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      Smoke invaded his dream.

      Thomas rolled over, coughing in the darkness. Too much smoke for a burning cottage or barn. What had his brothers done this time?

      His family’s stone keep could not burn. What was on fire? A half-moon glowed through the open window of his tower bedchamber, distorting the relief carvings in his mantel. He groped in its hazy light for the clothing and boots he'd cast aside, then dragged them on, almost tearing his fine shirt, still clammy with his sweat.

      He opened the door and listened. The corridors of the keep were silent. He traversed one, following the stone with his hand until he reached the tapestry and the alcove behind it. Servants’ stairs, but the fastest route to the wall. Where his father forbade him to go in darkness.

      He needed no torch to descend these familiar steps. At the first landing, he twisted the iron latch and shoved the thick door open. No one challenged him. Where was the watchman?

      More smoke. He darted down the short stretch of wall toward the corner tower, faintly lit by distant flames. He stopped short when the keep no longer blocked his view. Smoke billowed beyond the far castle wall, glowing orange above the village.

      His throat constricted, and cold swept to his fingertips. What had— He swayed. His lungs demanded air. Thomas sucked in a ragged breath and tore himself from shock. He sprinted to the corner tower, crossed through it, then raced down the long wall, his boots pounding the stone.

      A watchman jerked his head around and shouted, “Who goes?”

      “Lord Thomas.”

      “The duke forbids you here at night.”

      “What then? Shall I hide in the keep while the village burns? What has happened?”

      “I know not, but I’m not fool enough to cross Duke Kaituer. Go back.”

      “You didn’t see me.” Thomas darted past him and through the side gatehouse. Torches illuminated the smoke haze within.

      Plenty of watchmen crowded beyond it, all drawn toward the east wall, where the virulent glow silhouetted the men-at-arms. They wouldn’t let him through. What could he do anyway?

      Something crashed, and a shower of sparks leapt high. Frantic screams. Wicked crackling. Waves of heat. Thomas muffled a cough in his shirt sleeve, his eyes stinging. Softer sounds reached him. Scuffling within the woods. Voices calling. Moaning sobs.

      Would the forest catch fire too? How many would he find alive come dawn?

      Esther! Her grandmother’s house was half stone, but in that furnace heat…what chance the upper floor wouldn’t catch? No menfolk to aid them. He couldn’t leave his friend to burn.

      Thomas bolted back into the gate tower and pounded down the curved steps. How to convince the keepers to open the gate?

      No gatekeeper guarded it. Only Jacob. Good. He would understand, but his father was gatekeeper and would soon return.

      “Open for me, Jacob. Then tell your father I went out and to let me in again.”

      Jacob gawked at him. “Master Thom—uh, Lord Thomas.” He looked back and forth between Thomas and the open eye-slit in the gate. “My father went out to get our women from the village. He forbade me to open to anyone save him. Your brothers are out there, and the village men are swinging axes and pitchforks.”

      “They won’t bother me. I have to make sure Esther gets out.”

      “I cannot. ’Tis a mad riot out there, and the duke will have my hide if I…” Jacob gave up his squawking as Thomas shoved the iron bars back.

      He grabbed a torch from a bracket and thrust his shoulder against one side of the heavy, iron-strapped gate. “Lock it up. If villagers swarm near, do not open it.”

      He left the packed dirt for the grass, then made for the woods. Best to get into their cover soon in case Esther might be coming this way. Futility hit him. How could he find her in the dark woods? He glimpsed someone darting away from the light of his torch and shouted, “Have you seen Esther?”

      “Nay.” The lad scurried on by.

      Once more he stopped to ask a fleeing woman who clutched two children. She shook her head, unable to speak over her coughing.

      Everyone fled from the fire that he approached. If he could just reach her house at the edge of the village…at least see whether it stood.

      Stand, it did. The sight almost emptied his stomach. Flames engulfed the upper walls. The stone-encased windows below glowed ruddy.

      Where were Esther and her grandmother? No cries rose from the village now. Or did the inferno’s roar mask them? What could he do?

      ’Twas then he made out faint sobs and followed the sound toward fluttering white fabric caught around a thin trunk. Nay, a person clung to the tree.

      “Miss?”

      She jerked her face toward him. “Thomas? Oh, Thomas!”

      “Esther! Where is your grandmother?”

      Her words were garbled, all squeaky.

      He gave her arm a little shake. “Stop that and speak. Did she get out?”

      Esther gasped and coughed. “She fell. I turned to help her, but she shouted, ‘Run—don’t look back.’”

      A crash within the house ended hope. The upper floor must have collapsed, then the roof gave way. No time to comfort her. “We cannot wait.” He grabbed her around the waist and half lifted her, turning back the way he had come. She wore nothing but a shift. He looked to her feet in the shadows. “Are those shoes?”

      “Slippers of kid skin. I can make do.”

      He let go of her waist but took a firm grip on her hand. She ran to keep up, for his stride was now much longer than hers and he feared the fire might reach the forest. At least they had faint light from his torch, though its flames grew weaker as they hastened over hard ground. No matter, for he and Esther had run these paths in childhood…till he gained his title, and his father bade him to keep a proper distance from the village folk. The duke would not approve, but Thomas could not abandon a friend so dear.

      They had nigh reached the main track to the castle when a voice whispered harshly, “Who goes?”

      “Lord Thomas.”

      Jacob stepped into view. “Thank God.” He matched their pace on Esther’s other side.

      “What are you doing out here?” Thomas demanded.

      “Came to find you, of course, after my father got back with our women.”

      Thomas had thought only of Esther, but Jacob would have agonized over more. “Did he get all three of them safe to the castle?”

      “Aye, but he’s fair beside himself that you left.”

      “Not for long.” Once they emerged from the woods, watchmen challenged them from the wall. Thomas used his voice and name to stay arrows. They ran over the grass, mostly carrying Esther between them. The gate swung open and soon slammed behind them.

      Jacob’s father shoved the iron bars into place. Over their scraping, he growled, “Your brothers are back. Get her out of sight.”

      Thomas shoved the torch into Jacob’s hands and said, “Many thanks,” as he darted into the tower.

      Esther lurched. “Slow down!”

      He had her by the waist again so she wouldn’t fall, but…what was he doing? “Forgive me, I…I just want to get you safe.”

      “Aye, but these are big steps, and I can barely see.”

      He got her to the top without her tripping again. “Stay to my right as we cross the wall.” ’Twas the best he could do to shield her white shift from view of anyone in the bailey. She ran with him. At last, he shut the door on the stairway landing inside the keep. “Hush.” He listened. No footfalls on the stairs, nor flicker of light.

      She trembled against his side. They’d always been comfortable together, but he’d never held her like this. ’Twas both wonderful and terrible. He whispered, “We’re almost safe. These are straight stairs, one flight up. I won’t let you fall.”

      She matched his steps.

      At the top, he nudged the tapestry aside. All was still quiet and dark. They crept from behind it and trod softly along the corridor to his corner tower room. Inside, he closed and locked the door.

      Scant relief here, overshadowed by…everything.

      He took a firm step forward, then remembered that Esther knew nothing of this room. He nudged the sole chair so she could hear and maybe see its outline. “There’s a chair here by the table. You can sit down while I light a candle.” The tinderbox, he easily found in its accustomed place.

      The flame sprang to life. A haze of smoke lingered in the air. Esther slowly looked around at the furnishings. Wardrobe, trunk, washstand, a tapestry hanging from a rod—all at odd angles in the circular room. The fireplace was small for the same reason. His rumpled bed stood out into the space, demanding attention. Which he’d never thought of before, but…how awkward it now seemed. He had a woman locked in his room. His throat squeezed too tight to speak, and the tail-end of fear left him shaky. Esther was shivering too.

      Thomas opened the trunk and pulled out his winter blanket. He wrapped it around her, chair and all—that was also awkward—then sat on one of the stools by the fireplace. “I’m not like my brothers.” What a stupid thing to say!

      “I know you, Thomas. I’m not afraid of that.”

      She understood, of course. She always had. Everyone knew what sort his brothers were. At least they were half-brothers, so he didn’t fully bear their taint. But he was a Kaituer. Anyone who discovered he had a woman in his room would think only one thing.

      “I just…” She faltered. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. And my gran—” Her face puckered. She folded over and sobbed into the blanket.

      He had never seen anyone cry like that. Though he’d cried much the same way, alone in this room, the night his mother died. Had his father done so? The duke had just walked off to his bedchamber without a word and shut the door, while the maid sniffled beside the duchess’s deathbed. How many folk were crying like this in the woods tonight? Worse, was it the fault of a Kaituer?

      His brothers had burned barns for as little cause as the owner refusing to hide smuggled goods. For other things too, but he wasn’t sure what. As a lad, he wasn’t allowed in the private chamber beyond the hall, where the duke discussed plans with his sons. When he’d reached his eighteenth year… He had both hoped for inclusion and dreaded knowing what they really did. Though his father bestowed a ring and title upon him, and even commissioned his portrait, the duke had never summoned Thomas to join his brothers in that chamber. If they had anything to do with the village… His jaw jutted forward.

      Esther’s sobs waned to sniffs. Where was his brain? He found a clean handkerchief and gave it to her.

      “Thank you,” she muttered as she wiped her eyes and blew her nose.

      He hated to ask, but he needed to. “Do you know…what started the fire?”

      She flicked her eyes to his in a sullen look. “Not for certain, but I know what caused the fight beforehand, because I helped cook at the inn tonight.”

      She often did so. Her grandmother’s family had once been prosperous, but time and illness had reduced their wealth to just the house. Now that was gone too.

      Esther drew another breath. “Millie served the tables tonight, and she was talking about how it was her last time because she was getting married to the blacksmith’s son in a few days. Your brothers were there, drinking too much like always. The host saw Lord Eustace eyeing Millie, so he told her to go home. Lord Eustace went right out after her as soon as she left. Folk noticed and went outside. I saw one of them running toward the blacksmith’s place. In no time, your brothers were into it with the blacksmith, all four of his sons, and Millie’s brothers. They had pitchforks and ran the three Kaituers right out of town. We would all have cheered if we dared.”

      “You weren’t out in that mess, were you?”

      “Nay, I watched from the inn. Then the host closed up early and had the stable hands walk me and Alice home. Everything quieted down. I went to bed and woke up to screams. The blacksmith’s stable was ablaze, and over near Millie’s place too.” Esther covered her face with her hands and rocked. “It spread so fast.”

      She couldn’t seem to stop crying after that. He knelt on one knee beside her and tried to comfort her with a hand on her shoulder. Which only made her sob on his chest instead of the blanket. This wasn’t working. Thomas hugged her close, slid an arm under her knees,  and carefully stood. She was no heavier than a doe. He laid her on his bed, where sleep finally quenched her tears.

      He stood by the open casement while stars faded in the graying sky above the distant tower trees. What was he going to do? A whole village destroyed. Too late to do anything about it. What would become of those poor souls in the woods? They were without shelter, clothes, food, or the means to get any of it. He looked at Esther. Her peace would end the moment she opened her eyes. She was safer than some, but not if his brothers saw her. At least he could get her clothes.

      Thomas picked up the candle and left his tower room. He trod softly to the duchess’s chamber. Nothing had changed here since she died, though an aged maid dusted it each Tuesday. Stealthily, he opened the wardrobe. Strange to look through his mother’s gowns like this, but he withdrew a simple day gown. He opened the trunk with lifting shelves, which had fascinated him as a lad. What were all these linen things? He grabbed one of each, found stockings and shoes, then hurried back to his room. A distant door banged as he closed his own. The household must be rising.

      He eased his bundle to the foot of the bed, careful to avoid Esther’s feet. How was he going to hide her? He locked the door again. He’d have to open for the servant, but at least no one would barge in. Thomas untied the curtains bound to the bedposts. They would be conspicuous, for he never used them in summer, but he had to screen her somehow.

      For all he pulled slow and steady, the rings scraping along the rods awakened Esther. She startled, then froze.

      Thomas stepped back. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I brought you some clothes.” He pointed to the bundle, then went back to pulling the curtains around. “A servant will come with water and such. I’ll have to let him in. Don’t move or make one sound, and we just might be able to keep you hidden.”

      She nodded. “I…I’ll dress as quick as I can.”

      Sounds issued from behind the curtains, many creaks of the bed and swishes of fabric. Fortunately, Esther finished before knuckles rapped on his door. Thomas opened it for the servant, who did indeed stare at the bed curtains. Before he could comment, Thomas said, “The night air grew vile. Do you know what happened?”

      “The village burned. All of it. ’Tis naught but a smoldering ruin. The fields are blackened all the way to the stream.”

      Thomas feigned surprise. “All of it? How?”

      “Everyone is blaming your brothers. By the look of Lord Eustace, he was in a brawl, sure enough. He won’t be bragging anymore that he’s the best looking Kaituer, not with his nose bent like it is. The duke’s in a fine rage over the village. Servants are missing, too, which won’t make him any happier when
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