held the boy’s life for ransom in an attempt to do more than impoverish the Kerr estate.

				In Ruark’s thinking, a man who would use a boy’s life to entrap Ruark was a man who did not value his own life. Ruark would find Hereford’s Achilles’ heel if it was the last thing he ever did. Vengeance controlled him.

				Indeed Ruark rarely left anything to fate.

				“They’re gone, Miss Rose. They’re all gone now.”

				Jack had run back from the hill overlooking the river and now stood at the cart as Rose held the pony’s reins.

				Thank heavens. She skimmed the open fields between her and the abbey. Sheer luck had caused her to see the riders in the distance or she would have been caught in the open when they crossed the bridge.

				She and Jack had taken the old drover trail out of town, which shortened the distance to the abbey from town by two miles. But while the trail took her to the backside of the abbey, almost directly to the stables, it also exposed her for a hundred yards to the riverbank.

				This was former reiver territory, after all. Exercising caution was always wise in a world where power was its own law, and Lord Roxburghe was more powerful than most. One did not earn the name Black Dragon without cause. “Are you sure it was Lord Roxburghe and his men?”

				“Aye, mum,” Jack said, excitedly. “They carried a standard all splashed in blood with a fire-breathing monster flappin’ in the wind like the tail of a dragon. Is it true he be a pirate, Miss Rose? I heard he’s sunk twenty ships but that the king won’t hang him because he’s made the crown rich.”

				“ ’Tis a crimson standard, Jack.” Her eyes caught a flash of lightning. “Get back on the cart. We don’t need to worry about being seen now.”

				Bright hazel eyes aglow, the boy hopped nimbly into the cart and Rose clicked her tongue. The pony jerked forward.

				“Coooee. The Black Dragon.” Squinting his eyes, Jack eagerly sought another glimpse of the riverbank, which was in full view as the cart emerged from the woods. “Were we hiding because ye think his lordship would have trussed us like a boar to a spit and tossed us in the river? Ye have yer dirk. Ye wouldna have let anything happen.”

				“Nay, I would not have,” she said, attempting to put his twelve-year-old imagination to rest before he gave himself nightmares. No doubt his mind lingered on the more gruesome details of capture, and though he liked to think himself as Rose’s protector, he was still only a boy, recovering from his mam’s death last year.

				Jack had taken to Rose like a shadow since she’d defended him from local riffraff some months ago. He followed her everywhere now. She was grateful that Friar Tucker allowed him to stay in the kitchens at the abbey or he’d be sleeping on the ground outside her second-story window.

				“Did you get the books ye wanted from Mrs. Simpson?” he asked.

				“Yes, I did. And you aren’t to tell anyone,” she reminded him again, having dragged the oath of secrecy from him before venturing into town. “My visits to Mrs. Simpson are our secret.”

				He bobbed his blond head in reassurance, the perfect co-conspirator. Jack loved secrets. Last week he had helped her clandestinely bake a strawberry pie for Sister Nessa’s birthday, which had required sneaking into the henhouse and stealing two eggs.

				Wind gusts lifted her hair. They both looked up at the sky. “Ye best be hurryin’, Miss Rose,” he encouraged.

				She’d wrapped her books in her plaid scarf, but the thin fabric would not protect the leather-bound tomes from rain. She was relieved when they’d finally crossed the open space and entered the woods surrounding the abbey, until the first crack of lightning sounded. A moment later Jack hopped out of the cart. As was their routine, she would take the horse to the stable while Jack slipped through a narrow opening in the stone wall and unlocked the garden gate.

				The stable looming ahead of her, she leaped out of the cart and led the pony into the interior out of the storm. The heavy stone walls and thatched roof muffled the thunder, and she was at once met with the pungent smell of straw and aged leather. Her eyes shifted to the stall where Friar Tucker kept the Abbey’s prize horse, an aged bay mare. The stall was empty. She still couldn’t believe he would be away until the end of the month. He’d said not to worry, but that was like telling the sky not to rain. He rarely left the abbey for more than a few days at a time. Now he would be gone three weeks.

				After she unhooked the lead and chains, she housed the pony in the stall beside the plow horse, then scooped grain from the bin and fed both horses. Only after she returned to the cart and removed her books did she realize both oil lanthorns hanging from posts at each end of the stable had been lit. For some reason she had failed to notice this detail when she first entered.

				Alarmed, Rose tightened her arms on the books and straightened. She peered up and down the narrow aisle, listening, but heard no one present. It was then she saw another horse, housed in the far stall. Not just any horse either.

				The magnificent Irish hunter was a beauty, at least seventeen hands tall, with long legs and a full chest. Though its coat was dusty, she imagined it would shine a glossy red when brushed. Suddenly she had a vague recollection that this stallion looked familiar. Heart pounding, she stepped back and bumped a wooden trestle.

				A leather bridle and saddle draped the rack. She traced her finger along the etching of a dragon. A chill coursed down her spine.

				Impossible!

				Jack had seen Roxburghe and his men cross the bridge.

				Rose spun on her heel, swirling straw with her movement, and slammed headlong into a wall.

				Or what could have been a wall. Her head smashed against a man’s jaw with a blinding thunk. Her books flew from her hands, barely missing the water barrel, the impact propelling her backward. She would have fallen had two large hands not grabbed her arms and steadied her.

				Her lashes snapped upward as her chin tilted and she stared into a pair of eyes, not quite black but indigo. Sensation bolted down her spine. Then just that fast, as if he felt it too, the expression of annoyance on his face vanished and her own alarm melded with something more pliable than fear.

				Shock perhaps, for she would admit to nothing else.

				Close up, Lord Roxburghe was even taller and more solidly built than she’d thought when she saw him atop his horse in the village. But his strength did not come from his appearance as much as it did from some unseen force inside him.

				One glance into his unshaven face told her why people called him the Black Dragon. Though it had been the name of his frigate, he wore the mark like a mantle of armor. Heat burned where his hands held her.

				“Loose me,” she whispered on a caught breath, cleared her throat and said the words again with more authority. “Now, if you will.”

				His grip loosened. She stepped backward but not so quickly her actions signaled fear or retreat. Her foot bumped one of her precious books that lay scattered in the straw.

				“Allow me,” he offered and stooped to gather up the books.

				She started to protest but he had already knelt at her feet. Instead she let her gaze trace the width of his shoulders beneath his jacket. His hair was nearly black in the shadows that seemed to steal the setting sun’s light from the surrounding sky and clubbed back from his face with a leather thong. A small silver hoop pierced his left earlobe and gave him an irrepressibly wicked look. She stole another glance at his face as he rose and had to suppress the urge to step back. She had never met a man taller than she was. Being this close to such a rarity stole her breath.

				“You read,” he said, turning each leather-bound tome over in his gloved hands. Amusement laced his expression. “Arthurian Legends? The Myth of Merlin? Metallurgy and Electricity?”

				She removed each book from his hands and held them protectively to her chest, not about to trust this stranger with her secrets. She was conscious of a prickling warmth that spread where his fingers had brushed hers as if the books had become electricity themselves. “Is it so strange that a woman should read? Or that I should be interested in science?”

				His eyes filled with growing amusement brushed down her, taking in her simple dress and wrap. “Both perhaps.” His mouth crooked and revealed white teeth. “Those are very old tomes. Valuable.”

				She did not dispute that fact. Nor did she explain how she had got her hands on such valuable antiquity. She balked at fearing him. “You are not planning to steal them from me, are you, Lord Roxburghe?”

				“You know who I am?” His eyes narrowed perceptively on her hair, then her height. “I would remember if we’d met.”

				Rose withheld a frown beneath his scrutiny. It was too true that she was memorable to people for all the wrong reasons. He would be no exception. “I was one of your many minions lining the street when you passed through Castleton.” She graciously inclined her head in an act only the dimmest would construe as subservient. “No doubt the speed with which you rode through the village, you missed us all standing along the streets cheering your return. ’Tis understandable if you missed the village entirely, small as we are, my lord.”

				Amusement lifted the corners of his mouth, though his eyes as they peered into hers remained more thoughtful. She wanted to turn away from the disturbing gaze. No one, not even the lowest field hand had ever eyed her thusly, in a way that caused a curious sensation in her stomach.

				“A thousand pardons, m’lady. Had I seen you standing there, I would have surely stopped—” His hand motioned to her hair, and she thought he might touch her. “If only to discern the color of your curls. Like a radiant sunset burning against the ocean. The color of warm cinnamon.”

				Her hair? A radiant sunset? Warm cinnamon indeed. She stared speechless and saw the laughter in his eyes. But before she could give him the rebuke he deserved, he humbled himself with a light bow. “My horse has come up lame,” he said with seriousness. “I am seeking shelter for my men and me tonight and a conversation with the prior of this keep.”

				Rose looked beyond him. The abbey did not have enough food in its stores to feed his small army. Nor did she understand who Jack had seen crossing the bridge.

				“There are only four of us,” he said, clearly reading her mind. “I will compensate this abbey for its trouble, Miss—”

				“Friar Tucker is not yet returned.”

				If she had not been so intently staring at his face, and noticing the perfect cleft on his chin, she would have missed seeing his lips tighten. “Is there another with whom I can request lodging?”

				“You are asking permission to stay here?” she said, surprised that a man as powerful as Lord Roxburghe would seek consent.

				“As a mere formality,” he said, leaving no doubt he was a man without convention, dangerous, and completely capable of doing as he pleased, yet, still possessed with the illusion of manners.

				But in the end, the storm decided for her and she had to get everyone inside. The abbey sat on the highest point in the area. The last lightning storm that struck had burned down the watermill. Friar Tucker already blamed her for that incident, an experiment on electricity gone awry. He would be even more displeased if she allowed similar harm to befall the new Roxburghe laird or his men. Unfortunately, his lordship’s rank forbade her from putting him on a pallet in the kitchen or in the stable with his horse where he deserved.

				Rose sighed, knowing she would be giving up her much-coveted room to him tonight.

			

		

	
					

			Chapter 2


				Unable to sleep for more than a few hours, Rose had risen in the wee hours. At a small desk working in candlelight, she bent over an aged tome, meticulously studying each page.

				Sister Nessa slumbered in the bed across the room, her hearty snores vigorously competing with the storm that blew with savage gusts. Thunder fiercely rumbled. Rain battered the rooftop and whipped against the tiny room’s dormer window. Rose hated the thought of the storm awakening the nun. With news that Friar Tucker would not be returning for weeks, poor Sister Nessa had taken on the burden, like a mantlet of iron about her shoulders, of caring for everyone at the abbey. His absence weighed heavily on them both, and Lord Roxburghe’s presence at the abbey put them all on edge. Rose more than anyone.

				She disliked powerful men on principle, and she doubted a lame horse had brought Roxburghe to the abbey. He risked much coming here without his guard. Lord Hereford was not known for even-handed justice. And if the warden suspected Roxburgh of fomenting trouble among the Scots in an effort to rescue his brother, Hereford would have cause to arrest him. She had seen a man hanged once by the warden’s order and she shivered instinctively at the thought.

				Next to the book Rose studied sat an intricately carved wooden puzzle box she had moved within the amber glow of a half-burnt candle. With reverent care, she turned the artifact over in her palm and traced a blunt-nailed finger over the carvings and symbols she was attempting to decipher.

				She had discovered the small ancient relic last month tucked in a larger wooden chest housed in the crypt with a hundred other mildew-encrusted crates. It seemed to be part of an Arthurian legend connected to Merlin and Excalibur. That much she had gleaned from the books Mrs. Simpson had given her. A glance at the eleventh-century author’s depiction of Merlin holding the famed sword in one hand and a lightning bolt in the other told her the same markings depicted beneath the drawing were also carved on the box. Interlocking circles of light and darkness and two sideways triangles touching at the corners, marks found on the Bjarkan rune, together symbolizing phases of life and great change. But what did they mean?

				Rose had spent weeks cataloging the abbey’s artifacts. Friar Tucker had handed the directive down to her to keep her out of trouble after last month’s unfortunate experiment involving lightning and the new watermill had gone awry. The good Friar did not believe in idle hands and though he did blame her for the loss of their watermill, he had not truly punished her as harshly as he could have.

				The task he’d assigned her had been a godsend, not a chore, for the crypt held the most wondrous treasures. Relic-filled chests overflowed with rat-eaten tapestries and old dust-covered manuscripts written in languages older than Latin. Rarely venturing beyond Castleton’s borders, Rose lived vicariously through books, seeing the world through words and pictures, always protected behind the abbey’s stone walls.

				She closed her eyes, tamping down the sudden surge of foreboding, her thoughts restless as they moved away from the puzzle of the sorcerer’s box to the abbey’s guest.

				A lightning flash startled Rose. Heart racing, she looked over at the bed to reassure herself Sister Nessa still slept, before blowing out the candle.

				Thunder drummed again, bringing her nervously to her feet. She shoved her arms into the sleeves of her worn woolen wrapper. Working a sash around her waist, she padded barefoot to the window and stared into the Stygian night. With the darkness and heavy rain, she saw nothing but rivulets sliding down the thick lead glass. Surely ’twas near dawn.

				She retrieved her slippers from next to the clothes press and slipped them on. She checked the fire in the grate to make sure it would burn for a few hours longer. Then she gathered up the tome and dropped the puzzle box into a pocket she had sewn inside her wrapper. As she eased the door open, the hinges groaned. Sister Nessa’s snores stopped abruptly and Rose’s hand froze on the latch. She cautiously peered over her shoulder.

				A few seconds later, she stepped into the hallway and flinched at the snick of the door latch. Sister Nessa could sleep through a storm, but the slightest squeak of a floorboard had been known to bring the woman out of bed wide awake.

				At the stairway, Rose leaned over the banister and listened for noise from below. The last thing she wanted was run into the abbey’s male guests. Hearing nothing, she flicked her thick braid over her shoulder and started down the stairs. A pair of lamps dimly lit the stairway and her long shadow wobbled like a specter against the wall. Her soft-soled slippers made no noise as she descended three floors.

				Just inside the arched doorway that opened into the main dining hall, she hesitated. Through the centuries, many of the abbey’s medieval characteristics had been retained, down to the timber crack frame, waddle-and-daub walls, and gothic stained-glass windows that poured color into the main hall on a sunny day. Tonight lightning punctuated the darkness, casting unfamiliar shadows on the floors. A dying fire was all that remained in the hearth from last night.

				Seeing no sleeping forms on the ground, she strode to the hearth, set down the book and lit a lamp to take downstairs. These early-morning hours belonged to her and she usually spent them in her special workroom in the crypt, one that she had made for herself, with wooden shelves to house her collection of books. Her sanctuary was where she kept all of her tomes and where she never worried that she would be disturbed. Only ghosts lived down there. Everyone but her claimed to have seen one.

				She had just closed the metal lid when a rasp of cloth whispered from the shadows behind her. She was not alone.

				She spun so quickly that her woolen robe swirled around her, then rippled softly against her legs. “Jack?” she whispered.

				The boy disliked storms. She worried he might be huddling in some corner, but she could see nothing in the darkness. “Jack? Are you in here?”

				Lightning briefly illuminated the room, revealing a bottle of whisky on the dining table to her right. And it was open. She lifted the lamp.

				Lord Roxburghe leaned with his back against the wall not six feet from where she stood. His dark hair hung wet and unbound past his shoulders. The damp cloth of his fine white linen shirt defined the braided muscles of his arms and chest and opened in a “V” that showed a mat of dark hair. He’d been outside in the storm. What fool would go outside on a night like this?

				She had to have walked directly past him when she’d entered the room. How could she have missed him? She had so skillfully avoided him all last night, even volunteered for scullery duty while the other older girls served him and his men their meals.

				Her panic momentarily subsided with the cock of his brow. “Jack?” The question was asked with amusement. “Am I intruding on a lover’s assignation?”

				“Lover? Jack?” She laughed outright at his conclusion.

				“A pet perhaps.”

				“What sort of pet would I have named Jack?”

				“A bird? Rabbit? A cow?”

				“Jack is a boy,” she said, after a moment’s silence, “though I do not understand why it is any of your concern who I should be meeting.”

				His contemplation of her remained steady. He was toying with her, she realized. But as another flash of lightning lit the room, she noted something in his expression that surprised her, a moment of vulnerability unlike the fierce image she had of him, and she wondered what had brought him out of a warm bed on such a wretched night as this.

				Then he stepped toward her. She stepped backward and bumped into the chair. The movement drew his attention. His eyes paused on her face and made her suddenly conscious of how she must look dressed in her nightclothes, the hem of her robe several inches too short, showing off her thin ankles and slipper-clad feet. To her horror he laughed. Then he reached for the whisky bottle, and she felt foolish for her initial reaction.

				“Do you oft venture about at night in a state of undress seeking out boys?” Light glinted from the tiny silver ring in his ear as he brought the bottle to his lips.

				She should walk away, except that he stood between her and the door. She held the lamp away from her face to better see his. “Do you oft stand outside during thunderstorms?” she countered.

				He lowered his voice as if they were sharing a secret. “I asked my question first.”

				She tasted the warm scent of whisky on his breath and resisted licking her lips. “Jack sometimes sleeps in here. I thought the noise I heard might be him. But I was not seeking him out. I am on my way to the crypt.”

				He leaned a hip against the back of the aged Tudor chair, one of sixteen around the table. “The crypt?” His eyes swept her. “Why am I not surprised? Any woman who braves books about Arthurian legends, metallurgy and electricity cannot be afraid of something as insignificant as moldering corpses. Please tell me you are not attempting to bring some poor soul back to life.”

				Rose barely stifled a laugh. “And if I were?”

				He studied her. “Then I would wonder how one so innocent could look upon a long-dead corpse and not feel horror by the stench alone. Death is not a becoming sight.” He took another sip from the bottle.

				“I’ve seen death,” she told him. “Not so long ago a battle took place near here between the English and the Scots, a battle later decided on the hallowed grounds of Culloden. The cemetery is a mile from here.”

				“Twelve years ago, you would surely have been a child,” he said quietly as if children did not witness death.

				She stole a glance at the half-empty bottle of whisky in his hand. “I have been at this abbey since I was three. I have witnessed much in seventeen years. Nor do storms make me nervous. Yet, I would never go outside during one. Do you fear death? Or defy it, my lord?”

				He peered at her with amusement. “You tell me.”

				Tilting her head to one side, she studied the parts of him not hidden in the shadows. For a moment, she was back on the street, watching him ride past, a sea of dust rising around her and her heart pounding against her ribs like a tabor. A suppressed wildness about him made a mockery of his refined manners. “You are down here because you cannot sleep,” she said quietly. “Drinking but not drunk. On first glance, one would think you were afraid of lightning storms.”

				“And on second glance?”

				She measured him for the space of one breath. Two. Three. His lack of a riposte gave her the answer she sought. Aye, the Black Dragon had a human side. One that she doubted few people ever saw. “I would conclude the opposite, but not for reasons you might think. Lightning is the most powerful force on earth. It intrigues, tempts, and taunts you. You cannot master it but it makes you feel something powerful. Only a man who cannot feel life seeks to find ways to destroy his own, if only to define his own existence.”

				One corner of his mouth crooked. For a pair of heartbeats he said nothing. Then, “Are you suggesting I am suicidal?”

				She shrugged, for it was possible she had not read him correctly, though she doubted it. She possessed a gift for reading people’s hearts and Ruark Kerr’s was dark. This man had killed. Yet, he was troubled by death.

				“I am suggesting you are a man unsure of his purpose. Or you are afraid of storms. Either way you are a fool to stand outside in one. This abbey sits on high ground.”

				“Aye ... that it does.” She almost jumped when he touched her cheek as if to brush away tendrils that had fallen from her braid. “You have not told me your name.”

				Certain that she was flushed, she lowered the lamp. For if she could see his face, then he could surely see hers. “Rose. My name is Rose.”

				His gaze touched the thick rope of her hair lying over her shoulder. “A rose that smells like lilacs. It must be your room I was given earlier this evening. The linens smell like you.”

				No one had ever told her she smelled like lilacs and it came as a shock to feel another nervous flutter in her stomach. “Yes, the room is mine.”

				Next to Sister Nessa, she had been at Hope Abbey the longest. Sister Nessa had not wanted the room nearest to the hall, but Rose had. It faced south and was the warmest in winter when the trees were barren of leaves. In the summer, shade cooled the room. But it was late springtime, the season Rose loved the most for the lilacs bloomed and she spent weeks making her soaps from the flowering vines outside her window.

				He offered her whisky. “Would you care to join me, m’lady Rose?”

				Common sense told her to go. “I don’t drink.”

				“Anything?” His devilish eyes raked her. He was baiting her now. “I had not believed Tucker gave up his taste for spirits but I have seen nothing here.”

				Only Friar Tucker’s closest friends knew that he no longer drank spirits. “You have known each other long?”

				“Long enough to be aghast he has left his flock to the wolves.”

				She scoffed at his sarcasm. “The presence of one male at this abbey would hardly keep wolves at bay, my lord. We live in the borderlands. Friar Tucker has not abandoned us. He will be back the end of the month. His uncle passed away. He has gone to Redesdale.”

				Roxburghe’s expression altered minutely. “Redesdale? Near Kirkland Park? Lord Hereford’s lands?”

				“If you know Friar Tucker then you know he lived in the area long before Lord Hereford’s return last year. You need not worry that he holds allegiance to Hereford. He does not.”

				Roxburghe seemed to study the bottle in his hand. “Did he know Countess Hereford and her daughter then?”

				His tone as much as the query gave Rose more than pause. She now understood Roxburghe’s reasons for coming to the abbey.

				He was following rumors that Lord Hereford’s wife and child might be alive. Believing that the daughter might hold some value, he was looking for a way to rescue the half brother Hereford had incarcerated. If Roxburghe and Friar Tucker were friends, then his lordship had come here for help. Rose also knew Friar Tucker would not help him.

				She didn’t want the earl of Roxburghe’s problems to be her concern. Not now. Looking down at the lamp sputtering against the draft, she cast about for a way to change the topic but could find nothing to ease the tension in her heart. “I am sorry Lord Hereford has your brother. You must know ’twould not be in the warden’s political interest to harm the boy. I cannot believe he would.”

				Roxburghe set down the bottle. “You are familiar with Hereford enough to make that manner of observation?”

				“I know that he came home a hero, too. He was once a captain in the Royal Navy. He has medals for valor. I know that your brother was caught cattle lifting along with two of his cousins. I know that no one is without blame.” She awaited some hint of Roxburghe’s reaction. When she saw nothing, she added, “I also know a dead hostage is useless to everyone, and that most people in your position would just surrender to the ransom demands. But then I imagine you are not most people.”

				He lifted her thick braid and wrapped it around his fist, ever so gently. “What else do you know about me?”

				Rose knew he was dangerous. She’d once heard he’d left Scotland because of a woman when she married another, and that gossip linked him to beautiful women across Britain, France and Italy. He’d left a trail of broken hearts and shattered marital aspirations that kept most noblemen with unmarried daughters and sisters far away from him.

				Divided between wariness and curiosity, she slid her braid from his hand and tilted her chin. It was a rare man who forced her to tilt her chin. “I know you are a hunter at heart and you are no longer attempting to disguise your intentions toward me behind casual conversation. But I am not your prey.”

				“I am not hunting tonight,” he said in a low voice. “If I were, you would already be mine.”

				She held back a gasp, yet she made no effort to escape him. “You ... you overreach yourself, my lord.”

				He made no effort to move either. The ever-present smile on his lips remained, but something had changed between them. Something as imperceptible as a hawk’s path through a current of air, yet, there all the same between them. “How so?” he asked. He reached in slow motion to ease the braid from her shoulder, and his featherlike touch suddenly filled her with inexplicable emotion. “Does a virgin stand before me, Rose?”

				The man was outrageous. No one had ever asked her anything so utterly private and intimate, or so erotic her entire body reacted.

				No proper lady would have stood for such impropriety. But then no one had ever accused her of being proper, and she was no coward to retreat on the first salvo. She was, after all, self-reliant, driven as much by curiosity as she was by her passions. “I am not ignorant of such things. I have read many a conspectus of the medical sciences, my lord. This is farming land with horses and cows and pigs. I know the names of body parts no one speaks of in polite company.”

				Amusement shone in his eyes as he pointed out, “That was not my question.”

				“You will receive no other answer.” She met his gaze and knew he was gauging her. “You are quite at your leisure to conclude what you will. But I assure you, I am no lady.” She had not meant the statement as it sounded. “What I mean is that ladies are frail creatures ...”

				He laughed a clear baritone sound that startled her with its temerity. He was a rogue, and to the devil with you if you didn’t like it.

				She understood now what attracted her to him, something even more compelling than his looks. She could admire a man who thumbed his nose at conventional mores, who defied authority with the courage of his convictions. His gaze fastened on her mouth and, from the lazy-lidded heat in his eyes, he must have recognized the same passions deep inside her as lived inside him. And just that fast in the cold, dark cavernous dining hall with the world asleep around them, they were two people quite different from what the world saw.

				“You are not coy or pretentious. A commoner ... maybe. But not at all common. What family would give someone like you to a convent?”

				“My mother died when I was young. I ... I barely remember my father.”

				“I remember mine. I have forgotten what it is like to be so innocent.”

				The trod of boots coming from down the corridor suddenly inserted itself into the heated silence. The mood shattered. Panicked that someone would see her alone in the night with a man—this man—in her sleeping clothes, she stepped around the chair just as Roxburghe moved to intercept her. She landed against his chest. His hands went to her waist to steady her.

				“What are you doing?” she breathed out in a rush. “Someone will see us.”

				But someone had already seen them.

				A man stood in the archway backlit by lamplight. Only then, did she realize Roxburghe’s body shielded her face from the visitor’s sight. If she had gone running from the room a moment ago, she would have collided with the hapless fellow. She hid her face near his chest, feeling absurdly safe in his shadow.

				“The storm is passing.” The man’s voice carried to the shadows where she stood. “Dawn is on the horizon.”

				“I’ll be outside in a moment,” he said, the warm breath from his words rippling her hair.

				The man hesitated. “Aye, captain. We will be awaiting your orders.”

				Rose listened to his steps fade like the storm that had surrounded the abbey most of the night. But the silence brought another storm to bear on her, one far more perilous. She slowly raised her chin and found Roxburghe’s eyes on her face with unmistakable attention, a look he instantly shuttered as he eased his hands from her waist. The heat where his palms had shaped to the slim curvature of her waist lingered as she watched him walk to the end of the table and drag a jacket from the back of the chair.

				She set the lamp on the table. “You are leaving the abbey before daybreak?”

				He shoved his arms into the sleeves and turned, his eyes going over her. The stubble shadowing his jaw seemed to darken his gaze. “It is best if no one knows we were here. I will return for my horse when it is safe to do so.”

				“You would risk your life coming back here for your horse?”

				“If not a horse then what is worth dying for?”

				Rose frowned. “That reeks of cynicism. Have you no care for your life?”

				He laughed. “My life is of utmost importance to me. So is my horse.”

				He clasped on a wide leather belt as he watched her with a predatory readiness in his movements and smiled lightly as if she were a curiosity encased behind glass. It was an action borne of a man comfortable in his own skin no matter his faults or his sins. Or hers.

				And for some reason his self-possession unsettled her more.

				“His name is Loki,” Roxburghe said.

				The meaning was not lost on Rose. Loki was the Norse God of destruction, an ironic name for the gentle horse she had briefly glimpsed last night, but not incongruous when one considered the stallion belonged to the Black Dragon.

				“It is not safe to cross the bridge while the river is high,” she said, walking around the table to face him at the other end. “There is another rarely used crossing two miles west. The bridge is older but on higher ground. Only the locals use it. You should be able to cross unseen.”

				He picked up two pistols and shoved them into his leather belt. He truly did look like a freebooter as he approached her from around the table’s head, his boot spurs jangling. “I am relieved,” he said.

				Rose had always thought herself to be sensible and levelheaded, but this man had worn on her nerves. “For what?”

				“You do not wish me to drown.”

				“Do not be so confident of that. This is former reiver country. Lord Hereford’s men are not the only ones you should fear.” She straightened before she started retreating from his enormous presence. “I have no desire for anyone to learn you were here either. I would not wish them to steal your horse.”

				Though it would be less costly to the abbey if someone should, she thought.

				“Nor would I wish you to carelessly lose him.” Roxburghe reached around her and dropped a bag weighted with coins onto the table. “Tell Friar Tucker this gold is for the abbey’s trouble.”

				Rose was speechless.

				“And you, m’lady.” He tipped her chin with his cupped hand and traced her bottom lip with his thumb. “Stay away from men in dark corridors and dining halls. Unless you want someone to show you the not-so-proper way to eat on this table.”

				Indignation surged through her, instantly dissipating any feelings of gratitude she had momentarily felt for his generosity. But before she realized she had no idea what he had just said, except to imply by his tone it must be carnal and therefore not fit for a lady, he grinned and strode from the room, his spurs jingling against the stone floor. The sound followed him into the courtyard and left her prey to unproductive emotions, not the least of which was awareness of him as a man.

				She traced a fingertip where his had caressed her sensitive bottom lip, and, even as she wondered how many women he had kissed to know just where to imprint his touch, she wondered more what it would have been like if he had put his mouth on hers instead.

				You are a naive girl, Rose Lancaster.

				A man like him would not have stopped with a kiss.

				An hour later, Rose gave up working in the crypt and put away her books. She went upstairs to her room and changed into a woolen gown. After she dressed, she drew back the faded velvet curtains to let in the dreary, mist-soaked light of dawn and turned.

				Her old box bed sat against the wall, the covers thrown over the mattress as if an effort had been made to leave the room as it had been found. The room was no bigger than a large closet but Rose loved the coziness, especially in winter. She had repaired cracks in the wall and along the window frame with plaster and painted the walls the color of sunshine. Though the color came out more like a toasted orange or an over-ripened pumpkin, Friar Tucker had smiled and told her he’d never seen such a unique shade. So she had kept the color.

				Unique sounded nice, not ordinary ... or common. Lord Roxburghe had told her she wasn’t common.

				Like her unique height and the color of her russet hair, once compared to the copper of a fresh-minted coin. At one time, she would have plucked every red strand from her head if someone could have assured her that her hair would come back blond. She had grown into her body and had come to accept her uniqueness as one accepted an incurable ailment, with as much dignity as she could muster. But this morning, her uniqueness made her feel pretty.

				She walked outside into the mist-shrouded courtyard still wet with rain and humidity. A brief lull in the clouds opened a patch of pearl-gray sky to her gaze, but the sky would not remain clear for long. She stepped through the gate.

				Jack was already in the stable, diligently bent over a rake, mucking the stalls. With Friar Tucker gone, he had only the abbey’s two horses and now the stallion to tend.

				A fine regal horse Loki was, too, of stellar bloodstock, with long legs, a full chest and glossy red coat. She leaned against the stall and made a visual inspection of the horse. He favored his right foreleg. She would make a special liniment with herbs grown from the abbey’s own hothouse.

				The stallion bumped her arm, seeking a pet, and she moved nearer. To assess a horse’s personality one must look it in the eyes. Character and temperament were easy to read. Piggy little eyes were sure signs of an untrustworthy beast. Bold but kindly eyes, well proportioned, indicated a good temperament. “No fire-breathing beast are you, Sir Loki,” she said, raking her fingers gently through the horse’s mane. “You are a handsome devil,” she said. “Like your master.”

			

		

	
					

			Chapter 3


				The storm that had come with the unusual heat of summer rampaged for another day before easing into the steadier, slower rain that filled the rivers and streams and made all the roads around Castleton nearly impassable. As Rose guided the old mare and cart over the neatly manicured drive toward the back of Mrs. Simpson’s cottage, she peered up at the welcome break in the sky.

				It had taken her over two hours to travel a mere four miles. Even wearing heavy boots, she could have walked the way faster. Once she reached the trough, she jumped out of the cart, careful to avoid the mud as Jack set the brake. Though her breeches and natty tweed jacket had not escaped mud splatter, her boots were not proof against mud, and her stockings were already as soggy as milk-soaked bread.

				“Do ye want me to gather the eggs, Miss Rose?”

				Rose smiled. “Thank you, Jack. And if you tend to the stalls in the barn as well, I am sure Mrs. Simpson will thank you with your favorite pastries.”

				She removed the knapsack filled with stores from behind the bench and turned toward the cottage. Today was almost cold in the shade, but the sun felt wondrous. She knocked on the door and, without waiting, entered the cottage.

				“Mrs. Simpson?” Rose peered around the cluttered room filled with artifacts and shelves of dusty books that had once belonged to the woman’s husband. Sunlight spilled into the room from the windows revealing dust moats dancing in the air. A breeze puffed the yellow curtains and brought with it the scent of mint from the flower box outside the window. A small but comforting fire burned in the stove.

				Rose removed her hat and shook out her hair. A black leather tome about sorcery sat upon a table in the kitchen. Her heart gave a thump as she set the knapsack on a chair and picked up the book.

				With the exception of maybe Mrs. Graham, most in the village considered Mrs. Simpson a witch. Rose loved that mystique about her.

				She had been a skinny six-year-old with tangled hair and skinned knees the first time she’d met Mrs. Simpson. Dressed all in black, the widow had arrived at the abbey in a coach, her husband being a baronet. Friar Tucker had paraded all the girls outside to meet the abbey’s new patroness. Mrs. Simpson had taken one look at Rose and clucked her tongue. It wasn’t that Rose set out to be a hoyden. It just happened. On that particular day, Rose had been trying to glimpse the new-hatched tits and had fallen from a tree. But Mrs. Simpson had seen something in Rose, an inherent curiosity about the world.

				Over the years, the coach had gone the way of the fine clothes as Mrs. Simpson’s circumstances changed. But she never ceased sharing the wealth of her books and journals her husband had accumulated through his world travels. She’d taught Rose about herbs and medicinal potions, knowledge that Rose used to make the special liniment now healing Lord Roxburghe’s beautiful stallion. Last month when Rose had discovered her treasure in the abbey’s crypts, she’d gone at once to Mrs. Simpson. The discovery was their secret.

				“You give an old woman heart palpitations, Rose,” Mrs. Simpson said from the doorway leading into her cellar. She wiped her hands on her apron. “With the roads as bad as they are, I didn’t know if I should expect you.”

				Rose looked up from the tome. “You have found another book on Merlin?”

				“I’ve done more than that. You were right. The box contains a wishing ring.”

				“You have translated the rest of the symbols!”

				Mrs. Simpson removed her dingy apron and set it on the stone countertop next to a bucket of soapy dishes. “You might not want to know what I have discovered, dear. Especially since we are studying something unfamiliar and possibly dangerous, in our ignorance.”

				“Then you believe whatever is inside the puzzle box could be authentic? What have you discovered?”

				“Did you bring it?”

				Rose dug into the pocket of her woolen jacket and withdrew the small, intricately carved wooden box. Sunlight streaming through the windows in the kitchen warmed the wood and tingled her hands.

				“Put it in the sunlight and sit.”

				Rose set the box on the table, then took her place beside Mrs
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