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      Amaury de Montvieux returns home from crusade expecting change – but not that his legacy has been claimed by a neighbor, or that his sole hope of regaining his inheritance is to marry the conqueror’s daughter. The maiden is known to be both plain and a shrew, but Amaury does not care: he must hold Montvieux, regardless of the price. He’s never believed that love should stand in the way of matters of importance. Marriage it will be.

      

      Isabella de Marnis is not one to spurn fortune’s favor. She secretly admired the handsome knight Amaury, son and heir of her father’s enemy, long before he rode to crusade. She’s thrilled that he will be her husband and would give him anything – but when Isabella soon realizes that Amaury’s heart belongs to Montvieux alone, fears she is no more than a useful pawn.

      

      No sooner are their vows exchanged than Isabella’s older brother dies in a mysterious accident. When her father is murdered, Isabella fears that those from Montvieux have taken their revenge. Captive in her ancestral home, she never expects Amaury to storm the gates to come to her aid, much less to suggest they join forces to unveil the villain.  In every way, Amaury proves himself the valiant warrior of Isabella’s dreams. Her own heart is lost – but when she ensures that his legacy is regained, will Amaury cast her aside forever?
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      The four knights rode together in companionable silence, though Amaury de Montvieux could not keep himself from urging his destrier to greater haste. After eight years, he was returning home from crusade. He was impatient to see the changes in his family holding, to duel with his younger brothers, and to confer with his father once more. He had so many tales to share and feared he had missed so much. Were his brothers married as yet? Did Montvieux prosper?

      Surely Marcus had not been right in his dire prediction? The tavern-keeper in Outremer had granted a parting gift to each knight in their company: Amaury’s had been surrendered with a warning.

      He was aware of the weight of the small rounded stone in his purse, for it seemed to grow heavier with each step closer to Montvieux. It was a curious dark stone, veined with glimmering lines that seemed unworldly. It was smooth and rounded like a small egg, deep green, of a shape and weight to be hidden securely in his palm.

      A stone from a winged lion’s gullet, Marcus had said. A stone that could detect poison.

      How? Amaury did not know, but he believed Marcus’ remarkable assertion. There was something uncanny about the stone, something that made such a power seem plausible.

      Worse, Marcus had insisted he gave the stone to Amaury to better confront the treachery that would greet that knight on his arrival home.

      Treachery at Montvieux? Surely not. Amaury had been skeptical. But now, with his destination so close, he yearned to know for certain.

      His fellow knights were Lothair of Sutherland, oft called The Viking for his fair hair and quiet demeanor. Lothair was both a fearsome warrior and a healer, and intended to continue to Provins to study under an apothecary there. Luc and Thierry Douglas were twin brothers from the north of England and better friends than foes. Their ferocity and composure in battle was almost equal to that of Lothair, and Amaury was glad to count them among his allies. Squires trailed behind the knights, whose armor showed signs of battle and wear. Amaury’s three squires rode their own palfreys and he had another loaded with gifts, baggage and acquisitions. Lothair had only one squire, while Luc and Thierry each travelled with one boy to tend their needs.

      Though all four warriors had earned their spurs, none of the company came from so affluent a background as Amaury. He had been glad to share his advantages with his friends and he was anxious to share the hospitality of Montvieux with the men who had become as close as brothers.

      He cast a smile at his oldest squire, Philip, who had accompanied him for his entire journey. The boy was the oldest son of the miller at Montvieux and he, too, was returning home. Philip, though, had spent half his life abroad. The boy grinned back, his anticipation as evident as Amaury’s own. He was growing to manhood now and Amaury realized he should plan for the awarding of Philip’s spurs. Aye, he must turn his thoughts to matters of peace instead of war, of stability instead of battles. He welcomed the prospect.

      They passed through the great forest in the south of Montvieux’s territories, and Amaury could not help but note that the road was not as well tended as once it had been. The verges had not been trimmed back this year, or perhaps even the year before, which was uncommon. His father had always been vigilant in managing such details. Having growth next to the road created opportunity for bandits and other villains. Was something amiss?

      Amaury touched his spurs to Ténébreux’s flanks as they broke clear of the forest’s shadows. The road from this point stretched north and west, a ribbon leading directly to Montvieux’s gates. But the gates were not there, for Montvieux was not there. There was no keep rising proudly on the horizon, no blue banner snapping against the sky. He might have forgotten the way home.

      There was naught at all before him.

      Nay! This could not be!

      Amaury cried out and urged his destrier to a gallop. Philip was fast behind him on his palfrey, his concern palpable. The pair raced ahead of the company, though the others, too, hastened their pace.

      When Amaury saw the black scorch upon the ground where the village had been, he thought his heart might stop. All of Montvieux had been constructed of wood, the motte and bailey keep, the protective palisade, the village and even the mill, and built of lumber harvested from that forest they had just left.

      And it was all gone, save for the ash and charred marks upon the soil.

      Montvieux had been razed to the ground.

      Amaury and Philip exchanged a glance of horror.

      “But when?” the boy asked, his voice hoarse. “But how?”

      “But who?” Amaury demanded, though he expected no reply. He urged his destrier onward, passing over the area that should have been the gates. There was a line where the palisades had been burned, only some charred posts emerging from the ground. A large black scar marked where the hall had stood and silence pressed upon him when he halted his horse.

      Where was his father?

      Where were his brothers?

      Where were all the people who had called Montvieux home?

      He heard Philip make a sound that might have been a sob.

      “There are no corpses, Philip,” he noted. “They must have fled to safety.”

      The boy swallowed hard. “They could have been captured, my lord,” he said, his words thick.

      “Not here,” Amaury said, hoping he was right. He realized his companions had come to a halt behind him.

      “The fire was not recent,” Lothair said, taking a deep breath of the air. He dismounted, then bent to rub ash between his finger and thumb, sniffing it. “It has been months.” His pale gaze flicked over the ruined keep. “And you speak aright. I see no corpses or indication that there have been any.”

      “In Palestine, we would assume they had been enslaved,” Thierry said, then shrugged in apology when Amaury and Philip pivoted to glare at him.

      “Not here,” Amaury said again.

      Thierry shrugged. “There is little to be gained in ignoring the possibilities.”

      “I would know for certain.” Amaury slipped from his saddle and Philip hastened to hold his destrier’s reins. He strode in the direction of the chapel.

      “A churchyard?” Lothair asked with interest. “That might hold a clue.”

      But there were no freshly turned mounds in the churchyard and Amaury would have wagered that there were at most a few more graves. He moved aside debris and ash, seeing that someone had cleared the way to the crypt already. The chapel had burned to the ground, but its burned remains had scattered over the stone sarcophagi in the crypt. Once the graves of his forebears had been in darkness, but now the sun touched the stone lids through gaps in the broken floor.

      Amaury pushed some burned timbers aside, then descended into the shadowed space. The floor overhead was more intact than he might have expected. It was cold in the crypt and the scent of death was unmistakable.

      There were three sarcophagi in the crypt, carved of local stone and secured with lids. Amaury’s ancestors were laid to rest there, but there was a fourth tomb. When Amaury had departed, it had been empty, the lid angled against one side of it.

      Now the lid was secured atop it.

      Amaury had to look upon the face of its occupant.

      He was aware of Lothair close by his side and glad of that knight’s presence. They halted on either side of the stone sarcophagus and exchanged a glance. At Amaury’s nod, the two knights hefted up the lid. Thierry moved to the head of the tomb and shoved the slab of stone further back. There was a corpse within.

      Lothair unwound the shroud to expose the face of the dead man.

      “Father,” Amaury whispered, his tears rising. There could be no doubt, though his father’s eyes were closed and his skin had pulled back from his bones. Lucien de Montvieux could not be said to look asleep, for he was clearly dead.

      Lothair was leaning over the body, sniffing and peering at it. At his gesture, Philip fetched a candle and tinder, lighting it for the knight. Lothair claimed it to continue his examination, while the others watched in silence. Lothair pressed a hand on Lucien de Montvieux’s chest gently then lifted it away. “Not more than three months,” he said with characteristic economy.

      Thierry approached then. “Did he wear a signet ring?” he asked.

      “On his left hand,” Amaury said. “Beside his wedding band.” He could not tear his gaze from his father’s face, grief rising so hot and hard that it might choke him. How unfair was it that he had arrived too late to say a final farewell to his beloved father?

      Lothair unwrapped the dead man’s hands. He glanced up, his expression making it clear that the fingers were bare.

      Not just his father but his legacy, as well. Amaury could not bear the weight of his loss.

      “Three months,” he whispered. “I could have been here. We could have ridden with greater haste. We could have left Sayerne earlier and not lingered at Viandin.”

      “But we did and it is done,” Thierry said sternly.

      “Perhaps you would be lying here beside him if we had journeyed more quickly,” Philip added.

      “Perhaps we all would,” Lothair added grimly.

      Amaury did not understand. “What do you mean? My father had seen only sixty summers. My grandfather and his before him lived long years beyond that.”

      Lothair gestured to the empty finger. “Where is his ring?” he asked. “Who has claimed your legacy?”

      Amaury blinked. “Surely my brothers took the ring for safekeeping?”

      “And where are they?” Thierry asked gently.

      The others took a collective breath and it was Luc who spoke from the portal. Evidently, he had been listening, as well as keeping an eye upon the horses. “You must consider that they might be responsible.”

      “Nay!” Amaury roared. “Nay, I will not!””

      “You could not have known what would transpire,” Thierry said by way of consolation. Lothair was wrapping the shroud around the dead man once again.

      “I should have been here,” Amaury said hotly. “I should have held his hand at the last.”

      The others were silent.

      “Where is your gift?” Lothair demanded and Amaury was startled.

      “What?”

      Lothair put out a hand and Amaury belatedly understood. He surrendered the stone that Marcus had given him, the so-called poison stone. Lothair placed it against the lips of the dead man and even in the light of the candle, Amaury saw the stone turn black.

      Philip caught his breath. Lothair frowned. Thierry crossed himself.

      Amaury leaned closer. The stone might have been carved of obsidian. He seized it and peered at it, noting how it turned back to its customary green when removed from his father’s lips. He held it there again, horrified when it darkened again.

      “God in Heaven,” he whispered. “He was murdered.”

      “And Montvieux burned to the ground after his signet ring was claimed,” Thierry said.

      “There is treachery here, as foretold,” Lothair said. “You cannot deny it.”

      “It is not safe to linger in this place,” Luc added. “Who can say if we will be assaulted? You as his eldest son are the sole one who could rightfully challenge whoever has stolen your legacy.”

      “But my brothers must be close. The villagers cannot have vanished.”

      “We should move on. It is only good sense,” Lothair said.

      They returned the lid of the sarcophagus to its place, then the other knights urged Amaury back toward the sunlight. His gaze clung to the familiar contours of the land, even without the structures he had known all of his life. Amaury could not deny his desire to stay. Montvieux had been his destination ever since he departed. It seemed wrong to leave, to abandon his father, and where would he go? He knew he would always yearn for Montvieux.

      It was home.

      “I say we all ride for Provins with Lothair,” Thierry suggested. “We shall halt at taverns and see what we can learn. There may be tidings or even gossip about your father’s death.”

      Amaury nodded slow agreement. “I see the sense in that, but I must linger here one night.” He felt the restlessness of his companions. “It will grow dark before we can reach a tavern or town on that route. I have my tent from Outremer.” The other knights exchanged glances and Amaury felt their indecision. “One night,” he added in appeal.

      It was Lothair who nodded and spoke the consensus. “One night,” he agreed. “But we ride at dawn.”

      Amaury shook the hand of each knight in turn, glad of their agreement. They did not need to know that he would have stayed alone, even though he knew that was foolhardy. He reached to put a hand on Philip’s shoulder. “We will avenge them,” he vowed to the boy. “I swear it to you.”

      “Aye, sir.” There was a stubborn jut to the boy’s chin. “We will.”

      But if an army had attacked Montvieux, turning it all to ash, poisoning his father and spiriting away all those loyal to the holding, what could Amaury alone do to set matters to rights?

      He did not know. He did not care. His honor demanded that he had to try.

      He knew enough of war to recognize that he might not succeed, and that indeed, the quest might claim his own life.

      So be it. He had lived every day of his life for Montvieux and he would die for it, as well.
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      Isabella de Marnis did not like to hunt in the forests of Montvieux. She knew the game was plentiful, but no more so than in the forests of Marnis. To come to the neighboring holding to hunt felt like a violation to her, a slight to the family who had ruled these lands so recently. She and her half-brother might as well have been poachers.

      Denis did not share her view. Isabella suspected he would hunt at Montvieux every day, if only to gloat in the triumph of Marnis over Montvieux. Montvieux had been brought to heel, as her father had commanded, and was now a daughter estate to Marnis.

      It was also destroyed, every crumb of value burned to ash and every loyal villein dispersed. Only the deer and the pheasants remained.

      Perhaps Denis would ensure that the forests were emptied as well, simply out of spite.

      To Isabella, victory over Montvieux was a hollow one and hardly to be celebrated. Once they had possessed a neighbor, but now there was only ash and wind. Her ankle ached on this day, though the wind was not damp, and she was inclined to attribute it to Denis’ choice of hunting place.

      It was late afternoon, the sun well past zenith and the shadows already growing longer. The day had been warm but not hot, the skies were clear, the breeze was light. The nights were already cooler and soon the wind would become chilly. They were returning to Marnis with two slain deer and a brace of rabbits.

      “You do not join the spirit of the hunt, Isabella,” Denis complained now, slowing his horse to ride beside her. His horse, a fine white destrier of majestic proportions, stamped and snorted to be held back at all. Isabella often thought the beast was in command and not her brother. “I do not think you have taken so much as a hare.”

      “You know I do not like to hunt here.”

      “And yet you ride out with me, even knowing my destination.”

      She slanted a glance his way. Truly, he was his mother’s child. Snide, petty, selfish, and he had Faydide’s small mean eyes as well. He was grinning at her, enjoying the chance to taunt her. What a vile creature he was.

      But Isabella smiled sweetly. There was nothing to be gained in goading mother or son, for they were malicious and inclined to turn upon anyone, merely for amusement. Her father always took Faydide’s side, which meant that Denis could do no wrong. She certainly would not complain about her ankle, as that always gave Denis satisfaction.

      “I like to ride when the weather is fine,” she said mildly. “And it is good for Caprice to be ridden regularly.”

      “Even when I ride to Montvieux?”

      “The forest is most lush here. I enjoy seeing its vigor.”

      “It reminds you perhaps of what you most wished to have,” Denis said with a smirk.

      Isabella felt her flush rise, though she feigned ignorance. “I do not know what you mean.”

      “Oh, come, sister! You heard our father scheme with the late Lord de Montvieux over a marriage of alliance.”

      “They did not scheme. They negotiated.” Isabella was certain her father had been the sole one to scheme. All the same, what might her future had been if the Lord de Montvieux had not died three months before? The man had three sons and her father had been determined to wed her to one of them, putting Montvieux securely beneath his thumb. Now, those sons were no more, the oldest lost in Outremer and the two younger sons vanished.

      Denis laughed. “Yet the father died and the sons fled like rabbits from the prospect of taking you to wife. Truly, Isabella, you must consider yourself well beyond the possibility of matrimony. A man could not expect to get sons upon you at your advanced age.” He leered at her, his mood a result of his indulgence in wine on the hunt, and lowered his voice. “And why would he want to? You are the plainest demoiselle ever born.” He laughed at his own jest as Isabella kept her gaze downcast. She did not wish to know which of the men in the company joined Denis’ merriment. “But you should hunt when we ride out. It would be healthy exertion for you.”

      “Indeed, you may speak the truth. Perhaps next time.”

      “On the morrow, then? The weather promises to be fine.”

      Isabella granted him a simmering glance. “On the morrow.”

      “And you will strive to take a deer?”

      “I hardly think we have need of another.” Isabella indicated the two being carried behind the horses, both killed by Denis earlier in the day.

      “There is always need for venison. If you had the wits to know aught at all about the administration of a holding, a man might wed you for that competence. Alas, you possess the worst of every measure. Ah well, you can be nursemaid to my sons.”

      “You have no sons, brother, nor even a wife.”

      “But I will have one. A wealthy beauty, as Father promises, and she will be as fruitful as a hare.” He laughed in delight. “We go to Paris in September to secure the match.”

      “I knew naught of such a journey,” Isabella said, feeling her spirits rise in anticipation of a reprieve from Marnis.

      Denis laughed again and leaned closer, lowering his voice. “Because you are not invited, Isabella. Father says you will stay at Marnis in our absence. Maman is certain that the sight of you will diminish my options. No one, after all, chooses to wed into a family burdened with feeble stock.”

      Isabella could not entirely regret a decision that would see her denied the company of both Denis and Faydide, but she would have liked to go to Paris. She had never been far beyond Marnis’ borders and she was curious about the greater world. She also knew she was unlikely to ever find a husband within the walls of Château Marnis.

      “We must go and look upon the razed keep,” Denis said with undisguised anticipation. “Father will wish to be assured that naught has been disturbed.”

      It was macabre, in Isabella’s view, this compulsion the pair of them had to revel in the destruction of Château Montvieux. Isabella found it sad to visit the empty land which had once hosted a vibrant community. But the route was for Denis to choose and she could only follow his lead. She reminded herself that a day riding with Denis was better than one spent tending to Faydide’s whims.

      They passed through the last of the forest, Denis urging the beaters to walk more quickly, ignoring the burdens they bore. He was giddy with his success, as was his inclination, but he pulled his horse up short where the road left the trees behind.

      “What is this?” he said beneath his breath.

      Isabella drew alongside him and looked. She blinked for the sight was most unlikely, but the silhouette of a tent remained clear. It was a round tent with a peaked roof, of the type minstrels insisted would be found at a tournament, occupied by a valiant knight and his squires, or a maiden whose favor all would strive to win. It was red and bore a pattern that she could not quite discern, and she wondered if it was made of silk, as those in the tales were said to be.

      Why would such a tent be here? Who occupied it? From whence had they come?

      “Who dares to make camp upon the lands governed by the Lord de Marnis?” Denis demanded of no one in particular, then summoned the party onward with a flick of his gloved hand. The horses cantered at the pace he set and the beaters had to run to keep up. The dogs raced ahead, certain there could be naught better than this frolic.

      As they drew closer, Isabella spied a number of horses grazing beyond the tent, perhaps a dozen of them, several of which appeared to be destriers. She could see men staking the tent and a number of boys around the men and the horses.

      They must be knights. Those must be their squires. It was a company that set camp. Why here? Why now? Her interest redoubled. When one of the men looked over his shoulder, she felt a tingle of anticipation. He turned and braced his hands upon his hips, fairly daring Denis to ride toward him. He was tall and broad-shouldered, his mail hauberk glinting beneath the hem of his tabard and at his neck. His hair was black and wavy, long enough to curl at his nape, and his tabard was deep blue.

      It was graced by three white fleur de lis.

      Isabella’s heart skipped for he could be only one man.

      After eight long years, Amaury de Montvieux was returned from Palestine. He was not dead, after all!

      She doubted he was pleased with what he had found.

      Isabella was uncommonly glad to be present as witness of his return. She had always admired the son of their neighbor and her father’s rival. She had always believed that Amaury de Montvieux was the most handsome, noble and chivalrous knight in all of Christendom. He had scarce glanced her way all those years ago, but after he rode to crusade, Isabella had prayed daily for his safe return.

      Her prayers were proven this day to have power. She watched him hungrily, noting that he seemed yet whole and hale, relief making her breath catch. What a glorious man he was. The sight of him had made her heart skip years ago, when he had been but a youth and she, a clumsy maiden. But now he was a knight and a man, one who moved with purpose and grace, and the weight of his gaze upon her, even for a heartbeat, was sufficient to thrill Isabella to her toes. She sat straighter in the saddle, wishing she might have been more than she was, but knowing it was for the best.

      The most handsome men had the blackest hearts, she reminded herself. They lied to secure their own advantage, and oft possessed the charm to hide their intentions – even their cruelty. She knew this well, and knew it well enough that she could never forget it.

      But still, she could look upon Amaury de Montvieux and perhaps nurture a tiny dream that he might defy all she knew to be true.
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      Amaury strode toward Denis as if he was not at any disadvantage. He halted a dozen steps away and surveyed Isabella’s half-brother, his expression wary. “You must be Denis de Marnis, by your colors. I would not have known you. You were but a boy when I rode east.”

      “Yet fully knighted now, and proven on the battlefield.” There was a sharpness in Denis’ tone, as there often was when he felt he had fallen short of a measure. “And who are you? You trespass on my father’s lands…”

      “Your father’s lands? It is my father who lies in the crypt of Montvieux, alongside his forebears.”

      Denis stuttered for a moment. “You are Amaury de Montvieux?”

      “And no other, returned home after eight years abroad to find this.” He gestured broadly in the direction of the former keep. “Are you responsible for this travesty?”

      “Montvieux burned, through no influence of mine,” Denis huffed. His destrier stamped impatiently and tossed its head.

      Amaury stepped forward and seized the beast’s bridle. Isabella almost smiled that the stallion gave one last stamp, then flicked his ears, ceding to Amaury’s aura of command.

      Denis straightened like a viper about to strike. “I had naught to do with it, and neither did my father.”

      “Though you claim my ancestral holding as your father’s own,” Amaury noted. Red rose on the back of Denis’ neck, making him look young in contrast to the knight. “Tell me now if you were the one to strike down my father.”

      “He died in his sleep,” Denis said but Amaury’s glare compelled him to continue. “Though he and my father were at odds.”

      “That, at least, did not change.” Amaury’s tone was wry and Isabella almost smiled. The antagonism between their fathers had been long-standing and of common knowledge. She knew her own father said a great deal in privacy about Lucien de Montvieux, particularly when the wine had been flowing, and wondered if Amaury’s father had done the same.

      How sad it must be for Amaury to arrive home and not find his father awaiting him. Isabella had always suspected that Lucien de Montvieux had been close to his sons.

      Her half-brother clearly felt no such compassion. “My father insisted that Montvieux become a daughter house of Marnis and rightly so, though your father protested the wisdom of this scheme.” Disdain touched Denis’ voice and Amaury bristled visibly. “You cannot know the truth of it, for you have been away, so I will tell you.” If Denis strove to sound gracious, he failed. He sounded haughty. “Montvieux’s harvests have been meagre. Your justice has been inadequate. Your forests are occupied by criminals and vermin who prey on passersby. My father knew it would be safer for all for him to assume command of Montvieux.”

      “I wager my father did not agree.”

      “Nay, he did not. The two were to meet and parlay at the bridge between our lands but your father never arrived. Fearing duplicity, my father sent me to these gates where I learned of your father’s demise. The seneschal surrendered the seal immediately.” Isabella could hear the smile in her brother’s voice. “It was the most peaceful conquest I have ever known.”

      “Where are my brothers?”

      “Who can say? They fled like the cowards they are.”

      There was a terse moment then, as if Amaury did not believe Denis, as if he feared his brothers shared the fate of his father. When he spoke, his question surprised her. “Why did your father fear duplicity?”

      Denis grimaced. “It has become his habit in these times, and not without cause.”

      That at least was the truth.

      Isabella watched Amaury study her brother, and found herself unable to guess his thoughts. He seemed to be toying with a small object in one hand, but she had no notion what it was. Then he glanced up at her and her heart stopped cold. “Is this true, Lady Isabella?”

      She was shocked to be acknowledged, and even more astonished that he remembered her name. “It is the tale I have been told,” she admitted, then heard her brother’s muttered curse. She raised her chin. “I cannot vow to it, Denis, as I was not here to see with my own eyes.” She looked at Amaury again. “I did not see your father before he was laid to his final rest, sir. The recounting of events, however, has been consistent from the outset, and my father, you should know, was grieved by the passing of your father. They might have been often at odds, but I believe they admired each other.” She permitted herself a final comment. “Life pales without a suitable opponent, they say.”

      “Isabella,” Denis hissed. “Must you say so much?”

      “My observations were invited, dear brother, and I would not be suspected of withholding any detail of import.”

      Amaury’s eyes glinted as he surveyed her and she thought he might have smiled a little. God in Heaven, but his eyes were more blue than any she had ever seen.

      Denis’s next words banished any hint of amusement from the knight’s countenance. “I suppose you dared not take such a risk, Isabella,” he said, sounding snide as he could. “Not with the man father intends for you to wed.”

      “What is this?” Amaury asked with care. His gaze flicked between Isabella and her brother.

      Isabella felt cold. Denis would not.

      “It is my father’s plan for the future,” Denis said, his tone challenging. “He said that if you returned, you might regain command of your family holding by performing three tasks.”

      “And you are his messenger now?”

      “I am always at my father’s command,” Denis declared with pride. “You are welcome to journey to Château Marnis to hear his order yourself. My father has taken to his bed of late, and seldom rides abroad, even to indulge the son of his former foe.”

      Amaury’s features might have been set in stone, a poor sign to Isabella’s thinking. “What are these tasks?” he asked, no hint of emotion in his tone. There was something in his manner that warned his fellows, however, for Isabella noted that the other knights had gathered behind him. Each had his hand on the pommel of his sword and arrayed behind the knights were four squires, each looking as belligerent as the knights. The other squires remained in the distance with the horses.

      “You would know before arriving at Marnis?” Denis asked, his tone mocking.

      “I would know now, unless you lack the authority to share these details with me.”

      Denis bristled at the implication. Isabella sensed his mood and shook her head minutely. The man was insufferable in his pride and they were outnumbered – by men far more accustomed to warfare. She cleared her throat slightly and to her relief, Denis took a warning.

      His next words were more temperate. “First, you will willingly wed my sister, a noblewoman worthy of the union, despite her age and her lack of beauty.”

      Isabella blushed a little at her brother’s blunt speech and lowered her gaze in embarrassment. If she had seen the flash of Amaury’s eyes, that might have encouraged her greatly, but she did not.

      “Lady Isabella is but a few years younger than me, if I recall correctly, and I do not consider myself to be so aged as that.”

      “But she is ancient for a maiden,” Denis said sadly. “Nonetheless, you have little choice. You may get a son or two upon her, if you act swiftly.”

      Had there ever been a man more vulgar than Denis? Isabella was certain there was not – until she recalled the man who had taught Denis all he knew.

      “The other conditions?” Amaury demanded.

      “Secondly, you must restore justice in Montvieux’s lands.”

      “They are abandoned.”

      “They are not. The woods abound with brigands and thieves. There can be no mercy for the fiends who have taken up residence here.”

      “Yet you ride to hunt here, with your sister, in an undefended party.”

      Denis’ color rose. “They are less bold in daylight, and I am accomplished with my weapons.”

      “Ah,” Amaury said, a wealth of skepticism in that single utterance. “And you said there was a third edict.”

      “The delivery of a healthy male heir, of course. Stability is what is needed in these lands.”

      “And when I fulfill these tasks?”

      “Then the seal of Montvieux will be returned to you, of course.”

      “Such a list could take years to accomplish.”

      “Indeed.”

      Isabella bit her lip, fearing that her age and lack of fertility might mean that Amaury could never succeed. She felt his gaze upon her and kept her own fixed upon the ground, dreading his response, though she guessed what it must be.

      “And in the interim?” Amaury asked.

      “You will surrender two-thirds of your taxes and tithes to Marnis, and remain under my father’s authority.”

      “Two-thirds!” Amaury sounded suitably outraged.

      “In your absence, Montvieux has surrendered all to Marnis, but my father is certain that you will need some funds to restore justice as he commands.” Denis was well-pleased, and had to be sneering. How mortifying it was to call such a man ‘brother’.

      “And if I decline this opportunity?”

      “Then Montvieux will be mine, under somewhat more favorable terms, I must say, and Isabella will reconcile herself to a life in the cloister.” Denis cleared his throat. “If you fail, it should be noted, the result will be the same for both Montvieux and my sister.”

      Amaury shook his head. “It is not truly a choice.”

      “Nay, it is not. My father has a way of ensuring that he achieves his desire.”

      Amaury once again turned his attention upon Isabella. She felt the weight of his attention as surely as a touch and her heart skipped when she looked up to meet that steady blue gaze. “What say you, Lady Isabella? Would you put your hand in mine, given such terms and the odds against me?”

      He could not be serious.

      “The question surely is whether you would take my hand in yours,” she could not keep herself from replying. “Any fool knows that you could wed better. Perhaps even my brother realizes as much.”

      Denis swore. “As ever, Isabella, you fail to hold your tongue,” he muttered, but Amaury had to have heard him.

      Amaury replied to her, as if he had not heard the criticism, but his gaze had hardened. “But no other bride could potentially return the seal of Montvieux to my hand. You have a power in this negotiation, Lady Isabella. You can only anticipate my desire to possess my rightful legacy. The situation has been contrived that I could not possibly refuse the opportunity to wed you. You, however, may have another hope for your future.”

      Isabella blinked. “Another hope?”

      “A lover true.” Amaury shrugged. “A man whose partnership you would welcome rather than having me forced upon you. Or perhaps you yearn for the quiet life of the cloister. There are those, I understand, who do.”

      Isabella could not hide her astonishment. “You cannot mean to decide based upon my wishes.”

      “I do,” he replied with undeniable conviction. “Marriage is at best a strategic union, but it offers more opportunity for success if both parties are willing. If you wish to wed another for love, I could not stand in your path. It would be wrong.”

      If the man had not already possessed an appeal, he gained a greater one with such a vow. Her nurse had always warned Isabella that beauty was in a person’s actions, not their countenance, and a kernel of hope was kindled that Amaury might prove an exception to the edicts she had learned to expect.

      “There is no other,” Denis confessed harshly. “No one seeks Isabella’s hand. Who would?”

      “And yet, the lady still has the right to decline.” Amaury frowned for she did not speak – she could not speak.

      It was beyond every expectation that he gave her the choice, that he would abandon his inheritance to grant her will. Isabella swallowed but no words rose to her lips.

      Did he tease her with an option he would remove when she reached for it? She did not think so, but she was uncertain.

      “Would you not wed for affection, sir?” she asked finally. “There are many who seek a match based upon love.”

      Amaury smiled a little. “Love, nay. Not I, my lady. I would wed for mutual advantage, for duty and honor. I would hope for respect. But love is a vulnerability no man of sense can hope for in an alliance of such importance as marriage.”

      “A vulnerability?” Isabella asked, curious indeed. Denis hissed a warning but she ignored him.

      “Aye, love grants a weakness, for a man smitten with his wife – or any other – will do whatever is necessary to ensure that person’s welfare, even beyond reason.” Amaury’s voice hardened. “There are those, my lady, who willfully exploit such situations.” He paused. “As I fear you may already know.” He met her gaze steadily again. “I would forgo love, given my choice.”

      Isabella did know of such men. She was the daughter of one, and with Amaury’s words, she recalled some incident in her childhood. It was the barest whisper of a recollection, for the event had been kept from her, but she would have sworn the Lady of Montvieux had been involved.

      Amaury’s mother?

      Had his parents been much enamored of each other? She was curious beyond all, but Amaury continued before she could ask.

      “But then, you know little of me,” he continued easily, as if mistaking the reason for her lack of response. “How can you be expected to make a choice with no information? What shall I tell the lady to make my suit?” he asked, turning to the tallest of the boys.

      That boy stepped forward and bowed to Isabella. “My name is Philip, my lady, and I have served my lord Amaury these nine years. I can vouch for his true nature. My lord is a man of temperate appetites, my lady. I have never seen him drunken and he does not whore.” He bowed again and stepped back into his place behind the knights.

      A dark-haired knight stepped forward and bowed to her. He wore a patch over one eye and somehow looked a little less affluent than Amaury. “I am Luc Douglas, my lady, companion to Amaury these five years. I would assure you that he is a knight known to always keep his pledge. He is honorable above all other traits and the most reliable of comrades.”

      The other dark-haired knight, who resembled this one strongly, nodded agreement. Even the tall fair knight nodded once in approval of the assessment.

      “I cannot believe you would so indulge my sister,” Denis muttered. “She is not the one with choices!”

      Amaury ignored him, turning again to Isabella. He dropped to one knee and stretched out a hand, his voice rising as if he would have everyone hear him. “Will you accept me as your husband, Lady Isabella, that we might rebuild Montvieux and fill its halls with sons?”

      “I should think that two or three sons would suffice,” Isabella found herself saying and she flushed crimson when Amaury laughed aloud.

      He rose to his feet and bowed to her again. “Indeed, my lady, you speak the truth.” He lifted a brow, waiting for her reply.

      Isabella felt herself flush. “I consent, sir.”

      She was unprepared for his sudden smile of triumph, or how handsome he appeared. He stood and offered that hand to her. “Come now to the chapel and let us pledge each to the other.”

      “Now?” Isabella said without meaning to do as much.

      “The chapel is razed,” Denis said.

      “But the ground is sacred all the same. I see no cause for delay,” Amaury replied. “We have a list of tasks to embark upon and the sooner we commence, the better.”

      “I would escort you to Château Marnis,” Denis protested. “That my father might witness the nuptials.”

      “Your eyes will have to act as his,” Amaury said with resolve. “This union must begin now, the sooner that its goals might be achieved. I always knew I would pledge myself to a bride in the chapel of Montvieux and no other. It is tradition.” His voice rose. “My lady? I attend you.” There was a command in his tone, one that Isabella understood. She, too, wished for haste in making this vow, but not for the same reason.

      Nay, she wanted to exchange vows with Amaury de Montvieux immediately, before he had any opportunity to change his mind.
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        * * *

      

      There was much to be investigated at Montvieux, to be sure, but first the primary challenge had to be met. The means of regaining the seal of Montvieux being offered to Amaury was by wedding Marnis’ spinster daughter. So be it. Lady Isabella might prove an asset who offered him insight into her father’s affairs and objectives, or she might have been offered so that she could become her father’s spy in Amaury’s household. Amaury did not particularly care. The only other option was to make war and seize Montvieux by force, but he did not command an army.

      Yet.

      If the lady had declined him, he would have turned his every effort to raising one.

      He might do as much anyway, given the hostility of the Lord de Marnis’ son.

      Denis was sleek and well-fed. He might have earned his spurs – perhaps from an indulgent uncle who was less of a taskmaster than might be ideal – but Amaury had low expectations of Denis’ fighting skills. Nay, Denis would be the one counting the coin in the treasury, or savoring the wine and fare at the board – and he would always be richly attired.

      Amaury surreptitiously counted the number of Denis’ company, evaluating their readiness and the state of their weapons. There were precious few of them – though he was surprised to recognize an older man in the company.

      Edmund had been in service to his father for all of Amaury’s life, yet here he was, looking as untrustworthy as ever and apparently now sworn to the Lord de Marnis. That man inclined his head, but Amaury only nodded in return. He wondered what Edmund knew of events at Montvieux but would ask him in privacy. Edmund’s accounts were always influenced by who could hear his words.

      Edmund did look, however, somewhat more slender than Amaury recalled. Had there been famine or failed crops at Montvieux? Was there truth in Denis’ claims?

      Amaury was amazed by Edmund’s presence and did not entirely welcome it. Amaury’s father had trusted Edmund. Father and son had argued over that often in the past, and Amaury had been certain of his triumph when he had departed.

      He would never argue again with his father. The realization caught Amaury just as Lady Isabella slipped from her saddle and he winced at that harsh truth before he glanced up at her. She limped, as ever she had, but she looked up in the moment afterward, just in time to catch his grimace. Her features were composed, her expression as inscrutable as if she had been wrought of stone, her steady gaze fixed upon him.

      “Perhaps you change your decision, sir,” she said and he knew she had seen his fleeting dismay but misunderstood it.

      “I beg your pardon, my lady. I was considering the prospect of never seeing my father again. This is a day of great tidings for me and I am slow to accept them all.”

      She studied him for a long moment, so long that he wondered if people routinely deceived her. “I am sorry for his loss. The Lord de Montvieux was a most courteous man.”

      Amaury found himself smiling that she recalled his father fondly. “He was, indeed.”

      “He invited me to dance once,” she confessed, then blushed as if she had said too much.

      “I remember,” Amaury said softly and Isabella started in surprise. Her gaze locked with his for a long moment, as his memory unfurled. He saw her again as a young uncertain maiden, unexpectedly chosen by his father to dance.

      He remembered how delighted she had been. It had been at the fête here at Montvieux to celebrate his knighthood, though he had no recollection of those from Marnis having been invited. His father’s grace and courtesy had been rewarded by Isabella’s undisguised pleasure in that one dance. Amaury recalled his own regret that he had not been the one to make the invitation, and could feel again the satisfaction of all present in the hall at his father’s gesture.

      Isabella inclined her head slightly, and he could not guess her thoughts at all. It wasn’t so much that she was plain – for she was – it was that she did not seem to be alive. She was so still, so placid, so serene, that she might have been a piece on a chess board and not a woman of flesh and blood. And that limp. It seemed painful for her to walk and he wished he might have been able to ease her discomfort.

      The heart of the matter was that Amaury could detect no sense of her opinion of the situation. Was she angry? Was she pleased? Did she want to wed him? He could not even hazard a guess. She was being compelled to marry – was it possible that she did not care?

      Or had she learned that displaying an interest in any matter would ensure that her choice was denied? There was a possibility. He was certain she had been surprised that he asked for her opinion, but he was not going to wed any woman by force, not even for Montvieux.

      Isabella’s dark hair was drawn back from her face and braided in a coronet, every hair smoothly in place. He supposed that was a compromise: her hair was uncovered as was typical for an unwed maiden, but it was not loose around her shoulders as might be the case for a girl younger than herself. He calculated that she must have seen twenty-five or six summers. Truly, she should have been wed a decade before, if not sooner, and he wondered that her father would be so lax in arranging an advantageous union for his only daughter.

      She was slender and taller than many women Amaury had known. She was dressed simply, in a plain gown of brown wool. Indeed, she could have been pledged to a convent already. The garment was shapeless, enclosing her in a tent of fabric that fell to her toes, and he could make no guess as to the ripeness of her figure beneath or its lack.

      The truth was that Amaury cared less for beauty than he did for loyalty. Would Isabella’s loyalty be first to him or to her father? An interesting question, and one that had need of an answer very soon.

      Had Amaury heard once that Gaultier’s sole daughter was clever? He thought that might be so, but it had been so long. He liked his sense that she was of good health. He was not fond of delicate or petite women, and Isabella reminded him of a well-forged blade.

      She halted beside him at the former gatehouse and raised her gaze to his. Her own was steady and unfathomable. Aye, she was no fool, that was certain. She seemed to be assessing him, just as he assessed her.

      They would have tall sons, perhaps with her dark eyes or perhaps with his blue ones. He smiled at the notion and watched her take note of it, her gaze lingering on his mouth.

      “Before you wonder at my thoughts, I consider that we are likely to have tall sons,” he murmured for her ears alone. “And I am pleased by the prospect.”

      Her lips parted, then closed again, as if she did not know what to say.

      Then she flushed crimson, color flooding her features as the dawn claimed the morning sky.

      Amaury had the sense that she awakened. He could only think of the first light sliding over the land, illuminating all that had been in darkness, stirring all to life again. The flush rose from her throat in a beguiling hue of pink, suffusing her cheeks, and making her eyes sparkle. Her lips parted, seemingly more ruddy than they had been just a moment before, and he could almost imagine that this breath she took was her first. Her dark lashes fluttered and she lowered her gaze, her cheeks scarlet as she bowed her head and curtsied to him.

      “Sir,” she said. “I find myself without words.”

      “My lady,” he replied, bowing to her, then offered his hand. He had shed his gloves earlier to set up the tent and he saw her assess the tanned hue of his hands. She hesitated only a heartbeat before placing the weight of her hand upon his own, her glove cool and soft. He raised her fingertips to his lips in silent salute. She watched him through her lashes, and he guessed that she was unaware of how alluring she was in this moment. “Though truly, this inability to make conversation seems contagious,” he murmured for her ears alone.

      He was rewarded by the quick flash of her smile, an expression that was soon dismissed but would not be quickly forgotten.

      Amaury tucked her hand into his elbow. She smelled of flowers and sunshine, of clean linen and warm skin. He felt a prickle of awareness, a most welcome interest, as he turned them toward Montvieux’s ruins. She did not lean upon him but might have appreciated that he offered an aid to her balance. Either way, she limped less as they proceeded together.

      He led her past Denis, gesturing to his comrades. “I would introduce you to my companions,” he said to her. “This is Lothair, oft called the Viking, who hails from Sutherland in the far north of Scotland.”

      The tall fair warrior bowed low before Isabella and typically said naught at all. The lady curtsied but did not speak either.

      “You have met Luc Douglas.” Amaury halted for Luc to bow to her again. “And this is his brother Thierry. They both have ridden far with me.”

      “And fought at your back,” Thierry added with a grin.

      “I would remember the adventures over the battles,” Amaury said lightly and the knights laughed as one. “And you have met my squire, Philip, as well, who hails from Montvieux’s own village.” Philip bowed to Isabella. “Is there a priest? Or shall we pledge to each other with God as our witness?”

      “I shall stand witness,” Denis said, striding after them.

      “As the eyes and ears of your father,” Amaury said quietly. “Of course, you will.” He thought he heard the lady catch her breath and he looked down to find her fighting a smile. If she liked that he challenged her brother, he would be inclined to do so often. He smiled back at her, encouraged, but she blushed more deeply and averted her gaze once more.

      Why was she not wed already? She had to have a dowry, given her father’s wealth, and not all men desired to wed a beauty. She had her wits about her and he thought she would be pleasing company.

      Questions abounded, to be sure, but Amaury always liked to solve a riddle.

      Better yet, he had a curious conviction that this marriage would suit him very well. He had known he would secure his legacy with a bride and a son – or more. He had expected his father to choose the lady in question. In a way, Amaury felt his father had done so. Isabella was the lady who could return Montvieux to his hand, which meant she was his choice as well as the one he knew his father would have encouraged.

      They came to the black ash where the chapel had stood. The stone foundation of the crypt was to one side, the river coiling around the jut of land where the chapel stood. Amaury could see Montvieux’s fields from this vantage point, and that they had not been tilled this year, as well as the green of the forest beyond. He felt a quickening, for there was much to be done, and this ceremony was but the first deed he must complete on this day.

      The match must be consummated, as well. He would not risk his new wife having an excuse to place her allegiance in any other but himself.

      Amaury turned to face Isabella where once the altar had been, taking both of her hands within his. She did not tremble or hesitate. Their gazes locked and held, yet again, her thoughts and feelings were hidden from him. She was a veritable statue once again, but Amaury intended to rouse her to wakefulness forever.

      He was glad to feel the steady reassurance of his father’s presence. Marriage, that man had insisted, became what the two parties made of it.

      Amaury intended to make his marriage a fortress that would hold fast against all the woes of the world. He smiled at his bride, confident in their shared future.
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