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            The Rogues of Ravensmuir

          

          Medieval Scottish Romances

        

      

    

    
      The Rogues of Ravensmuir is my original trilogy of stories featuring the families of Ravensmuir, Kinfairlie, and Inverfyre. There are currently four series set in this fictional world. First, in order of events, is the Rogues of Ravensmuir:

      
        
        1. The Rogue

        (Merlyn and Isabella)

      

        

      
        2. The Scoundrel

        (Gawain and Evangeline)

      

        

      
        3. The Warrior

        (Michael - the Hawk - and Aileen)

      

      

      The Jewels of Kinfairlie series of medieval Scottish romances features the first three siblings of the next generation at Kinfairlie. These are Roland and Catherine’s children who visit Inverfyre at the end of The Warrior.

      
        
        1. The Beauty Bride

        (Madeline and Rhys)

      

        

      
        2. The Rose Red Bride

        (Vivienne and Erik)

      

        

      
        3. The Snow White Bride

        (Alexander and Eleanor)

      

        

      
        4. The Ballad of Rosamunde

        (Rosamunde and Padraig)

      

      

      The True Love Brides series features four more of the eight siblings at Kinfairlie:

      
        
        1. The Renegade’s Heart

        (Isabella and Murdoch)

      

        

      
        2. The Highlander’s Curse

        (Annelise and Garrett)

      

        

      
        3. The Frost Maiden’s Kiss

        (Malcolm and Catriona)

      

        

      
        4. The Warrior’s Prize

        (Elizabeth and Rafael)

      

      

      The story of Ross (the eighth sibling) is part of The Brides of Inverfyre series, which also features the children of the Hawk of Inverfyre and Aileen:

      
        
        1. The Mercenary’s Bride

        (Mhairi and Quentin)

      

        

      
        2. The Runaway Bride

        (Aiofe and Ross)

      

      

      There’s a Ravensmuir tab on my website with all of the books set in this world, as well as links to download free family trees.

      Many of the books in this world are also available in audio.
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            The Scoundrel

          

          The Rogues of Ravensmuir #2

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader—

      It is true that I acted boldly, brazenly, wantonly...and I confess, I have only myself to blame. I knew what sort of man I was dealing with, knew Gawain Lammergeier was a rogue and a thief. Yet when I schemed to seduce him and reclaim what was rightfully mine, I never imagined I would succumb to the charms of this reckless, golden-haired scoundrel.

      Make no mistake, I took what I came for—the sacred relic stolen from my father that can restore the fortunes of my keep. I should have been content then, to return home with my prize. Alas, I let desire rule me. For I have dared to tempt Gawain—to best me, bewitch me and even bed me, in pursuit of my treasure.

      —Lady Evangeline of Inverfyre

      “Enthralling and compelling!”—TheBestReviews.com
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      The Scoundrel is a book very close to my heart. After writing The Rogue, I wondered whether love could redeem a lost soul. Shouldn’t love conquer all? I didn’t think Gawain was entirely bad, although he was certainly naughty. Could the right woman turn him around? I began to wonder what kind of woman would compel Gawain to change—because I quite liked his James-Bond-variety of audacity and derring-do—and Evangeline, a fiercely passionate woman, presented herself to me. I had a wonderful time writing this book, redeeming a previous villain and showing that love could indeed conquer all. I’m delighted to make this book available to readers again.

      As with all of my re-releases, I’ve chosen not to revise this book, but to republish it essentially as it was published in the first place.

      You can continue to read more about this family in my Jewels of Kinfairlie series, my True Love Brides series and my Brides of Inverfyre series of medieval Scottish romances. These romances feature seven of the eight children of Roland, the Hawk’s milk-brother, who we first encounter at Inverfyre at the end of The Warrior. By the start of The Beauty Bride, they’re all grown up and ready for happy endings of their own. In the Brides of Inverfyre series, the children of the Hawk and Aileen will also find their HEA’s. There’s an excerpt from The Beauty Bride, the first book of the Jewels of Kinfairlie series, at the end of this book.

      You can download free family trees for Kinfairlie and Inverfyre on my website, right here.

      All of the Jewels of Kinfairlie and True Love Brides medieval Scottish romances are also available in audio.

      To stay up to date on new releases, sales, and other good news, please subscribe to my newsletter, Knights & Rogues.

      Until next time, I hope you are well and have plenty of good books to read.

      All my best,

      Claire

      http://delacroix.net
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Inverfyre, Scotland—All Hallow’s Eve, 1371

      

      

      When darkness fell and the shadows in her chamber took vaguely human shapes, Lady Elspeth of Inverfyre understood that the dead had come to add her to their company.

      It was a night that might have come from an old tale. The sky was blacker than black, the stars obscured, nary a sound carrying through the windows but the murmur of the wind in the trees.

      It was the festival Samhain and, though the church had forbidden the celebration, the land heeded its ancient rhythms. On this night, legend told that the veil betwixt the worlds drew thin and the dead came to visit the living. Elspeth, come to this land from the court of Burgundy, had never given much credence to local tales, not until now.

      Indeed, she had no choice—she could see the dead, clustered ’round. Their phantom whispers rustled in the darkness, telling her a truth she did not want to hear.

      Elspeth took a painful breath, relieved it was not quite her last. She still had one deed to perform, one she had avoided in the hope she would not be required to do it at all. Exhaustion filled her every sinew, just as pain racked her very bones. It would be blissful to be free of the agony, and Elspeth did not care at this point whether Hell or Heaven was her fate. No pain could be more fearsome than what she had already borne.

      Still she would have borne it longer, if that might have made a difference. She closed her eyes and listened to the sounds of her daughter arguing yet again with Fergus.

      “You should release Aphrodite,” Evangeline said, referring the gyrfalcon recently granted to Fergus as a gift. Her daughter’s tone was precisely right, in Elspeth’s opinion, neither pleading nor insistent. Fergus could take no insult from such reasonable speech. “She yearns to return to her nesting site. It will only drive her mad to deny her instincts, and a mad falcon is of no value to hunter or falconer.”

      It was a reasonable argument, one Evangeline had presented with respectful persistence. Elspeth held her breath, as she listened for the reply, though she suspected already what it might be.

      Fergus laughed, his manner mocking. Elspeth winced. Had there ever been a man more given to ignoring good sense?

      “Oh, you have a whimsy, Evangeline,” Fergus said in the manner of one indulging a stupid child. “Only a woman could believe it wise to cast away a prize such as this!

      “But…”

      “I will never let Aphrodite fly free—what fool would spurn a bird fit for a king? You may rest assured that whatever her instinct, she will learn to prefer my hand.”

      “She will lose heart.” Evangeline was persistent, though Elspeth guessed that her daughter understood the battle to be lost. “A falcon is most clever, more clever than a hound. A haggard falcon, taken long after its infancy, is never a good captive. This is why we have never captured haggards at Inverfyre.”

      “You capture no falcons at Inverfyre, to my knowledge. That is why it is so delightful to be granted a gift such as this bird.”

      “Aphrodite must be permitted to return to her nest, wherever it is, there to meet with her partner.”

      “And who are you to grant me counsel?” Fergus mocked. “Remember your place, Evangeline. You may be a beauteous woman, but beauty is less pleasing when accompanied by a viper’s tongue.”

      There was a pause and Elspeth suspected that her determined daughter had to grit her teeth. “I think only of the value of the bird to you, Fergus,” she said with a deference that must have been feigned. Truly, Elspeth had taught the child well! “I would not have your prized gift wither—how impressed would the donor be if Aphrodite died?”

      “She will not die! What do you know of gyrfalcons?”

      “I am the daughter of the Laird of Inverfyre, baron of the greatest falconry in all of Christendom,” Evangeline snapped. Elspeth averted her face, disliking that her daughter’s pride could not be better confined. Fergus would take affront. “I am born to a centuries-old lineage of falconers. It could be said that I know something of falcons.”

      “To be born at Inverfyre does not grant one innate knowledge of falcons or falconry,” Fergus retorted. He was wrong, more wrong than he could know, but Elspeth knew this man could be taught nothing. “Fear not—Aphrodite will be smitten with another male.”

      “Falcons mate for life.”

      “No, Evangeline, they do not. That is the kind of whimsy I expect to hear from a woman prone to chattering nonsense.”

      Elspeth grimaced at Fergus’ dismissive tone. The pain chose that moment to revisit her, and she gasped at the vigor of its bite.

      Immediately, her daughter was leaning over her, eyes filled with concern. “Mother? How do you fare?”

      “Not well.” Elspeth coughed and caught her breath. She laid a hand over her daughter’s hand, so much younger and smoother than her own. “This night will be my last.”

      “Do not say as much!”

      “It is the truth, Evangeline.”

      “Nonsense! A healer comes from Edinburgh even now. Do not lose heart so readily as this.”

      Elspeth sighed, knowing she could not persuade her daughter of what she knew to be unassailable. “Then, aid me to sit up, if you please.”

      Evangeline pushed pillows behind her mother’s back and smoothed the hair back from her brow. Elspeth noted that Fergus lingered in the doorway, the gyrfalcon Aphrodite perched upon his gloved hand, though he clearly wished to be elsewhere. He stroked the bird’s back with a bejeweled hand, his gaze assessing. The bird’s hood was splendidly wrought of green leather, embellished with gold and topped with a crest of peacock feathers.

      Fergus himself was finely attired as well, seemingly every gem of Inverfyre’s treasury stitched onto his clothes. Fergus’ fine garb, however, could not hide his age. He was elderly, vain, and not terribly clever. Not for the first time, Elspeth wondered why Gilchrist had chosen Fergus as his successor. Her husband had had many failings, but she had always admired his ability to judge character.

      Until Fergus and his honeyed tongue came to Inverfyre.

      “Evangeline speaks aright,” Elspeth informed Fergus, uncommonly bold in her last moments. “If you do not release the bird by midwinter, she will be useless in the spring. It is always thus with birds snared after their second moult. They are captured too late to avoid their instinct becoming habit.”

      “More counsel from women,” Fergus said with a roll of his eyes. “How fortunate I am this night to be privy to such wisdom.”

      “Fergus!” Evangeline whispered, but Elspeth waved a hand.

      “Go then, and leave us to our womanly whimsy.” She yearned to say more, but bit her tongue. There was oft a glint in Fergus’ eye that made Elspeth wonder whether he was as weak as she believed.

      He left, with nary another word.

      “I am sorry, Mother. He does not know what he says.”

      Elspeth smiled and touched her daughter’s cheek. Here was the one jewel she had wrought in all her days. Evangeline was a beauty, with the blue eyes and fair skin of her father and the black tumbling curls of her mother’s younger days. There was more than beauty to Evangeline though, for she had a will of iron, not unlike that of Gilchrist and his warrior kin.

      What a leader Evangeline could have been!

      “You should have been born a boy,” Elspeth murmured, before she could halt herself. “If you had been shaped as a man, your father would have died at ease.”

      “I doubt that I should have met his standards even then,” Evangeline said with unexpected bitterness.

      Their gazes met for a heated moment. Then Evangeline smiled primly, as if she had made a jest. Her eyes had revealed the truth, though, and Elspeth was ashamed.

      “All couples yearn for a son, Evangeline. There is no sin in desiring an heir and stability.”

      Evangeline lifted a brow and looked away. She stroked her mother’s hand, her gaze searching the shadows.

      “Do you see them, too?” Elspeth asked hopefully.

      “Who?”

      “The souls in the shadows.”

      Evangeline smiled, as if she believed Elspeth to be losing her wits. “Be calm, Mother. There is no one in the shadows.”

      “You should speak more with Adaira. She will teach you things I failed to teach you.”

      “You said she was mad. You always forbade me to speak with her!”

      “I was wrong. Ask her.”

      “Ask her what, Mother?”

      Elspeth was distracted by one shadow separating itself from the others, then astonished when she discerned its features. It was Gilchrist, yet not Gilchrist, Gilchrist as if he had been touched by the wand of the frost elves.

      Her heart nigh stopped as he paused beside her bed, his gaze searching her own. Gilchrist always had looked into her eyes before he spoke, had done so with a marvel in his own expression, as if he could not believe she was his bride. It was this gesture that persuaded her of this shade’s identity. Silver glimmered along his silhouette, shone in his beard, crested his hair and spiked his eyelashes. Only his eyes remained the same vivid sapphire she knew so well.

      Elspeth caught her breath, for she knew full well why he had come. He reached out to her and she hesitated to take his hand, fearing he would be displeased that she had not fulfilled her old pledge to him.

      She turned back to Evangeline and was surprised to spy tears forming in her daughter’s eyes. The first fell like a gem, glittering in the lamplight until it splashed upon their hands.

      Elspeth reached for her daughter and caught her close, closing her own eyes as Evangeline began to weep. “I can linger no longer, Evangeline.”

      “I would never have asked you to endure the pain for so long as you have. But I shall miss you sorely.”

      “And I you.” Elspeth stroked the dark silk of Evangeline’s hair, remembering all their former embraces, remembering the babe, the child, and the young girl that this woman had been. This would be the last embrace they shared and she never wanted its sweetness to end.

      “I never wished that you were aught other than you are,” Elspeth confessed softly. “Not once you were born, not once you smiled at me. Do not imagine otherwise.”

      Evangeline wiped her tears and might have said something, but Elspeth hastened to tell her tale while she could. “I have waited five years for the right moment to share a tale, but this moment shall have to suffice. Promise me that you will share this revelation with Fergus when the moment is right, that he may act upon it.”

      “Of course.”

      “In all your lessons of birds of prey, did you learn of the lammergeier?

      Evangeline shook her head.

      “It is a sheep vulture. It is not a noble hunter like the peregrine, the falcon, or the gyrfalcon. It is not even of the lesser predators like hawks. The lammergeier is a scavenger.”

      Elspeth could not help but sneer. A lifetime at Inverfyre had made her as discriminating about birds of prey as Gilchrist had been. “The lammergeier feeds upon plunder and carrion. It will not kill its own prey—it prefers to steal a kill from another, or to consume what has been discarded. They are to be reviled.”

      “I have never seen one.”

      Elspeth smiled, for she knew this was not quite true even if her daughter did not. “Do you know how your father died?”

      Evangeline patted her mother’s hand, clearly certain that Elspeth’s thoughts flitted from one subject to another. “He took a fit and fell down the stairs. It is five years in the past, Mother.”

      “And what caused his fit?”

      Evangeline shook her head. “It is not of import. Do not excite yourself with this matter now, Mother…”

      Elspeth held her daughter’s hand more tightly. “A man by the name of Lammergeier—an apt choice on the part of his forebears—sent a missive, offering the Titulus Croce for purchase.”

      Evangeline’s flicking gaze revealed that she did not know what to say. “But the relic is in the chapel,” she began cautiously.

      “No, it is not. We lied to you, your father and I lied to all of Inverfyre.”

      Evangeline sat back, but Elspeth would not be halted now. “The Titulus was stolen years ago. Your father knew that he had failed his people and his forebears in allowing such a theft to occur.”

      Evangeline was curiously aloof, but no one liked to learn that she had been deceived.

      “What choice had we had but to guard our secret closely?”

      Evangeline arched a brow. “Then, surely Father would have paid any price to retrieve the Titulus.”

      “So thought Avery Lammergeier.” Elspeth swallowed. “And the price he set was more, far more, than your father ever could have paid. It infuriated Gilchrist beyond belief, for as a matter of principle he believed he should not reward a pirate to return his own birthright.”

      “Yet still he desired the Titulus.”

      “He believed its return was the sole thing that could save Inverfyre.” Elspeth held her daughter’s gaze steadily. “It is far more cruel to be offered a solution to your failure at a price you cannot pay, than simply to have failed in the first place. Your father’s fury overcame him when Avery wrote that another nobleman would pay double the price he had initially asked.”

      They watched each other in silence for a long moment, Evangeline’s grip tight upon her mother’s hand. “And his fury prompted his misstep, and thus his fall,” Evangeline said quietly. Elspeth nodded. “You never said as much.”

      Elspeth frowned. “Further, it is the responsibility of your father’s successor to avenge his death.”

      “You will wait long for Fergus to do as much.”

      “I have waited as long as I can. The burden now lies with you. You are the bough, Evangeline, the bough that will bear the prophesied fruit of the seventh son. You must ensure that your son has his due—that the Titulus Croce is here to legitimize that son’s suzerainty and bring prosperity to Inverfyre.”

      “These are the workings of men, Mother. A relic, however holy, will do little to aid in such a goal.”

      “Is that so, daughter mine?” Elspeth spoke sharply as seldom she did. “Tell me then—why are the falcons barren? Nary an egg is there to be found since the Titulus was stolen. The Titulus was granted to your forebear, Magnus Armstrong, by divine favor and brought with him to establish this keep. His holding prospered, because he kept his bargain with God. The relic must be here, the grace of God must be upon us, or Inverfyre is doomed forevermore.”

      She fell back against the pillows, exhausted by this tirade. Evangeline looked down at her hands, her expression solemn. Fergus’ laughter rose from the hall below, the cries of the gyrfalcon tied to his wrist making both women wince.

      “It may be too late,” Evangeline said quietly.

      “You are the vessel!” Elspeth said fiercely. “You cannot lose faith or fail in your responsibility!”

      Evangeline shook her head. “It has been five years, Mother. Even if I told Fergus of it now, even if he departed this very night, the relic could have traveled to any place in Christendom.”

      “No. No, this is not true.” Elspeth mustered the last of her strength and sat up, despite her daughter’s attempt to urge her back against the pillows. “Avery Lammergeier died, not long after your sire. Murdered, he was, murdered by his own son, this I heard, and a more fitting fate could not have been found for that wretch. There have been no tales of such a relic being transported, and one would hear of it for it is a prize worth the bragging. The relic is still there, still at the Lammergeier abode of Ravensmuir.”

      “Ravensmuir.” Evangeline rolled the name across her tongue.

      “Ravens are carrion-pickers and foragers.” Elspeth fell back again, exhausted. “This felon named his eyrie well. The son must not know what he has, or he would have sold it by this time. Perhaps God favors our cause, I cannot say. But Fergus must go to Ravensmuir to retrieve the Titulus, and you must persuade him to do so.”

      “You have seen how he heeds my counsel—not at all!”

      “Promise me!” Elspeth felt the pain rise anew and feared the end came too soon. She seized Evangeline’s hands and her tears rose, so fearful was she that she would fail Gilchrist. “Promise me that you will find a way!”

      Evangeline’s lips set to a firm line. She looked not unlike a peregrine now, her carriage proud, her gaze intensely blue. Even her pupils dilated and her lips thinned almost to naught. Her black hair gleamed like a bird’s plumage and she held her chin proudly.

      The similarity between daughter and father was startling. Gilchrist had taken this pose when he would not be swayed from his course, and the sight reminded Elspeth of an old legend. It had been whispered through the years that there was a curious kinship betwixt Magnus Armstrong, the forebear of the lairds of Inverfyre, and the falcons. Indeed, it was rumored that he had taken flight with them on moonlit nights, that he was one of them, that they had prospered in his holding because they were among kin.

      Certainly, Elspeth had seen an echo of the bird’s savage determination in her husband, though this was the first time she had glimpsed it in her daughter.

      “I promise that the Titulus shall be returned to Inverfyre,” Evangeline vowed. “No matter what I must do to see it so.”

      Elspeth had no time to reply. The pain redoubled and seized her innards with sharp talons. She writhed, parted her lips to scream, and then saw the silver shimmer of Gilchrist’s proffered hand. She seized the shadow, welcoming whatever he offered.

      A coolness like a spring stream flowed over and through her flesh, filling her with quicksilver, sweeping all earthly sensation away. It was like walking into the shade or dipping into a cool river, effortless and soothing. She saw a thousand shades of gray and silver that she had never imagined before, then drank of the gleaming sapphire of Gilchrist’s gaze. She slipped from her flesh as easily as she might have shed a garment in her mortal days, shaking off her pain like an old chemise.

      One touch and all she had known, Elspeth abandoned. Her earthly life became no more than a distant dream. Inverfyre, Fergus, even her beloved Evangeline, was forgotten. Deaf to her daughter’s sobs, blind to the watchful presence of an old woman in the woods below the keep, Elspeth surrendered her past to embrace her future.

      She held fast to Gilchrist’s hand, watched the wings unfurl from his back, and then took flight at his side, as free as any falcon to ride the mists forevermore.
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        December 29, 1371

      

      

      Only a fool rides at night in these times, especially with a burden as precious as mine. The sky was darkening as the shadowed walls of a burg rose beside of the road. It was York, not far enough from Ravensmuir to my thinking, but the darkness gave me pause.

      It seemed that Ravensmuir breathed at my very back. Though my brother was dead, I had stolen from him. I half-expected his specter to demand some grisly compense of me. Though I am not a superstitious man, I would have preferred to have all of England and half the continent betwixt Merlyn’s corpse and I. The ominous shadows lurking on either side did little to ease my trepidation.

      The rain began while I tried to recall how far it was to another settlement, let alone one I might find hospitable to my tastes. Certainly, I could not reach London in less than several days and my horse needed a respite. Night fell, swallowing what little light there is with that northern haste I find both astonishing and daunting.

      The rain began to fall in gusts, a surly kind of weather and one to which this hostile land seems inclined. That made my decision for me. To be dry and cold was far better than being wet and cold. I conjured some tale of being a merchant on the road for the complacent gatekeeper and he waved me onward with indifference.

      York is a muddy burg, and the dirt hides whatever charm it might possess. I suppose it is large enough and prosperous enough for those who choose to inhabit it, but one glimpse of its churning river, filled with mire, and its dingy streets, thick with another manner of mire, and I was repulsed.

      I chose the tavern simply because I saw it first. It was no meaner and no cleaner than any of the others that were its neighbors.

      The demanded price was exorbitant, but both steed and I would be sheltered from the rain that now drove against the shutters. I grit my teeth and paid, then tended my own horse as they seemed disinclined to offer any service in exchange for my coin.

      The meat served to the guests was sinewy, the gravy thin, the bread tough enough to break a tooth. That the stew was the same hue as the muck in the streets did little to encourage a man to clean his bowl. It is oft said that hunger is the best sauce. As I was nigh starved, I ate the swill and called for more ale to rinse the taste of it from my mouth.

      Ale, I say, for I know no other word to use. They make a brew in these lands that they ambitiously call ale, but which bears no resemblance to any ale of my acquaintance. By the third cup, the taste of the brew improves considerably, and so it did that night. Even the cold, which was enough to freeze a man’s marrow, began to retreat from my flesh.

      It could be no coincidence that she appeared at that very moment, just as I might have taken interest in a comely wench, if only to prove I still lived.

      She ducked through the portal and shook back her hood, scattering raindrops to the floor. Every soul glanced up at the gust of wind and rain she admitted, every complaint was silenced afore it was uttered.

      She was a beauty, of that there could be no mistake. The sight of her fairly stopped my heart, and it certainly stopped the chatter in the common room. She shone, like a polished gem, all the more glorious for the humble setting.

      Her hair was as black as ebony and hung in loose waves over her shoulders. It was long and thick and tempted one’s fingers to tangle within it. Her eyes were a sparkling clear blue, her lashes and brows as dark as soot. Her face was heart-shaped and her fairness gave her the appearance of being carved of alabaster. I had the sense that a fine sculpture drew breath, pinkened slightly, then stepped daintily from her pedestal.

      She was finely boned and tiny, but there was a fire in her eyes when she lifted her chin to survey her surroundings. A slight smile curved her ripe lips, the glint in her eyes telling every man there that she would choose her companion.

      Ah yes, there could have been no doubt of her trade. More than one man in that hole caught his breath hopefully. The keeper frowned and might have made his way toward her, but she spied me and her smile broadened in a most inviting way.

      I smiled in my turn, not adverse to a little companionship. She waved her hand, as if we were acquaintances well met, and called something I could not hear.

      The keeper stepped back to his place by the ale with a shrug. Most of the men returned to their cups, but I did not care.

      There was solely the demoiselle for me. She cast her hair over her shoulder and loosened the neck of her cloak, easing her way through the crowd to my side. The man beside me nudged me and muttered some manner of congratulations beneath his breath, but I had eyes only for her.

      Every graceful step she took made my blood heat yet more. Every pace fed my desire—I fairly simmered when she finally halted before me.

      I thought it Providence at the time that she chose me so readily, or perhaps her ability to assess masculine potential. I was the best dressed of the sorry lot gathered there and certainly the most handsome. No doubt I also had the heaviest purse. In my experience, whores are quick to assess such practicalities.

      She tipped her head back to meet my gaze, her secretive smile tempting me to taste her lips. Her eyes twinkled, as if she had just heard a particularly amusing jest.

      “Good evening, my lord,” she murmured, her voice low and luscious, then drew her cloak open with a fingertip.

      I inhaled sharply at the view she covertly offered me. She wore nothing beneath the garment. I could see her creamy throat and the pale curve of her breasts. Her nipples stood erect against the shadows of the cloak, and at my reaction, she chuckled.

      “You rode with such haste that I thought you lost to me forever,” she said, then winked.

      I realized that she meant to let others believe that we were acquainted. Her manner was so intriguing that I decided to support her ruse, if only to see what she desired of me.

      I had my hopes.

      I took her hand in mine, then kissed her knuckles. “It was never my intent, my lady, to lose such a prize as you.” Her skin was surprisingly soft, considering how difficult her life must be. Perhaps whores fared particularly well in this burg. I met her gaze, noting again how she seemed to be amused, and considered that a good portent.

      She smiled, then plucked the cup of ale from my hand, ensuring our fingers brushed leisurely in the transaction. She stood so close that I could smell her skin, some sweet perfume mingled with her own scent and the smell of the rain.

      And I lusted for this bold beauty, as I have seldom lusted for a woman before.

      I watched hungrily as she ran the tip of her tongue around the rim of the cup, then paused where I had placed my mouth. Her gaze darkened as she licked there, and the thought that she savored the taste of me made me adjust my stance. It was cursedly warm in this place, to my thinking, and there were too many curious souls in proximity.

      Mischief danced in her eyes as she raised her voice. “I feared that you tired of my company, my lord,” she said, her words carrying to the attentive men surrounding us.

      “Never.”

      She eased closer, her hand landing companionably upon my upper arm. “I feared to slumber in a cold bed this night.”

      I smiled and slipped my arm around her waist. “I can ensure that you do not.” She was finely wrought, small and light, and I knew that I could easily lift her against me.

      But I had no need to do so. The bold wench stretched up and brushed her lips across mine, her touch so achingly sweet that I closed my eyes.

      Her next words I felt as well as heard, her breath falling against my lips. “I miss you too greatly when we are apart, my lord.”

      I should have guessed what she intended to do, but I was beguiled.

      She pressed the cup back into my hand, locked her hand behind my neck and, stretching to her toes, kissed me boldly upon the lips. She tasted of ale and her own sweet nectar. Her breasts pressed against me, the knowledge that she was nude beneath her cloak enflaming me. I caught her more tightly around the waist, drawing her closer and drinking deeply of her kiss.

      She purred, a gorgeous deep purr that had my tongue easing between her teeth. Her fingers twined in my hair, her tongue danced with mine, the scent of her deluged me. I was lost, oblivious to the hoots of the other men, and might have taken her there if she had not pulled away.

      She was flushed and disheveled, her eyes sparkling so that I yearned only to finish what we had begun. I took a deep breath, wondering when I had ever come so close to losing command of myself.

      Her fingertip traced a seductive path around my ear and down my throat. I swallowed, tried to slow my racing heart, and smiled with all the gallantry I could summon.

      There was rather less of it than might have been hoped.

      “My lady, I meant no offense by my haste.”

      She chuckled, clearly unoffended.

      I ran my fingertips down her cheek in a caress I could not have forgone. She turned her face into my palm, pressing a hot kiss against my flesh even as she closed her eyes.

      My next words were uncommonly thick. “Perhaps you will allow me to compensate you for your disappointment on this night.”

      “Compensate?”

      I smiled. “With pleasure, of course.”

      “I shall be difficult to persuade,” she teased, fluttering her eyelashes playfully. Her eyes danced with merriment and fetching color touched her cheeks. The men hooted and elbowed each other as they watched us, doing so more overtly with every passing moment.

      “It is fortunate that I feel most persuasive this night.” I pulled her close and bent her backward as I claimed her lips. I kissed her, so possessively and thoroughly that she made a little growl of satisfaction. I felt her grip in my hair tighten to a fist, felt the wild flutter of her pulse against my fingertips, and knew she was as aroused as I.

      Her passion made the kiss sweeter than sweet, the sordidness of our surroundings irrelevant.

      When we parted, breathless, her eyes were dancing. “I suppose it would only be polite to permit you the opportunity,” she whispered wickedly.

      I gave her no chance to reconsider. I swung her into my arms and made for my humble room, knowing there would be little sleep for either of us this night.

      I did not care. I was not so distracted that I forgot to sling saddlebag over my shoulder, but its contents were hardly at the fore of my thoughts.

      The demoiselle ensured as much, for she kissed me with fervor even before we left the common room. She had my chausses loose and her legs locked around my waist by the time I reached the summit of the stairs.

      I lunged across the threshold of my chamber, distracted as I seldom am. I placed her upon the pallet, then locked the door and stowed the bag. I turned to find her nude upon my shabby pallet, her dark cloak pooled beneath her creamy curves. Her welcoming smile was all she wore and all the enticement any man could need.

      When she reached for me, I could do nothing but to surrender to the magic she wrought.

      I am only human, no matter what is said of me, after all.
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      What a night! There was something about this woman, a mingling of ardor and innocence that snared me in her amorous spell. Every kiss she savored as if it was both her first and her last. She embraced my every suggestion like a virgin greedy for knowledge, but responded to my every touch like a whore who knew how to prolong each pleasure. It seemed she anticipated me, as I did her, as if we had loved a thousand times before.

      Yet this was no mating burdened by habit or ennui. There was a spark of discovery along with the ease, and I could not fathom the combination.

      Save that I could not have enough of it, or of her. We moved together so well and so effortlessly that I was half-persuaded that she had been wrought for me alone. I do not recall how many times we mated that night, I recall only that each time was more splendid than the last, and each release made me yearn for another.

      I dozed when it was impossible to continue, but came fully awake in the midst of the night when my passionate companion stirred. I am inclined to sleep like a cat, even when alone, for mine is a life that requires one to be vigilant. I schooled my breath, as I am wont to do, letting her believe that I yet slept.

      She rose from the hard straw pallet, and my flesh chilled where she had nestled against me. I listened to her soft footfalls as she crossed the dark chamber. I parted my eyelids slightly, and watched her pale silhouette. She paused before my saddlebag and I stiffened, well prepared to leap to the defense of its precious contents.

      But she did not touch my belongings. Instead, she reached up and unlatched the shutters. She flung them open, then leaned her hands upon the sill to regard the sleeping town. It still rained, though the sky had turned to such a hue of pewter that it was brighter outside than inside, despite the hour.

      She stood there nude, her hair cascading to her hips, and when she turned slightly, I saw her smile. There was satisfaction in that smile, as well as a measure of pride. She looked like a woman sated, which made me smile in turn, and I was reassured at her intentions.

      “You are pleased,” I said softly.

      She pivoted in alarm at the sound of my voice, then laughed as she leaned back against the lip of the window again. I liked that she did not hasten to cover herself or feign shyness after all we had done. “I did not know you were awake.”

      “How could I not awaken, with the night’s chill spilling through the window?” I patted the pallet and shivered elaborately. “Come back to bed that we can force the cold from our bones.”

      She laughed again, genuinely amused by my words. “But it is not cold on this night! I can smell spring in the wind.”

      “In December? I think not. Spring may never touch this savage land again, for all that is in the wind.”

      She laughed again, then strode across the room, perching on the side of the pallet. “And where are you from, my lord, that your blood is so thin as this?”

      “From the south,” I said with characteristic evasiveness.

      “The south of where?”

      “England, of course.”

      She laughed again, though this laughter was knowing. “You are not of these isles. I can hear as much in your voice. Tell me, from whence did you come? Where is it so much warmer than here?”

      I reasoned that it mattered little whether I told part of my tale to a pretty whore. I sat up and donned my chemise beneath her amused gaze. “From Sicily. It is an isle in the Mediterranean.”

      “Where the Normans ruled in times past and now lawlessness ensues,” she said, surprising me with her knowledge. “Where Frederick II, the Holy Roman Emperor and marvel of the world, did reign so nobly.”

      “How could you know such a detail?”

      She smiled coyly though I fancied that her cheeks pinkened, as if she had said more than she intended. “I knew a man who had an interest in the emperor’s writings.”

      I said nothing, for I knew little of that man’s treatises save for one composed upon the art of falconry. Such a sport of kings could not be of interest to any soul in this remote place, certainly not to a common whore. Of this I was certain, and I had no desire to either challenge her certainty or insult her.

      She took my silence for astonishment, which it was in part, and tapped my nose with a chiding fingertip. “We whores are not so stupid as that, even in these cold, cold lands.”

      I was startled that she mocked me, even though she did so gently and with charm. That spark of intellect I had glimpsed in her eyes earlier was there again, shining as if in challenge. There was devilry in her smile, devilry that should have given me pause, if I had not been distracted by the perfection of her breasts. I raised a hand to cup one and she arched her back, casting her hair over her shoulders.

      “You do not know who a whore like me might have welcomed between her thighs. Perhaps the king himself has visited me and told me of his travels.”

      A chill passed through me then, and my hand fell away from her flesh. How much did she know of me? In hindsight, I know that she noted my response, for she moved quickly to set me at ease again.

      And this she accomplished by the simplest means. She wrapped her arms around my neck and eased onto my lap, caught my face in her hands and kissed me as if her very soul depended upon it. I could not think, let alone be suspicious, with my arms full of this tempting wench—though later I would curse the fact that she had known precisely how to distract me.

      “Tell me of this Sicily,” she demanded when her lips left mine. Her hair fell around me, her buttocks were in my hands, and her smile rivaled the radiance of the sun.

      “Why? Do clever whores not know all about its charms?”

      She laughed, then her expression turned coy. “Because I am curious. Because I would know why you favor a place that others curse.” She kissed my ear with such beguiling expertise that my eyes closed. “Because I cannot imagine a place warmer than this one.”

      Three good reasons they were, and reassuringly feminine reasons as well. I sighed and considered where to begin. “First, you should know that any lawlessness is not so fearful as men here would have you believe.”

      “Then, there is a ruling king?”

      “One in Spain, which suits all in Sicily well enough.” I smiled wickedly and she laughed, chiding me with a fingertip.

      “You are not fond of having the eye of justice upon you. Is it possible that your coin is gained by nefarious means?”

      “Sicily suits me.” I merely winked and smiled when she might have asked for greater detail, then guided her gaze to the window with a sweeping gesture. “Imagine that we sit upon the top floor of a house, with solely the stars of the night above us as canopy.”

      “Your home?”

      I ignored her query. “Imagine that the air is warm but not hot, that the breeze is pleasant. Close your eyes and you can smell jasmine flowers in bloom…”

      “Jasmine?”

      “A flower which emits a perfume beyond sweetness.” She seemed skeptical of this detail, but I resumed my tale. “Imagine that the vista before your eyes is not the muddy gray of York, but the splendid Mediterranean sea—it is as blue as turquoise in the daylight and as the midnight sky at night. Before you is spread the entire town, for we are outside the city walls. There is the palace, surrounded by a lake which gleams in the moonlight and surrounded by orange trees…”

      “Orange trees? Trees are green, as every fool knows!”

      “No, no, trees bearing the fruit called orange.” She arched a dark brow at this, her doubts clear. “It is a small bitter fruit, red-orange when ripe, green when not. These blossoms too are redolent with sweetness. The leaves, which are indeed green, are dark and glossy, as if polished to a shine.”

      “This sounds most fanciful.”

      “A veritable paradise upon earth. These trees were first planted by the Saracens, along with those of lemons and limes, both tart small fruits, one yellow and one green. The entire town is wrought of fine stone houses, with verdant gardens surrounding them. Here, on our loggia, we cannot see the distant isles called the Aeolian isles, but we know they are there.”

      “How?”

      “There are nine of them, two in perpetual fire. Although smoke rises from them during the day, at night you can discern solely red flames licking at the night sky from further down the coast. We can see the plume of smoke and know its import.”

      “This loggia sounds to be at the very gates of hell.”

      “No, no. The mountains are filled with fire there, though they seldom spill their lava and never into the town of Palermo.”

      “How reassuring.” Her tone was wry, but she was intrigued.

      “Our loggia is paved with interlocking stone, in a pattern wrought of red and green and gold. The walls are covered with glazed tiles of yellow and blue, and if you peer over the edge, you will spy a fountain on the ground floor. Fresh water runs from the aqueduct wrought by the Romans into the main room, then is channeled to a pond. The pond is filled with great golden fish and lilies grow around its perimeter.”

      “Water flows in the house itself?”

      “Its coolness, and that of the stone, mitigates the day’s heat. And the sound of it soothes the spirit.”

      “It would freeze in winter.”

      “There is no winter in Sicily, at least not as you know here.”

      “How hot is it there?”

      “The sun shines most fiercely and there is a hot, dry wind from the south in summer which makes matters hotter.”

      She ran a fingertip along my jaw and down to my tanned chest. “Which is why your flesh is of such a hue.” She followed her fingertip with a teasing line of kisses, but before I could return her embrace, she ruffled my hair. “Do all people there have hair as golden as the sun?”

      “No. In fact, most have hair the hue of your own, though their eyes are dark.”

      “Then how did you come to abide there?”

      I ignored this inquiry as well. “Close your eyes and imagine the sound of the night in Sicily, the hum of night insects, the distant ripple of laughter.”

      “You know this palace well.”

      “I intend to make it my own, for it is lush and elegant, a respite from the woes of the world.” I slid down the pallet with her weight atop me. “Close your eyes and imagine. Smell the jasmine and the greenery, feel the heat of the air upon your flesh, hear the play of the water in the fountain. Look, there is red wine and fine cheese, fruits to tempt any palate. Choose a pomegranate…”

      “A pomegranate?” She braced her elbow upon my chest, her expression skeptical.

      “A most uncommon fruit, both sweet and sour, and so delicious as to be sinful.”

      She shook her head then, as if impatient with me. “There can be no such fruit, as there can be no such paradise as this Sicily. You lie!”

      “I do not!”

      She laughed and swatted my shoulder playfully. “I do not believe this Sicily of yours exists. I think you concoct a tale for my amusement.” Her eyes narrowed. “Or perhaps for your own, that you might measure the gullibility of a simple whore.”

      The heat between us suddenly chilled.

      “No! Sicily is precisely as I tell you.”

      She was unpersuaded. Indeed, she rolled away from me, convinced that I made a jest at her expense. I was not yet prepared to see this demoiselle leave my bed, however, so I leaped to my feet.

      I recalled that I yet had two pomegranates in my saddlebag, so loath had I been to eat the last of those I had brought. I rummaged in the bag, refastened it so that she might not spy its contents, and then turned to confront her proudly with the fruit. “A pomegranate.”

      She lounged in the pallet, her weight braced on one elbow, her expression inscrutable. “A painted ball.”

      I sat on the side of the bed and took my knife to the rind. The distinctively sweet scent of the fruit had her sitting up behind me. I smiled, noting her curiosity, then let her examine it.

      “It smells sweet, yet tart.” She turned the red fruit in her hands, her curiosity clear, then removed one of the glistening beads and rolled it between her fingers. A pomegranate, as you know, is filled with such beads, each containing a juicy red pulp and a seed. She marveled at it, then slanted a considering glance to me. “You did not lie.”

      “Of course not. This one has lingered long in my saddlebag, so is not at its prime. They are larger and more filled with juice when freshly plucked. See how the flesh has dried and tightened.”

      “And these can be eaten?”

      I loosed the beads, then offered her several upon the blade of my knife. Her uncertain gaze flicked from it to me, then to the bead she yet held between finger and thumb. I took several and ate them myself under her scrutiny, then spat out the seeds.

      “Your lips are stained, as with carmine,” she said with a merry laugh.

      “Every pleasure has its price.” I winked and she smiled, then shook her head.

      “There is a truth that cannot be denied.” There was a sadness in her eyes at that moment, but I caught only a glimpse of it before she popped the bead of pomegranate into her mouth. Her eyes widened when it evidently burst in her mouth, then she gasped with pleasure at the taste of the fruit. She spat the seed into her hand with all the grace of a noblewoman, then her tongue made quick work of the juice upon her lips.

      “It is delicious!” Her eyes lit and she reached for more.

      But I held the fruit beyond her grasp, knowing my own smile was wicked. “And what,” I mused, “would you be prepared to do for more?”

      She chuckled, her eyes dancing with mischief. She feigned submissiveness in a way that prompted my own laughter. “Anything, my lord. Anything at all.”

      Which was precisely what I had hoped she would say. That fruit, I assure you, was well savored and the linens were as sticky with its juice as we were.

      Indeed, I had never tasted a sweeter pomegranate in all my days and nights.
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      I never sleep in the company of a whore. It is folly to do so, for it is their trade and their inclination to see themselves better compensated than any man might feel was warranted. But I slept that night and that was my first error.

      Or perhaps it was the second, after the taking of this alluring whore to my bed.

      Either way, the bells were pealing from York’s cathedral, summoning the faithful to prayer, when I awakened in a far finer mood than should have been possible in such a locale. It was raining and the shutters hung open, the better to admit fully the damp onslaught of morning. I smiled all the same as I stretched a hand across the mended linens.

      I found nothing.

      Or rather, no one. The cause of my fine mood had fled. I frowned, disappointed, though it is usually easier to avoid the faltering conversation of the morning after such a night as we had shared. I would, though, have liked to look upon her beauty in what passed for daylight in this country.

      But then, maybe it was better to have the perception than the truth. Perhaps she had not been as fine as I had believed. Perhaps the ale had been more potent than expected. Certainly, my head ached.

      I rolled over, discontent, and then realized I had never asked her price.

      Worry had me on my feet in a heartbeat and checking my belongings. Amazingly, my purse not only remained, but was as fat as it had been the night before. I smiled as I jingled its weight, delighted that she had been so uncommonly pleased by my caress as to forgo her fee.

      It had been a fine night. That we shared the sentiment was enough to put a whistle upon a man’ lips. I dressed in haste, anxious to be upon my way. I had retrieved the relic, the Titulus Croce, which was owed to me, and had spent an unexpectedly delightful evening. It was time for a repose in sunbaked Sicily, red wine upon my lips, soft whores in my lap and sweet fruit upon my tongue.

      That thought only made me yearn anew for my lusty partner of the night before. How sweet the pomegranate juice had been when laved from her nipples! It was unfortunate, truly, that she had fled so quickly. I could have offered to show her that Sicily existed in truth.

      But what was done was done. No doubt, her allure would have faded with time. I pulled on my boots and flung my cloak over my shoulder, shivering despite its thickness. I would never leave the south again, I vowed, then bent to heft my saddlebag.

      It was not as I had left it. My heart lunged for my throat, even as I guessed what I would find. I flung open the flap, a curse crossing my lips at the void within the bag. I ran my hands around the clean chemise there, dumped the few fripperies, dropped to my knees in the filthy herbs strewn across the floor and ran my hands under the bed.

      Nothing. Nothing but dust and the waste of vermin.

      The Titulus was gone.

      So too was the last of my pomegranates.

      The whore had had her price, after all.
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      I swore then, swore loudly and thoroughly as I seldom do, kicked the pallet that had been the site of her deceit, then cast myself out of the humble room. I had been beguiled and deceived and it was the fault of no one but my own cursed self.

      I knew with utter conviction that my brother Merlyn’s faithful servant, Rhys Fitzwilliam, must have been at the root of this deed. Merlyn alone had known the value of the religious relic I had carried—though he was dead, he might not have held his tongue when he had yet lived. If his widow had told Fitz of my deceit of her, then loyal Fitz would have fetched the relic back.

      I had to concede that Fitz’s strategy had been a clever one. No man would suspect a whore of such a scheme, though her uncommon beauty and her determination should have warned me. There had been moments when I had wondered, but she had been clever enough to distract me from my own suspicions.

      I admired that, even if it irked me. Fitz might be loyal and he—or his consort—might have outwitted me once, but I would triumph in the end.

      I always do.
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      The fat keeper and his fatter wife were breaking their bread in the common room, both half-rising to their feet at the sight of me.

      “Too many bites from the bed for a fine lord like yourself?” the keeper asked. He smiled amiably as he spoke, but his flicking gaze revealed his uncertainty.

      Perhaps he was complicit with Fitz and the thieving wench. “Where is the whore?” I demanded more sharply than I might have preferred.

      The wife sniffed and sat straighter. “We have no whores in our tavern.”

      Her husband held out a hand to her in caution, and if anything, his smile broadened. He was fretful and well he should be. “Lightened your purse, did she? You are not the first, sir, to not see past your prick, nor will you be the last.”

      “She cheated me.” I took a steadying breath. “I would speak with her and see the matter corrected.”

      The keeper shifted his weight uneasily. “Understand that I want no trouble, sir, but whores are what they are and there is little an honest man can do…”

      “Where is she?”

      “Will you have a cup of ale, sir?” His manner was intended to placate me, but instead, it infuriated me. “Upon the house. Nothing sweetens the morn better than a draught of ale.”

      “Drives out the damp,” the wife added and rose to fetch a cup.

      I leaned my fists
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