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“Listen to me, my lady, and listen well.”

 

Alexander stiffened as if he had turned to stone, then reached out and hauled her close. “Do you think to move me with your talk of honor and knighthood? That is gone from me forever, and you helped make it so. I was willing to overlook your part in it, except to make you the object of ransom, but so help me, my lady, if you do not stop this foolishness and try to escape again, I will… I will…”

He was breathing hard and so was she, her lithe and shapely body pressed against him with no more barrier than two layers of wet clothing.

“What?” she demanded, arching her back to get as far away from him as she could. Still defiant, still bold. “What will you do? Kill me?”

He shook his head, and in the darkness of the night—with her in his arms—the longing he had tried to bury since he had first set eyes on her exploded within him. “I do not want your death, my lady. I would have you alive. And I would have this.”

He captured her mouth in a fiery kiss.
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Chapter 1
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In the early light of a July dawn, two men came down a wooded slope. Despite the risk of slipping on the mud and damp leaves beneath his feet, the short, slender one fairly skipped, as if he really wanted to dance as they made their way toward a village and the castle guarding it. The other—tall, muscular and firm of purpose—strode forward with a more lithe and lethal grace.

Both wore much mended tunics and breeches of brown wool. On their feet were leather boots that were far from new. Despite the genial summer breeze, they sported dark cloaks and hoods, as if expecting rain to fall from the white puffs of clouds drifting overhead.

Ahead, the great stone fortress seemed to rise out of the very precipice upon which it stood, making the houses of the villagers look like supplicants huddled around it. To the east of the castle, small boats clustered about the pier and along the willow-shrouded bank of a wide river, which led to the sea some miles away. To the west, farms lay scattered along a narrow road leading further back into the wood. Even at this early hour, smoke curled up from the thatched cottages, and people went about the business of feeding their pigs and milking their cows. Chickens scratched in the dirt, geese squawked in their pens, a dog barked, and somewhere, a baby cried.

The tall man paid little heed to these sights and sounds. His envious eyes stayed trained on Bellevoire, the fortress that should have been his. The thick wall seemed impregnable, and its many merlons would hide a hundred archers. A series of round towers formed part of the outer wall, high places for keeping watch on the surrounding land and river. Other, smaller towers bespoke an inner wall and hinted at the size of the courtyard contained therein.

“You are sure about this?” his Gascon companion whispered. “In the broad light of day you wish to do this thing?”

He spoke as if he feared the very beeches, oaks and chestnuts spied upon them, or the little stream to their right, tumbling over rocks on its way down the hill, babbled a report of their presence to some unseen foe.

His lean, hawklike face taut with resolve, Alexander DeFrouchette glanced at his friend. “Calm yourself, Denis. The market crowd will make excellent cover for what we are here to do.”

“It is easy for you, who has the blood of a frozen fish, to be calm,” Denis replied, lightly leaping over a fallen tree branch as he hurried to keep up with Alexander’s long-legged progress. “Me, I am no warrior—and I have never abducted a woman in my life.”

“I have never abducted a woman, either,” Alexander noted as he sidestepped a large rock, “but this is necessary, so it will be done.”

His movement startled a pheasant nesting in the nearby underbrush. The bird flew upward in a flutter of wings into Alexander’s face. With a soldier’s curse, he reared back.

Arms akimbo, Denis grinned. “Perhaps you have not the blood of frozen fish after all.”

Alexander made a noise that was a cross between a dismissive sniff and a disgusted grunt and continued down the hill toward the road that led to the village of Bellevoire, named for the castle towering over it. “You are sure Lady Allis will come to the marketplace today?”

Trotting after him, Denis nodded. “Unless she is ill, Lady Allis always comes to the village on market day with her husband. The tavern keeper was most certain. They like to spend time in the village and meet with the people, he says.”

Alexander scowled. “To be admired and fawned over, no doubt.”

“Sir Connor and his wife are very popular,” Denis murmured, delicately clearing his throat before adding, “unlike your father.”

“I do not care what these Saxon peasants thought of him.”

“The tavern keeper also says that Lady Allis is a great beauty.”

“It doesn’t matter to me what she looks like. It is enough to know that she betrayed my father and married the man who killed him, and now she can provide a way to retrieve some of what her husband owes me,” Alexander replied.

The last part of his statement was true; as for the first, he did harbor some slight curiosity about the woman who had so fascinated his father, but there was no need to tell Denis that.

“Of course I realize that her features are not important to you,” Denis replied as if Alexander had accused him of being stupid. “Still, by her beauty we shall know her.”

“We shall know her because she will be with him.”

“It was years ago that you saw Connor of Llanstephan, now Connor of Bellevoire. Are you certain you will recognize him?”

Alexander’s gaze again strayed to the castle of Bellevoire, the home of the usurper. “I will.”

Indeed, he would never forget his first sight of the tall, dark-haired man who’d ridden among the Crusaders passing through his village in France. The finely attired and well-equipped knight had been singing in a deep, rich baritone, as cheerful as if he’d had not a care in the world.

It had been said they were on their way to join Richard the Lionhearted in Marseilles. Whoever they were, Alexander had thought, every one of that merry band had seemed part of a chosen company of God’s favorites, bound upon a glorious adventure.

How he had longed to ride with them! Away from the women who either sneered at his mother or ignored her completely. Away from the men who came creeping into their cottage at night and made him leave. Away from the boys who called him terrible names and never let him share in their games. Away from the only life he had ever known to one that had to be better.

He hadn’t guessed then that he was looking at the man who would one day kill his father and be rewarded with all of Rennick DeFrouchette’s possessions.

Denis slid a wary glance at Alexander.

Alexander intercepted his look. “A wise man does not ruin the thing he plans to trade. I will take good care of my prize.”

“I do not doubt you, but what of the others in this with us? I don’t trust the Norseman and his crew, or Lord Oswald’s son.”

The stream widened to a little pool. Thirsty, Alexander squatted and cupped his hands to drink the clear, cold water. When he was finished, he straightened and shook his hands to dry them while Denis drank. “The Norsemen are necessary to get the lady to the hiding place Lord Oswald is providing. As for Lord Oswald’s son, Osburn represents his father, so we must accept him as one of our party whether we want to or not.”

“Maybe we can keep him drunk,” Denis proposed hopefully.

Alexander’s only answer was a disdainful nod. He did not think much of Lord Oswald’s vain, overdressed sot of a son and would have preferred never to have met him. Unfortunately, it was a condition of his mission that he endure the sot’s company.

They reached the last line of trees bordering a curve in the road leading to the village. Alexander was pleased to find the lay of the land exactly as Lord Oswald had described. Travelers on either side of the curve were not visible to each other, and it was from here they could surreptitiously join the crowd going to market.

He scanned the road. At present, only a shepherd ambled along behind a few sheep. If they were to be inconspicuous, they would have to wait until there were more people. Still, it was early yet.

Denis ran another wary gaze over his friend. “Even in those clothes, I am not sure that you will pass for a peasant, Alexander. Everything about you proclaims that you are a man who fights with sword and lance and mace for his living. You can dress in rags, but you cannot hide those shoulders. Indeed, the very way you walk proclaims you are a warrior.”

“This is a fine time to say so.”

“Seeing that shepherd made me realize it. I am used to the way you look. Those in the village will not be.”

“I cannot change my body.”

“Maybe you could slouch?”

“I am not going to slouch into Bellevoire.”

Denis sighed. “I should have known better than to suggest anything like humility to you.”

Alexander shot him a look.

“Well, you are not a humble man and justly so, with your skill at arms. But if you do not round those shoulders of yours, you will stand out like an oak among wildflowers. However, if you wish to take that chance…” Denis concluded his statement with a shrug.

“If you are afraid, you can go back and wait with the horses.”

“If I am afraid, it is because one of us should be. Merde! We are about to walk into a lord’s village and kidnap his wife, and here you are as calm as … as … that tree.” Denis gestured at a slim birch. “Sending you alone into that lions’ den would be fine thanks to the man who saved my life. Besides, you need me for the plan. I am to be the bait, or whatever you wish to call it, am I not?”

Alexander gripped the hilt of the sword beneath his cloak, for in truth, he was not calm; he was more tense than he had ever been in his life, with one memorable exception, for much depended on what happened this day. However, he did not want Denis to know how uneasy he was. “I could come up with another plan.”

The Gascon put his hand over his heart and assumed the look of a martyr about to be led to his tortured end. “Non! I will go with you, though it means my death.”

“You won’t die,” Alexander replied dryly. “If I have cause to believe we will fail today, we will leave and try another tactic.”

When or what he did not know, but one way or another, he wouldn’t leave this land without the wife of Sir Connor.

“However, Denis, since you are so concerned, I’ll slouch—a little.”

They both fell silent at the sound of jingling and clanging from the road. Looking through the trees, they spied a man driving a cart with pots and other iron items hanging outside it, moving toward the village. The tinker was a short, stocky fellow who looked half asleep.

They watched him drive by, then Denis squatted on his haunches, a position he was able to assume for a long time. Just looking at him made Alexander’s knees ache.

“Did you not say that you are the image of your father?” Denis asked, even more worried than before, it seemed. “If the likeness is pronounced, the villagers might guess who you are, and then they will wonder why you have come, and they might inform this Sir Connor—”

“Denis, why else do you think I am wearing this cursed hood?” Alexander growled, his friend’s Cassandra-like croaking increasing his tension. “I know the risks of what we’re about to do, and I’ve considered the things that could go wrong. Now either be quiet or go back to the horses.”

Denis didn’t speak for the next several moments, the quiet proving more disconcerting than Denis’s fearful warnings. “Give me the sack,” Alexander said at last, breaking the silence.

Denis rose and handed over the large cloth bag he had tucked through his belt. Usually such sacks were used to carry fleeces for measuring after they were cut from sheep and rolled. “You think she will fit in this?” he asked as he returned to sitting on his haunches.

“She should, unless she weighs over two hundred pounds. That’s how much a wool sack like this will hold,” Alexander replied, sticking the sack through his belt at the back. He had his sword hanging on his left; on his right, a rag with which to gag the lady and some lengths of rope to bind her; and now the sack. He felt like the tinker’s cart.

Denis laughed softly, and as always when he laughed, his brown eyes became narrow slits in his face and dimples appeared in his cheeks, making him look like a mischievous boy. “I am sure she does not weigh that much.”

“She’d better not, for I have a long way to carry her.”

Finally a group of people approached the curve—a family bound for market, by the look of them. A thin, grizzled farmer and his plump wife with a basket over her arm led the way. Behind them came a young woman who had to be the woman’s daughter, they were so alike. Any man who courted her would know exactly how she would look in twenty years. She, too, carried a basket, which she occasionally swung at a lad walking beside her. They were having some kind of argument, but not loud enough to attract their parents’ notice.

He could see another wagon bearing a load of hay about half a mile back and behind that, what seemed to be another family. Soon enough, they could saunter out onto the road without attracting undue notice and join the general crowd going to the village.

He waited until the second family passed by. “Now,” he whispered, and they slipped out of the trees and strolled along the rutted road as if they had been there all the time.

Soon they were in the bustling marketplace of Bellevoire, which was an even more sizable and prosperous town than Alexander had expected. Several of the buildings were stone, like the castle; others were half timbered and plastered with lime, making a sharp contrast between the exposed wood and the rest of the structure. Several had more than one story, too, later additions that hinted at increased revenue for the owners. In many of these, the bottom level had large windows with shutters that became stalls when the shutters were removed. Along with the permanent buildings around the green, which also included a large establishment that had to be a tavern and a smithy, there were several wagons serving as temporary stalls. In and around these, well-fed peasants wandered, the women with reed baskets in their hands for their purchases. Children chased each other, and dogs nosed interesting bits of refuse.

Keeping his head lowered and his shoulders rounded as Denis had suggested, Alexander peered out from beneath his hood. Pretending to be interested in the merchandise on display in the stalls or wagons, he was really surveying the merchants.

He also noted several soldiers among the crowd, no doubt from the castle. As he and Denis paused a moment beneath the overhang of one of the two-storied buildings, he contemplated leaving until he realized that the soldiers seemed no more watchful than the gossiping women clustered around the well.

Sir Connor must feel very secure.

That thought renewed his purpose, and Alexander gestured for Denis to follow him. They left the shadow of the overhang and wandered about the green.

Finally he saw a peddler who would suit his purpose. The man’s goods were set up in the perfect place, in front of an alley between two of the taller buildings. On a small trestle table in front of his covered cart were ribbons and the sorts of little baubles women liked to purchase. The man himself looked on edge, and his red, bulbous nose told Alexander that not only was he a man who drank much, and often, but he was also very thirsty already although it was not even close to midday.

Alexander went on a little way, then halted near the entrance to the tavern and out of the way of the people walking by.

“The ribbon peddler is the man we want,” he murmured as Denis joined him. He nodded ever so slightly at the merchant they had passed. He reached into his thin purse and pulled out three silver coins. “Get him as much wine as this will buy, Denis.”

His countenance serious and sure, Denis nodded. “Oui, mon ami. He will be able to make merry for some time with this.”

“That’s just what I am counting on,” Alexander said as he gave his friend the money.

In the lord’s chamber in the southern tower of Bellevoire, Lady Isabelle’s brow knit with concern as she sat upon a delicately carved chair and regarded her sister Allis, who was still abed. Feminine articles were scattered upon a dressing table nearby, while a pair of scuffed black boots lay beside a battered wooden chest bossed with brass studs. A gray woolen tunic had been hastily tossed over it. A colorful tapestry of bright red, greens and blues depicting a Christmas feast covered the north wall.

The morning sunlight came in through the high, narrow windows that faced south. It lit their faces, alike enough to pronounce that they were related, although Lady Allis was considered the more beautiful. Isabelle, it was said, was pretty and vivacious but lacked the cool poise of her older sister. It was generally accepted that this was why there were, as yet, no serious suitors for the younger sister of the wife of Sir Connor of Bellevoire.

“Are you certain you don’t want me to stay with you?” Isabelle asked, her hands folded on her lap as she leaned forward intently. “It is no trouble.”

Under a satin coverlet of green as pale as the first leaves of spring, Allis leaned back against a bevy of goosedown pillows. Her hair, a thick mass of blond lighter in color than Isabelle’s, tumbled about her shoulders and over her white silken shift. Her eyes were clear and her color good, for she was not ill.

She was with child at last, after three years of marriage.

“I’ll be fine in a little while,” Allis assured her. “It is nothing more than morning sickness.”

Isabelle smiled, then folded back the long, silk-lined cuffs of her berry red samite gown, trying not to show that she was still worried in spite of Allis’s confidence. After all this time, she wanted everything to go well. She knew Allis did, too, of course, but it was different when one merely looked on.

“You are as bad as Connor, you know,” Allis said, her eyes shining with love as she spoke of her husband in a way that made Isabelle want to sigh.

“He fusses over me far too much,” Allis continued, a look on her face that was annoyed and yet pleased, too. “Although he agrees that it is too soon to announce my state, people are going to suspect the reason why if he keeps acting as he does.”

Isabelle rose from the chair, picked up her brother-in-law’s tunic from on top of the chest and began to fold it. “He can’t help fussing. He loves you.”

Allis drew her knees up and wrapped her arms about them. “As I love him. I know he’s anxious because it has taken so long, but I tell you, my secret will not be a secret for long the way he’s carrying on. And if anything were to happen, his disappointment would be enough to bear without everyone in the village and castle offering me their condolences.”

Feeling guilty for sharing her fears even a little, Isabelle opened the lid of the bossed chest and laid the folded tunic inside. Her long, thick braid, with its end encased in a bronze tip, fell over her shoulder, and she deftly tossed it back as she faced Allis again. “What should I tell people if they ask where you are this morning? They will miss you in the market.”

“Just say I am a little unwell. Something I ate, perhaps. You’ll think of something. You always do. Besides, somebody I trust must go with Connor. I’ve asked him to get me a blue ribbon to go with my new gown, and you know you can’t really leave such things to a man.”

Isabelle regarded her sister with apparent gravity, her hands clasped like a dutiful servant. “Is there anything else you’d like me to order your husband to buy for you?” she inquired.

Allis grinned, for she knew full well that Isabelle’s manner and question were not meant to be taken seriously. “Well, since you ask, perhaps one to go with my green gown with the round neckline, too, if they are reasonably priced.” She tilted her head and mused a moment, likewise seemingly serious. “You know, this is a very good idea. The merchants might think they could cheat a man, but you can simply put on that innocent face and get a far better price.”

“What, this face?” Isabelle asked, widening her eyes, raising the corners of her lips in what was almost a jester’s grin and fluttering her lashes as if she had a piece of dirt in her eye.

“Exactly,” Allis confirmed with a nod of her head. “If you look at them like that, they’ll probably give you the ribbons.”

Isabelle straightened a few of the items on the dressing table, putting away a brooch in its sandalwood box, moving a candleholder further back. “I will gladly go alone,” she offered as she glanced at her sister. “Then Connor could stay with you.”

Allis shook her head. “It will only take a few moments from his day and it’s good for the people to see their overlord in such a casual way. It makes them more likely to come to him with their troubles, and prevents strife.”

“You’re sure?” This time, Isabelle was serious as she faced her sister.

“Very.” Allis smiled with that secret wistfulness that tugged at Isabelle’s heart and made her yearn for a love of her own. “I want everyone to be as happy as I am.”

“I fear that is impossible,” Isabelle replied with a laugh. Her tone, however, was a little strained as she tried to shake off the sudden sense of despondency that thinking of love and marriage always brought. Her suitors had been lackluster at best. There had been the unfortunate Percival, who had cared for her far more than she had for him before he died. Sir Auberan de Beaumartre had also harbored a passion she had not reciprocated, and the foolish young man had gotten involved in a conspiracy against King Richard that had resulted in his banishment.

Isabelle had admired Connor’s good looks and deep, melodious Welsh voice. Yet as she had come to understand the deep feelings her sister had for the once-impoverished Welshman, she had also realized that he did not stir any similar depth of emotion in her. He was handsome and worthy of admiration, but he did not inspire passion.

In her heart of hearts, she knew that was what she was really waiting for: a man who could rouse her passion as well as her admiration.

“You will fall in love one day, Isabelle,” Allis assured her.

“Well, if no suitable potential groom appears, I shall simply travel from town to town with my innocent face,” she said, clasping her hands together like a fervent penitent. Batting her lashes, she finished in an anxious simper, “Is there anybody here in want of a wife?”

Her eyes sparkling with merriment, Allis waggled her finger. “They might say yes, and then where would you be?”

“Betrothed,” Isabelle answered with a curtsey, moving her skirt with a graceful air as she bent her knees. She straightened, and the folds of the gown fell back in place. “However, since I do not wish to be merely betrothed, I am content to wait.”

Which was true. She would rather be alone than miserably wed.

“Good! I want my sister to be as happily married as I am, and that means you must not settle for just anyone.”

Isabelle tucked her hands into her cuffs as if she were a novice in a nunnery and bowed. “Amen,” she intoned.

Allis shook her head. “You, sister, are incorrigible! Now, you had best hurry along. I daresay Connor’s down in the hall tapping his toe and anxious to be gone, thinking dark thoughts about chattering females.”

“Very well.” Isabelle’s turn was almost a twirl as she pivoted on her heel. Her bright red dress, as vibrant as holly berries against the snow, swirled about her long and slender legs. “Off I go to buy some ribbons.”

She paused at the door and gave her sister a saucy look before she waved a farewell. “And who knows? Perhaps I shall meet a marriageable man while I’m at it!”


Chapter 2
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The handsome, dark-haired lord of Bellevoire tapped his right toe as he stood beside the empty hearth in the great hall. The oak beams holding up the slate roof were twenty feet above the floor of the huge chamber, and every inch of stonework was decorated with carving.

It was not an intimate space, but it was rarely empty. At present, servants of both sexes talked and laughed. Women swept the old rushes that covered the stone floor to make way for new. Some men were taking down one of the tapestries to have the dirt and soot beaten from it. A few foot soldiers sat on a bench and leaned back against the wall, discussing the virtue of maces over battle-axes.

Isabelle smiled when Connor saw her approaching. She was sure that once they were at the market, he would allow himself to be distracted by village business and leave the purchasing of ribbons to her.

Today, her brother-in-law was dressed in his usual plain clothing of thigh-length black tunic, white shirt and brown breeches that hugged his muscular thighs. His breeches were tucked in leather boots, and he wore a simple leather belt, without his sword. Unlike most nobles, he did not sport the Norman style of hair, cut round his head like a bowl. Connor had always worn his hair long, and there was nothing feminine about it. In the dim light of the hearth on a winter’s night, or the bonfires of Midsummer’s Eve, he looked almost savage. If there had ever been a time he’d stirred her blood, it was then—but not for long, for he was too merry a man to inspire dark, exciting fantasies, especially when he was married to her beloved sister.

Connor broke into a grin when she reached him. “Allis has told you what I am to buy and that you are to make sure I get the right color,” he said with a knowing look.

“Yes.”

“She has no trust in my taste,” he replied with a woeful sigh as he held out his arm to escort her from the hall.

“She has no faith in your ability to select the right color,” Isabelle corrected as she slipped her arm through his. “Most women would not expect the overlord of a castle to know about such things. Weapons and defenses and perhaps how to dance, but not ribbons and fabric and hairstyles. It is enough that you must pay for them.”

“Aye, that I must,” Connor replied as they strolled through the large oaken doors out into the warm air of the summer morning and down the steps to the cobblestoned courtyard. Servants bustled about here, too, filling buckets, carrying various items from the storehouse to the kitchen, which was attached to the hall by a corridor. Others were mucking out the stables. A troop of soldiers prepared to mount and ride out to patrol the perimeter of Bellevoire. There had been peace in the land for some time, but Norse marauders were not unknown. The wide river had long held an attraction for the seafaring brigands, and their shallow-hulled vessels could come even this far inland upon it. Men outside the law who preyed on travelers were also a concern, for any road that led to London tempted such bandits.

“Wouldn’t you rather I chose them by myself?” Isabelle asked. “Then if they are not quite right, you cannot be blamed.”

Connor gave her a grateful look. “I cannot tell you how much I appreciate your offer. If she wanted a sword or a dagger, I would feel confident, but ribbons…”

They continued across the drawbridge over the dry moat, their footfalls echoing slightly. Connor nodded a greeting to a few tradesmen who were bringing foodstuffs to the castle.

“The market is going to be crowded,” he observed as they sauntered toward the green. “Bellevoire is growing every day, it seems.”

So it was, ever since word had gone out that the greedy, cruel Baron DeFrouchette had been killed and his estate given to a new overlord. As it became apparent that Sir Connor was a much more just and much less greedy master, more people came to trade, and to stay.

Leaning on his arm, her body close to his, Isabelle slyly whispered into her brother-in-law’s ear. “God willing, it will increase by one more come the spring.”

“Be quiet about that,” Connor laughingly commanded, also in a whisper. “I am having enough difficulty not shouting it from the battlements. Allis will have our heads if we spoil the grand surprise at the harvest feast.”

“I’ll try not to, and so must you. She says you are fussing over her so much, people will guess.” She patted his arm sympathetically. “I am delighted, too, but we should try to do as she wishes.”

“I will,” he conceded with a genial bow.

Arriving at the green, they surveyed the crowd of people, dogs, horses, carts and hastily assembled stalls.

“Which is the merchant from London with the ribbons Allis likes?” Connor asked.

Isabelle withdrew her arm from his and looked around. “I think the one at the southern edge of the green,” she said, nodding at the slightly familiar wagon. “Why don’t you leave that to me? I shall select them and later you can go to the merchant to collect them, and pay.”

“Excellent idea,” Connor said, his relief at being spared the selection process evident.

She nodded toward a plump, bearded man well dressed in a long tunic of dark blue, with a wide leather belt about his ample waist. The fellow bustled toward them as if he were under attack. “Here comes the reeve all in a bother to speak to you, for I doubt Bartholomew has business with me. I suspect he more likely wishes to ‘have a word’ with you.”

Her lips twitched, and so did Connor’s. They didn’t want to laugh, for Bartholomew was nearly upon them, and he took his duties very seriously. On the other hand, he began every single conversation with Connor with those words.

Red-faced, the reeve came to a panting halt. “If I might have a word, my lord.”

Isabelle had to turn away to hide her smile. “If you’ll excuse me, Connor,” she managed to get out without laughing. She hurried away toward the cart at the other end of the market.

It was not difficult for her to make her way through the crowd. People tended to make way for the nobility, even if they were friendly nobility, and Isabelle was well liked.

Nevertheless, their deference made Isabelle feel very much alone, as it always did. She wasn’t distanced from the villagers and the servants of the castle only by her rank. As the chatelaine’s younger sister, she had no real place here, except as guest.

Still, her situation could be worse—much worse, she reminded herself. She was safe with her sister and brother-in-law. The village and estate were thriving, the weather fair, Allis with child. Their younger brother Edmond was visiting Connor’s brother, Caradoc, at his estate in Wales, and by all accounts, enjoying himself. The troubles with DeFrouchette and his coconspirators seemed over for good. Connor had feared repercussions and revenge because Lord Oswald, the man who had planned the treachery, had escaped, his power broken and his money given to the crown. But after three years, they dared to hope he had fled far away, never to return.

As for her own future, surely she was too young to worry that she could never be as happy as Allis.

As Isabelle drew near the cart, a slender, brown-haired man she had never seen before appeared beside it as if by magic. He began to call out to passersby to see his wares, and when he saw her, a merry smile dimpled his cheeks. “Ah, my lady!” he cried with a Gascon accent. “You must come and see what I have, for I can tell you have great taste and a discerning eye! I assure you, my wares are of the finest quality, all the way from Marseilles.”

If she had not been headed for him anyway, his smile alone would have drawn her to him.

His brown eyes were like those of a particularly friendly dog as she studied the selection, which seemed as good as the London man’s. “I’m looking for something in pale blue.” She picked one up. “This will do, I think. I am to pick out some ribbons, and Sir Connor will come by later to collect them and pay you for them—at the price we agree upon.”

“Ah, the great overlord of Bellevoire himself!” the peddler cried as he put his hand over his heart and bowed. “I shall be honored.”

“There will be no deceiving him about the amount he is to pay, for I shall inform him of the sum we agreed upon before he arrives.”

The slender man’s eyes widened with surprise, and his expression became doleful. “Oui, my lady, of course I shall not try to change the price. Indeed, if I did, then you would be angry with me, and that I could not bear.”

Isabelle thought he could bear her anger very well if he thought he could get more money from Connor. Despite his smiles and dimples and his joie de vivre, something told her this man was not quite what he seemed, and even the most charming manner could hide a cheat.

A green ribbon caught her eye, and she moved toward it. “This is very pretty.”

She lifted it up and let the morning light play upon it. It shimmered and danced, green seemingly tinged with gold.

“It is more beautiful next to your pretty face. I have even more lovely things in a box in my cart. Would you care to see?”

Since many merchants kept their best wares away from the general public, who could not afford them anyway, this did not surprise Isabelle. “Yes, please,” she said, eager to see more of the wonderful ribbon.

He led her around the cart, and she found herself in an alley between two buildings. “I don’t see another—”

A tall, broad-shouldered man dressed in a ragged cloak, his face shrouded in a hood, stepped out of the shadows.

“Good day, my lady,” he said in a low, deep and shockingly familiar voice.

A shaft of fear pierced her, taking her very breath away.

She whirled around. The peddler blocked the entrance to the alley, and suddenly a strong hand clapped over her mouth while another went around her waist, pulling her back against a body as solid as the stones of the castle. Kicking and struggling like a trapped animal, she was dragged further back into the alley.

The hand of the man holding her shifted. She twisted her head, then bit down on the tender skin between his thumb and palm.

The man growled a curse. His hold loosened, but not enough for her to break away. He stuck his bleeding hand into his mouth while his arm held her firmly clasped against him. She managed to turn in his grasp, and she struck him as hard as she could. He didn’t let go, but she knocked the hood back from his face—and stared, dumbstruck with horror and disbelief.

She was face-to-face with the living image of Rennick DeFrouchette. “Y-you’re dead!” she stammered in a hoarse whisper.

Something struck her head. Pain radiated, and, as the hated face before her swam and dimmed, she desperately tried to call for help.

But no sound escaped her as she fell to the ground.

Panting, Alexander looked down at the young woman’s crumpled body, and he tried to calm his racing heart. Given what he had seen and heard of well-bred young women, he had not anticipated a struggle of any kind. He had expected Lady Allis to be so shocked by the realization that she was about to be kidnapped that she would be virtually paralyzed with fear. Indeed, he had more than half expected her to swoon the moment she realized she was in danger. He had never, ever, thought she would fight back as energetically as she had.

“Mon Dieu,” Denis whispered, the piece of wood he had used to strike her limp in his hand. “What a wildcat.”

Alexander nodded.

“I know she was not to be harmed, but I had to hit her.”

Alexander could not fault Denis as he crouched down and examined the bump on the side of the woman’s head, but he didn’t want her dead or injured. He wanted her alive, and fit to be ransomed. “I don’t think she’s badly hurt.”

Indeed, he was rather sure she wasn’t. He had seen many a man injured while working or training, and her wound looked superficial. Still, any injury that rendered one unconscious could not be completely dismissed. “We can’t be sure until she wakes up.”

“Merde!”

“You did what was necessary. Go keep watch,” Alexander commanded quietly.

With a nod, Denis obeyed.

As his friend peered out of the alley, Alexander pulled out the rag he had stuck into his belt. He knelt, put it between her full lips to gag her, and tied it. His hand hurt like the devil, but he ignored the pain.

After tying her wrists and ankles, he grabbed the wool sack that had fallen to the ground in their unexpected struggle and began to work it over her body, starting with her head.

She was indeed a lovely woman, with fine features, a shapely figure and the most beautiful blond hair he had ever seen. No wonder his father had waited for her hand even though that had left him prey to her duplicity, and no wonder Sir Connor had killed for her.

He would surely pay a great deal for her return, as well.

She was younger than he had expected, though, and with her eyes closed, she looked very sweet and vulnerable—which was certainly far from the lady’s true nature. She had betrayed his father for another, and together they had robbed Alexander of Bellevoire.

As he pulled the sack down over her, he was sorely tempted to let his hands linger on the body clad in that fine, soft gown. He wanted to caress her rounded breasts. Run his hands over her trim waist. Stroke her slender thighs.

But he would have her awake, looking at him with those light blue eyes so like the summer sky. He wanted to see them filled not with fear and wonder but with passion and yearning.

Rarely had any woman inspired anything like the desire now surging in his blood, and the heat coursing through him proved nearly impossible to ignore.

Usually his encounters with women were swift and brief, by his design. He did not want any intimacy other than the most basic. Yet if he could be with this woman, he would take all night.

He forcefully reminded himself she was merely a thing to be ransomed. He would not fall prey to the lure of her, as his father had done.

After tying the sack, Alexander threw his hood back over his head, then hoisted the lady’s limp body onto his shoulders. He hunched with the weight.

“Can you manage?” Denis asked as Alexander approached.

He shifted his burden to a more comfortable carry. “I worked for a mason in my youth, remember?”

He had toted stones much heavier than Lady Allis of Bellevoire. He had not begrudged the work because he’d wanted to become strong. Now he was very strong, and Lady Allis was no heavier to him than a sack of flour.

He peered into the busy market to make certain no one was watching the alley, then stepped out and started to walk back the way they had come. He skirted the busier areas, taking care not to appear guilty of anything except carrying a sack full of wool. Since nobody was giving them a second glance, he decided he was safe.

They left the village without the lady waking, screaming or struggling. Part of Alexander was relieved; another part was concerned that Denis’s blow had caused her more harm than he had supposed. Despite his growing worry over the lady’s state, Alexander did not pause in his journey back to the hill and the place they had hidden their stolen horses. As long as they did not attract undo notice, he would not slacken his pace.

It wasn’t until they slipped from the road and had to climb back up the hill that Alexander began to get winded. They reached the secluded glade far from any farmer’s fields or pasture at last, however. A gray gelding of some value and a brown mare were tethered with long ropes Alexander had brought for that purpose, and they grazed near a small stream. Willow trees and alders helped hide them, as did tall reeds and long grass.

Denis threw himself onto the ground with all the loose-limbed ease of a man who knows how to fall without hurting himself while, with a grunt, Alexander laid down his burden. Muttering a curse, he put his callused hands on his back and stretched before he pulled out his sword. He began to cut the binding around the wool sack and then around his captive’s ankles.

“What are you doing?” Denis demanded, sitting bolt upright as Alexander began to pull the wool sack off. “Are you not still going to keep her in the sack or bound?”

“I don’t know how well she can breathe,” Alexander replied. “I can’t sling her over the horse’s rump as if she really were a sack of wool. If she woke up, she’d surely start squirming and then fall. I intend to keep her hands tied, but I don’t want her harmed more than she is.”

Denis said no more as Alexander removed the sack and took off the lady’s gag. It didn’t matter if she screamed here; there was no one nearby. He had made certain of that when he’d selected the place for hiding the horses.

The young woman’s face was as still and peaceful as if she were sleeping in her own bed. Her chest rose and fell with her steady breathing. Wisps of hair had escaped from the blond braid making him think she would look just the same after sleeping in a bed. His bed. After they had made love. He imagined her body beneath him, warm and soft and welcoming.

A surge of even more powerful desire jolted him to the tips of his toes.

Forcing away the intense, untimely hunger, he went to the stream and splashed cold water over his face until his wayward desire was once more under control. Denis joined him to take a drink.

When Alexander turned back, he saw a flash of red—the skirt of his captive’s gown disappearing into the trees.

Ignoring the pain in her head and her aching body, Isabelle stumbled through the trees. It was hard to keep her balance with her hands tied, and the shady ground was slick and muddy from the rain two days ago.

Her throat was dry, her breathing hoarse, but desperation drove her onward, especially when she heard her abductors chasing her.

With a cry, she tripped over a log and fell hard on her hands and knees. The rope cut into her wrists, yet she struggled to her feet, her skirts impeding her.

She could hear the heavy pounding of her pursuers’ feet as they closed on her. Sobs choked her as she ran—until somebody caught hold of the back of her gown.

“Oh, no, my lady,” that hateful, familiar voice said. “I do not let my prize slip from my grasp so easily.”

She still tried to run, the strength of panic and determination humming along every nerve and sinew as he pulled her back and back and back.

Then he had her by the shoulders and turned her to face him. He was indeed the image of DeFrouchette, but younger and leaner, as if he had known deprivation, something DeFrouchette never had. His sapphire blue eyes were more intense, more searching. His body was fitter, harder, and his shoulder-length black hair was wild from the chase.

Her captor’s dark brows lowered in a way very reminiscent of the hated Baron DeFrouchette. “It is no use, my lady. I have you, and I intend to keep you. If you try to run again, I will catch you. But if you do as you are told, you have nothing to fear. You are worth far more unharmed. Sir Connor owes me much, and your ransom will be some recompense.”

Ransom. Small comfort, but she clung to it the way a man in danger of falling from a cliff clings to a tree branch.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

“I am the baron’s son, Alexander DeFrouchette.”

Based on his appearance, she could believe it, and yet… “It is well known that cowardly traitor had no sons.”

To her utter surprise, Alexander DeFrouchette laughed, and a cold, mirthless laugh it was. “I know better than you the kind of man he was. But whatever he was, I am still his bastard son.”

Baron DeFrouchette had been an immoral, lustful man, so this could well be true.

The slender peddler from the market appeared. Winded, he leaned against a chestnut tree for support. “Alexander, this is not the time for talking. We must go.”

The son of Rennick DeFrouchette made a mocking bow, and the corners of his lips curled slightly. “You see, I must have the honor of your company for some time yet, my lady. Will you come with me peaceably?”

For some time yet? Her legs began to tremble, but she willed strength back to them. She was Isabelle, daughter of the earl of Montclair, and she would let no bastard son of a hated enemy see her fear. “I suppose you mean that expression for a smile, but I assure you, I find nothing amusing in your crime. Nor should you, for when you are caught—and you will be!—I will take great pleasure in seeing you hanged.”

With a scowl, he reached out and grabbed the binding between her wrists with his strong right hand. “Come,” he commanded as he turned on his heel and pulled her.

She tried digging in her heels, but it was no use. He simply yanked harder on the rope binding and tugged her onward. Having caught his breath, his friend loped through the trees ahead of them, and by the time they returned to the glade, he had the horses untied.

There were no saddles, only bridles and a rope for a rein.

DeFrouchette stopped beside the gray horse. “Denis, hold her while I mount, then help me get her on the horse.”

The Gascon did as he commanded, and Isabelle gave him a sneer for his troubles. She contemplated kicking him and running again, but if DeFrouchette was mounted, she would not get far.

Once seated on the back of the gelding, DeFrouchette leaned down and grabbed her under her arms, while the Gascon put his hands on her waist to hoist her onto the horse in front of him. She made herself as limp as possible to make it harder for them both, but, afraid they might drop her, she put her leg over the horse’s back and sat. Her gown rode up, bunching up about her waist and thigh, exposing her limbs. She squirmed forward to get as far away from DeFrouchette as she could, while the Gascon eyed her legs with blatant approval.

She kicked him in the nose.

“Merde!” he cried in both anger and disbelief as he covered it with his hand, blood dripping out between his fingers. “She kicked me!”

“Don’t try anything like that again,” DeFrouchette ordered in a voice that made her blood run cold. His left arm clamped about her waist like a band of iron, and he pulled her back against his chest. “I meant what I said about not hurting you, but I might change my mind.”


Chapter 3

[image: Image]

As they galloped away from Bellevoire over what was little more than a wide path through the wood, Alexander struggled to control both his annoyance and his lust. Hearing of her loveliness and actually having her shapely body up against his were two very different things.

Every movement of the horse brought her body into contact with his, with only the gathered fabric of her gown between them. The fine fabric made him think of soft days and softer nights, of ease and comfort and riches such as he had never known—but that he might have known had his father not been killed before he had claimed him as his son.

Lord Oswald had described her as slyly clever. He should have said she had the heart of a warrior, the tongue of a fishwife and the pride of a queen. Then he would have been prepared to deal with his prize. Maybe.

As for her denunciation of his father, she had not shocked or upset him. He knew, far better than she ever could, that Rennick DeFrouchette was not a good man.

She moved again, the sensation making him hard. “Be still!” he commanded, at war with both her and his own body.

“If you would not hold me so tight, perhaps I would,” she retorted, panting like a woman in the throes of lovemaking. “I can hardly breathe.”

He commanded himself to make no such comparisons in the future as he struggled to get his burning lust
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