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THE RELUCTANT BRIDE

“I shall never marry,” Avalon said in a perfectly normal voice, as if she were saying a wheel was round.

“That might be difficult,” Marcus said. “Since I have over a thousand people and a family prophecy that say you will.”

“I don’t see how you’re going to do it, my lord.” Her look was amused. “You cannot force a bride if she does not wish it.”

He leaned over on his hands and came up close to her face in one quick movement. Her eyes widened; she pulled back.

“I think you wish it,” he said.

A hot blush was stealing up her cheeks. “I do not!”

“I think so.” He let his gaze linger on her lips, deep pink, erotic curves. “I know what you feel, Avalon. I know what happened to you today, when you kissed me back. I know”—he came even closer, not touching her—“what you want. Because I want it too.”

Her breath was quickening, her eyes tinged to match her amethysts in the afternoon light. He bent down even lower, letting his lips hover over hers, so close they took in the same air.

“It is inevitable.”
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Prologue
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LONDON, ENGLAND AUGUST 1159

“Madness.”

The courtier standing in the royal great room said the word with relish, drawing out the syllables. “It’s from her mother’s side, I heard. Some Scottish thing.”

Lady Avalon d’Farouche brushed by the hushed conversation, which ceased altogether as she approached. She threw a languid smile at the trio of young men who bowed in return to her, not meeting her eyes. Deliberately she paused by them, pretending to flick a speck of something from her gown. The faces of all three grew heated as she stayed, looking to each other and then finally at her.

Again she granted them a slow smile, letting them see the coldness of it, the gathering ice in her eyes. She hardly ever did this—it would only serve to feed the rumors—but the temptation was impossible to resist.

Though the third man was unfamiliar, two of this trio had been stalking her since her debut at court a year and a half ago. They had publicly hounded her in spite of the well-known fact of her betrothal, had at first tried to woo her, and then, when she continued to politely rebuff them, they had lashed out against her, banding together to nurse the seed of gossip until it was in full flower.…

Avalon d’Farouche of Trayleigh was cold, she was inhuman. She thought herself better than everyone else. She was tainted with dark Scottish blood and barbaric rituals. Her heart was nothing but black shards of ice.

How little they knew her at all.

But the rumors had not needed very much prodding to blossom. They were hurtful and ridiculous, but people had listened, as people always did when scandal was the topic. And beneath it all lay the real root of her problem: Avalon did not fit in here at King Henry’s court, and she knew it full well. So did everyone else.

Now she looked directly into the eyes of the man who had spoken, watching him redden even further under her scrutiny.

“Nicholas Latimer. How do you fare, good lord?”

“Very well, my lady,” he replied. A small, thin line of sweat was beading up over his upper lip. Avalon let her gaze drift down to it, considering.

Fear. Nightmare, whispered a voice in her head, a thing only she could hear.

“How relieved I am to hear it.” Her words were sweet and smooth, giving no hint of her objective. “I had heard such unhappy stories, my lord, about your rest.”

“My rest?”

“Oh, yes. Some of the ladies are quite concerned.” She took in the other two men, both of them staring at her avidly, then gave Latimer a gentle smile. “We have heard that you … dream, my lord.”

Now Latimer blanched. “What?” he asked, a whisper.

Nightmare slave, suggested the sly voice.

“Do you not dream, my lord?”

“How did …”

He seemed unable to complete the sentence, overcome with the loss of blood from his face, the flicker of something unmentionable in his eyes.

Avalon examined the man who was almost trembling before her—darkness, lips, taste, want, afraid—and decided abruptly to take pity on him. “It is nothing, I am sure,” she said now. “I wish you well, all of you.”

They watched her walk away, a lone figure in the middle of a crowded room. An invisible barrier seemed to surround her.

“How could she know?” she heard Nicholas ask behind her.

“A witch,” said his friend.

The third man spoke in hushed tones, almost reverent.

“She is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

Avalon nodded thoughtfully to those who greeted her, reflecting.

A witch.

Surely not. Surely not, though she knew that most people at this polished, useless court were secretly convinced otherwise. But it wouldn’t take a witch to notice the constant circles under Nicholas Latimer’s beady eyes. It wouldn’t take a witch to catch the haunted look he wore, the rabid visions that danced in his pupils even while he was awake. He had nightmares, it was so plain. Anyone could see that. Not just a witch.

She was not a witch. In fact, she didn’t even believe in them. Witches were a convenient evil thought up by fearful men to describe the unknown. Witches did not really exist. They were just poor, lonely women with no protectors, and certainly Avalon was not one of them.

Because witches were publicly killed. It happened all the time.

Avalon was not poor, not lonely, and she had the most reliable of protectors with her at all times: herself.

It was not the normal way of a noblewoman, and she felt her difference sharply here in the royal court of King Henry. When she first arrived in London, she had thought the separateness she sensed was because of her rather unusual history, which was very much on the tongues of the gossips.

Well, there was nothing she could do about that. Her history was what it was.

That the peculiarity in her—this difference—had been with her all her life, Avalon tried not to consider. It had taken the rude shock of her seventh year to understand that not everyone was like her. Not everyone could see the things she saw, could hear the things she heard. Not everyone could tap into the moods of animals, could be dragged into the groundswell of any strong emotion around them.

Only her. Only Avalon.

It wasn’t all the time; there were long stretches of days, weeks, even a few glorious months when it seemed this awareness in her, this awful beast, would just go to sleep, and she was able to slip completely into the role of a normal girl. Avalon had treasured those times, yearned for them. But eventually it always woke up again, opened the ruthless eye in her that let her see all that she didn’t want to see.

As soon as she realized this, she had worked hard to change it, both in body and mind. Over time she’d almost convinced herself that these incidents were mostly her imagination, fueled by the constant and relentless superstition that had saturated her childhood.

In her darkest moments, in her waking dreams, the voice took on a vaporous form in her mind, that of a fabulous monster, a legendary thing her nursemaid once told her about that had stuck in her memory. It coalesced into a hybrid of shapes: the head of a lion, the body of a goat, a serpent’s tail.

A chimera. It breathed misty fire only through her, it had eyes and a voice that lived only in her. It was her terrible secret, and when the darkness would turn to daylight again, Avalon would banish the image with all her might.

Chimeras, like witches, were not real. These things that happened to her were curious, yes, even inexplicable at times. But they were anything but supernatural. To succumb to that would be to admit belief in all she disdained: the irrational folklore that had sustained Hanoch Kincardine and his kin in Scotland, their abiding faith in an arcane fairy tale of which they thought she was an intrinsic part.

Avalon was not just the manifestation of the Kincardines’ bizarre family legend. She would not believe in that.

But for all her rationalization, nothing ever fully stopped the strange moments that took her, nothing ever totally succeeded in killing the chimera. And so, for most of her life, Avalon had simply acted as if it wasn’t there.

Hanoch had laughed at her efforts.

“Ye belong to the curse,” he had so often told her. “Don’t think different, lass. Don’t hide it. It’s the only strength ye have.”

But she had denied it, had fought him bitterly to prove that she had many strengths, that she was not weak or frail, that his jeers did not hurt her. She had fought him almost every day in large and small ways. She’d refused to submit to his clan’s foolish fable, she’d refused to believe the nonsense they told her—that she would be the one, that she would break the curse that had been laid upon them.

Deep inside her, coiled around her heart, the chimera would echo Hanoch’s laughter, mocking.

Now, at King Henry’s crowded court party, the madrigalists began a slow song, strumming softly on their lutes as the tenor sang something about lost love. Avalon accepted a goblet of mead from a servant and sipped it pensively. To her left was a group of young women about her age, close and closed in a circle. They tossed her haughty looks.

Hatred, sighed the chimera, that whispering voice. Envy.

The walls of this royal room were covered in splendid colors, elaborate frescos of fantasy and fact mixed together: dragons and griffins soared above knights, kings, and saints. Avalon walked to an empty corner and made a pretense of studying one of the painted saints, crowned and robed, tied to a stake. Burning.

“Look at her …”

The saint had a curiously blank expression, no reflection of the flames or the smoke at his feet.

“Look at her there, flirting with arty man who will pass by. She shouldn’t be allowed at court.”

“She shouldn’t be allowed in the kingdom!”

The yellow flames were pointed and sharp, unbending, thrusting forward like painful swords of light from the sticks of wood. A starburst of redemption for the saint, no doubt, who at least had never had to endure the agony of being the most notorious guest at a king’s formal affair.

A glance over her shoulder showed her that the circle of young women was growing bolder; they said her name in tones that were not quite docile, and they seemed to shift as one, moving to see her more clearly.

“I heard she’s mad, you know!”

“Hardly surprising, raised by animals—worse than animals, those Scots.…”

Avalon stared back at them for an endless moment, then glided off again in search of peace. Yet their stream of dislike followed her, directed straight at her, and for one disconcerting instant as she walked away the chimera blinked and let her see what that circle did: a young lady of no realm, tall and pale in a bliaut of pink lined with pearls; shining hair that glowed silver in the candlelight, bound by a coronet but no veil; strange eyes that had no focus.…

In a dusky mirror by the madrigalists a quick look confirmed the view. True, the mirror burnished her hair to phantom gray, hid the odd color of her eyes with murky darkness. But certainly that was her own face in that sideways reflection, the unusual blending of colors and features that, Avalon was sure, had doomed her debut from the start.

“Can you believe she would shun a veil at a royal gathering? No doubt she thinks her hair her only glory, showing it off as she does. Perhaps that’s how the heathens do it in Scotland!”

“So unfashionable to have such pale blonde hair.…”

Silvery blonde, like moonlight, Avalon’s nursemaid used to say.

“And so coarse that the rest of her does not match even the peculiar hair, that her brows and lashes are as black as pitch.…”

A delightful contrast, insisted Ona, the nursemaid.

“I don’t know why she thinks she’s fetching at all. The style au courant is dark hair, of course. And look at her complexion! White as a ghost!”

Ona used to proclaim: Alabaster, a sign of superior breeding.

“And her eyes!”

“Indeed!”

“What color are they, my dears? No one can say!”

Not sky blue, not deep purple, but something caught between, a blend of mist and light before dawn. Violet, had claimed the devoted Ona.

Nothing normal and ordinary, like plain blue or green or brown, Avalon reflected wryly. Violet.

She kept walking, sipping the king’s mead and wondering when she would be allowed to leave. Her feet were growing cold in the paper-thin slippers that went with her bliaut.

Her chaperone, Lady Maribel, was talking to three women and a man, laughing, and Avalon hated to spoil her moment. London was her glory, not Avalon’s, and she liked Maribel enough to allow her to make the most of the hopefully short time they would be spending here.

It certainly wasn’t Maribel’s fault that Avalon had not taken to court life. Maribel had done all she could, schooled her at her own small estate at Gatting since Avalon was fourteen, taught her manners, history, French, Latin. She had ordered all of the most fashionable gowns for her, procured one of the most skilled handmaids to style her properly for every hour of the day.

Lady Maribel herself had labored almost an entire half year to rid Avalon’s speech of the “ye.”

It was a sorry thanks that Avalon had proven to be so unpopular in London, and for that Avalon felt remorse. Lady Maribel—an aunt so many marriages removed Avalon could not count them—had been kind if distant, and deserved to have her young charge set the town aglow, reigning in wit and beauty and popularity, a tribute to all the good woman’s work.

But no one, not even Avalon, had expected the reaction she actually received.

Most men seemed afraid of her, the rest had attempted to seduce her. Women scorned her. It was all baffling to Avalon. The first few months here she had endured bewildered anger and hurt each night.

“They will come around,” Lady Maribel had comforted her. “You’ll see.”

But they had not. Perhaps her difference truly was visible to all, despite her efforts. No matter how she tried to make friends at court, she had been rejected, over and over again, until she had learned to stop trying and began merely to wade through the sucking waves of gossip and spite.

She would always be a stranger here.

The madrigalists jumped into a new tune, something livelier, prompting many of the guests in the crowded hall to speak louder, laugh longer. The servants were having problems keeping goblets filled. Avalon waved away another cup of mead and tried to find a place to stand where she would not be trampled by the swirling mass of elegant nobles. In a corner she found a candelabra of black iron and white candles, soft beeswax melting in droplets. She ducked behind it and tried not to appear as though she was using it as a shield.

The girls across the room were not yet done with her. They nodded and swayed together, a sea of gilded gaiety.

“I heard her cousin didn’t even want her! I heard he refused to allow her back to Trayleigh, he was so embarrassed at her manners.…”

“Oh, aye! And goodness knows they are already embarrassed enough that she managed to survive the raid on Trayleigh Castle and live seven years in Scotland while everyone here assumed she was dead.…”

“Shocking!”

“Well, I heard that even that Scottish brute she is betrothed to does not want her! That Marcus Kincardine will not come back from his crusade to wed her!”

“I heard she’s gone mad from the raid! That she cannot even recall what happened that day, when those savages came and killed everyone! That all she knows are the common ways of the Kincardines who raised her—”

“No, no, I heard that she went mad from seeing the murders of her father and her serf maid by those Picts!”

“Aye, isn’t it delicious? And I heard that Lady Maribel seeks to wed her off to someone here rather than to that Kincardine! That she honestly thinks one of our good lords would have the harlot, when anyone could see she is a mockery of all that is respectable!”

“Aye.…”

“Aye, a mockery.…”

Avalon lowered her head and pretended not to hear. How many others caught the malice in the room? Only her, she hoped, please let it have been only the chimera listening in, and not that their voices were so loud her shame was to be shared by all.

Someone bumped into her, a woman who laughed shrilly and apologized as she moved off with her escort. A cloud of oversweet scent clung to the air from either the man or the lady, or both. It aggravated the beginnings of a headache wrapped around her temples.

The ring of young women were still staring at her, their gazes openly hostile. They had been joined by a few of the men in the room, who were bowing their heads to listen to the whispers. It was not her imagination that she was the topic, not when some of them dissolved into laughter asthey looked over at her.

“Even that savage Kincardine won’t have her.…”

That savage Kincardine, indeed. Avalon took another sip of the mead and smiled determinedly at no one in particular.

That damned betrothal had taken her life and twisted it to suit the needs of a few power-hungry men, kings and barons and lairds. As long as she had lived Avalon had been betrothed; it had haunted her and protected her and sealed her destiny as surely as only the stamp of fate could. So naturally she had to do all that she could to break it.

Avalon had told no one of her own plans for her future, nor would she. Like a magic secret, she half feared that even to say the words out loud would spoil the dream. She kept these thoughts to herself.

The room was rapidly growing hot, too many people now, some of them dancing, even singing as the wine and mead made tongues looser. Another couple came by too close, shoving her unexpectedly, making her nearly spill her drink. They did not apologize.

Enough. Avalon handed off her goblet to a serf, found the main door, and slipped past the guards to the antechamber, which retained the coolness of the night. It was much less crowded out here, most of the benches and chairs were empty.

She found a cushioned bench by a bower window, close enough to allow a curling breeze to wind around her face and hair, her shoulders, cooling off the anger until it was nothing more than her usual faint resignation. She looked around, seeing only shadows and dark corners, then leaned her head back against the wall, closing her eyes.

“How did you know?”

Nicholas Latimer loomed over her, then quickly sat beside her on the bench. He took her arms and held them tightly, his breath heavy on her startled face.

“Tell me how you knew about the dreams,” he demanded.

Avalon looked around but this section of the room was deserted, offering no help. She backed as far away from him on the bench as she could, striking his hands off of her.

“It is obvious,” she said bitingly. “Leave me alone.”

He moved to hold her again, and she stood and whirled away. A couple across the room saw the abrupt movement; they stared over at her. Latimer leapt up to follow, then boldly blocked her way. She could not sidestep him now without causing a scene. For Maribel’s sake she stood where she was.

“You are a witch, aren’t you?” he asked, his voice filled with derision and fear. “You are. You came here and you cast a spell on me, didn’t you? You came with your hair and your eyes, you looked so fair. You tempt honest men with your face, you torture me, you make me feel these things, hot nights—”

“Don’t be a fool,” she snapped.

The couple was still watching, joined by two more.

“You would lie with the devil before you lie with me, wouldn’t you? And you think you will! You think you will lie with Marcus Kincardine, that he’s going to come back from that crusade of his and claim you. But he’s been gone so long, hasn’t he, witch? Why wait for a barbarian Scot when you could lie with me?” Latimer stepped closer, too close, and there was danger in his look, a sense of crossing some line. “Lie with me,” he said again slowly, hoarse and lost in himself.

Look, invited the chimera, a second danger, see.…

Against her will she was caught for a moment in Latimer’s mind. His intensity drew her in in that old familiar way she dreaded; the feelings sweeping over her, the dizzying contact. The cursed chimera in her taking over, opening the gate—

Look.…

And what she felt from him was a deep longing, fear and more longing. Shame. She tried to block the shifting images that filled him, a woman dressed only in sheets, a man on top of her, doing things to her, and Avalon saw that the woman was herself, and he was the man … and these images became blended with something else, something darker, smoke and flesh and food, a bitter taste, he was ashamed of this, that it consumed him.…

Lips, darkness, taste-touch-want-witchfearlipsbedtaste—

Latimer came back from that dangerous place and she with him, light-headed. He reached for her, heedless of their audience, but before he could grab her again instinct and training took over.

Avalon whisked her hand up and captured his, centering her thumb on the back of his palm, turning his wrist over and bending it backward as she took a step forward. She pulled his hand down between them to the folds of her skirts, hidden now, and put her other hand on his elbow, locking it into place. It all happened in a fraction of a heartbeat.

She then gave him a dazzling smile, as if he had just told her some romantic nonsense that brought them close together.

Latimer’s eyes grew wide with the unexpected pain. Avalon held him there, immobile, applying just enough pressure to let him know she could really hurt him if she wished.

Across the room she could hear the murmurs begin, her name spoken in rising whispers.

“Listen to me very carefully,” she said, keeping her voice as low as possible. “It is not witchcraft that lets me see that your nights are sleepless. If I ever hear you say that word in connection with my name again, you may be sure you will be very sorry, my lord. It isn’t witchcraft that holds your hand right now, it is simple flesh and blood. Are my words clear to you, my lord?”

He looked around, then back at her, gritting his teeth. “Yes,” he said.

“Excellent. In exchange for your reason, I offer you a favor, Lord Latimer. I have heard, you see, that you enjoy eating the flesh of a most unusual mushroom, that you have fallen into the habit of it with a few of your friends. I may not be your friend, Nicholas, but neither are they. And I wish you no ill. But those mushrooms you crave are bringing your dreams. Let them go and the dreams will go, as well.”

She released his hand. He yanked it back, rubbing his wrist.

“I truly wish you no ill,” she said again.

He turned around and walked away from her, straight into the crowd of people who had gathered to watch them, everyone rapt with heated speculation. They broke apart and swarmed around him, eager to keep him in their center and soak up the beginnings of a new scandal.

Avalon knew with pure certainty that all hell was about to break loose.


Chapter One
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TRAYLEIGH, ENGLAND SEPTEMBER 1159

The riding party that approached the castle was notable for many things: the blazing heraldry of the d’Farouche family, splashes of red and green and white, bold and unmistakable; the number of men in the entourage, forty at least, soldiers with shining swords and proud steeds. They moved as one, an imaginary beast of glittering metal stretching across the landscape, weapons and armor and polished steel—the menace of war, proudly displayed.

But perhaps the most notable thing of all in this party, as they made their way across the gentle hills on the path to Trayleigh Castle, was the object they guarded.

Near the lead and yet surrounded by men rode one woman on a sorrel mare.

Lady Avalon had shunned not only the covered litter which was supposed to carry her, but also the hood of her cloak, which meant that the sun played on the brilliance of her hair, a mix of blonde so fair more than a few of the men had privately compared it to an angel’s halo.

Those that had argued with her about riding in the litter, however, muttered that no angel would be so stubborn. And some had even heard the other rumors, the whispers traded behind hands, the dangerous word few dared say aloud—especially not when confronted with the uncommon stare of this particular lady.

“Look there, milady.” The lead soldier turned in his saddle and pointed off into the distance, prompting the young woman to follow his direction.

Unfolding around the long corner of a low-slung hill was the sight of Trayleigh Castle, revealed in bits and pieces through the autumn trees surrounding it. Home of Bryce, Baron d’Farouche—her cousin and guardian.

Twelve years ago Lady Avalon d’Farouche had watched that very castle, her family seat, burn as she clung to the top of a birch tree she had climbed after an afternoon of playing alone in the forest.

From her view at the edge of the nearby woods she had seen most of the details of the raid, and contrary to what the Londoners said, she remembered every second of it.

Fat clouds of black smoke erupting from all over the castle.

People everywhere, running, crying, chaos. Some of the people unmoving on the ground, spilling rivers of blood.

Her nursemaid, Ona, running for the tree where she was perched, calling her name in a panic.

A group of men following the woman.

The men pursuing Ona were bloodied like everyone else, but oddly colored with paint and carrying weapons. They were coming to the birch, and there was a menacing intent in their steps. Even though Avalon had scrambled out of the tree to warn Ona of the danger behind her, it had been too late.

Also contrary to what the gossips said, Avalon had not seen her father die. Only her nursemaid, slaughtered beneath the birch beside her.

The painted men were insurgent Picts, men without homes or honor. But to seven-year-old Avalon, they were creatures straight from a nightmare: goblins, streaked blue and red with screaming eyes.

She would have died with Ona in that moment at the base of the birch, her throat slit just as ruthlessly. But Uncle Hanoch had come. Hanoch had been visiting her father, and Hanoch had fought his way to her past the arrows and the axes and the blood, and he had killed the goblins instead. He had saved his son’s future bride and carried her away, away, to the coldest place in all the lands, Scotland.

Yes, the last time Avalon had seen Trayleigh she had been in the arms of Hanoch Kincardine, being dragged away from it while she shrieked at the top of her lungs, while she cried and kicked until they had stuffed a wad of cloth in her mouth that had tasted of smoke and death.

But today was fair and warm, a lifetime away from that moment. It was a day of rolling green hills and long meadows, with no sign of trouble anywhere. Lady Avalon d’Farouche, the young woman, now saw that Trayleigh Castle was much recovered from that terrible day twelve years ago.

Throughout her time away she retained not so much the memory of the splendid castle she was born in but rather the ravaged mess that she had glimpsed from the woods that day. In her mind, Trayleigh lingered in that distressing state, burning, bloodied, and brought to its knees.

The Picts had never been caught. They had plundered and raided and then melted away, back into the wilderness. The best that anyone had ever been able to explain to Avalon was that they were the holdouts of a remote northern clan, resisting the rule of any king, resisting civilized order. Whether it was bad luck or fate that made them pick Trayleigh to show their wrath, no one knew.

So when Avalon shifted in her saddle to take in the first glimpse of her old home, a corner of her still expected to see the same smoke she remembered eating up the skies.

But the castle that greeted her now was not burning. Nor was it quite what she recalled from happier times.

It was smaller, for one thing, not nearly as imposing to the eyes of an adult as it had been to a child. The straight, plain lines of it stretched up to the blue heavens but didn’t seem to reach all the way to the angels, as she used to imagine. The lawns were better kept, the hedges more neatly trimmed. Or perhaps she had simply never noticed these things as a girl.

The old birch tree that had been her shelter during the raid was taller, the branches thicker. It had not, apparently, burned with the castle.

But the air smelled just as she remembered, and Avalon felt a burst of gladness at this, that something was familiar after all this time: the scent of honeysuckle and grass.

Her cousin’s armsman saw her smile, pushed back his visor, and stared at her appreciatively.

“Right lovely,” he said, and she nodded, still looking at the castle.

The watchmen had sighted them and the gate was rising.

Avalon tried to remember if her father had kept the gate closed all the time. She had no idea. Probably not.

Geoffrey d’Farouche, for all his fame as a knight to his king, had been an older man by the time she was born, and ill equipped to raise his toddler daughter after his young wife had died of a fever. Avalon had been handed off to her nurse and nearly forgotten, as far as she recalled. Her memories of her father summoned up merely his eyes, his beard, the timbre of his voice. She could not say if he was kind or harsh, pragmatic or sentimental. There were really just two things she would always remember him for: that he had arranged both her betrothal and the fateful timing that had brought Hanoch Kincardine down from Scotland right before the raid.

The procession took on a solemn air as the group filed through the giant portals and on inside to the cobblestone courtyard. They pulled up in the middle; a serf came over and helped her off her horse, then took the reins and led the steed away.

“Cousin!” came a hearty cry, and Avalon turned to face a large, richly dressed man around what would have been her father’s age, coming toward her with open arms and a wide smile. She took a few steps forward but he was faster, pulling her into his embrace. The heavy onyx studs decorating his tunic dug into her skin.

She allowed this and then pulled back, straightening the train of her gown.

“Never say you rode all this way on your mount?” The man—her cousin Bryce, she assumed—gave her an incredulous look, opening his gray eyes wide, almost an act. He turned to the armsman.

“And you allowed this, Cadwell?”

“I’m afraid I insisted, my lord,” Avalon broke in quickly. “I do so dislike being confined, you see.”

“Ah.” Bryce looked back to her, and though his smile was still there, slightly puzzled, Avalon had a glimpse of something behind it. Irritation.

“You must not be so formal with me, dear Avalon,” he said, still sounding perfectly jovial. “You may call me Bryce, of course.”

“How kind,” she replied. “You may call me Avalon. But of course, you already do.”

He paused and then laughed, taking it for a joke, which was probably for the best. She had no idea what had come over her. She didn’t want to make an enemy of this man any sooner than she had to.

“Welcome home!” he said. “I do hope we did not inconvenience you too much by sending for you, cousin?”

“Not at all,” Avalon replied, most sincerely.

“Your companion—what was her name?”

“Lady Maribel.” She had only been Avalon’s constant chaperone for the past five years. Too short a time, Avalon supposed, for her guardian to bother to remember her name, even though it was he himself who had instructed his ward live with her.

“Yes, of course. Lady Maribel was not too put out by having you leave her in London, I hope?”

“I do not believe she was at all bothered, my lord.”

Lady Maribel had practically thrown together Avalon’s trunks herself in an effort to help her flee the coming scandal. Maribel’s reputation was much too sterling to consider besmirching, however remotely compassionate she had been to Avalon over the years.

“It was my dear wife who suggested you come to Trayleigh, but the haste was my idea!” Bryce laughed, spreading his big hands on his belly. “I am not a man of patience, I fear!”

“Your haste was not unwelcome,” Avalon murmured.

The summons had come the very night of the party, delivered with some urgency by a man in her family’s colors. She had not seen the d’Farouche heraldry in so long that it took more than a minute to recognize it, to approach the man, and accept the missive from her guardian.

She was wanted at Trayleigh. She was wanted at home, by order of Lord d’Farouche, etc., etc., and it had taken all her restraint not to dance around in joy in the middle of that crowded room. It didn’t matter why he wanted her, not really. All that mattered was that she would escape London.

How ironic that her rescue came at the hands of this man who had taken over her father’s title after the raid. The gilded young ladies had been correct in at least one thing: Five years ago Bryce had not wanted her. Had not even wanted to see her once she emerged from Scotland, the unexpected survivor of that long-ago raid on her family castle, even though he had never met her. It was a very public humiliation. At the uncomfortable age of fourteen, Avalon had been sent to Lady Maribel’s estate in Gatting and—as far as Avalon knew—had been completely ignored by her family ever since.

But Bryce had finally sent for her. At long, long last she was home.

And now, as she watched this cousin, this stranger who thought to control her fate, Avalon was struck for the first time with a tiny prick of unease. She could not say what it was that caused it—the width of his hands, the florid stain of color on his cheeks. Something was not quite right.…

It was perfectly natural to invite her home, she had told herself. After all, she was still family, her father had been Lord d’Farouche before him. Perhaps her guardian had finally decided it was time to acknowledge her, that she had spent enough time in Gatting and London with Maribel.

Bryce laughed again. “Come and meet my wife. She has been so eager for the day of your arrival! I daresay she has spoken of nothing but your coming for almost this past sennight!”

Waiting in the shadows of the doorway leading to the great hall stood an auburn-haired woman in a gown of scarlet, surrounded by a line of other women, most likely servants. Bryce took Avalon to this group with her arm firmly held in his, almost causing her to trip over her skirts to keep up with him.

He pulled her up beside him and presented her to his wife as if she were a prized trophy.

“Look who is here, Claudia. Our fair cousin Avalon.”

The woman named Claudia stayed in the shadows. She leaned her head back, as if trying to focus on something too close, and then looked away over Avalon’s shoulder.

“Welcome to Trayleigh Castle.” Her voice was husky and blurred. “Or welcome back, rather.”

“Thank you,” Avalon replied, almost at a loss, fighting the crush of disappointment at the woman’s words. No one could possibly call Claudia eager, and perhaps to cover for her lack of enthusiasm Bryce became even louder.

“You must be fatigued, dear cousin. Come inside. Rest. How happy you must be to be home again.”

Avalon walked with him past the long line of women, all of them but Claudia watching her closely.

The great hall had also changed from her girlhood view, seeming smaller again, with different tapestries hanging, different tables. Even the light seemed changed, sharper and harder. There was a strangeness in the air, a sense of wrongness that Avalon could not define. The tiny prick of unease she felt before grew stronger, harder to ignore.

She felt the chimera in her roll over in its sleep, disturbed.

Bryce waved his hand and a servant appeared, a woman little older than Avalon.

“You will be taken to your chambers, where you will rest until tonight. We look forward to your company then.”

Avalon looked up at her cousin—fair-haired and imposing in his stone-studded tunic—and noted the understated command in his words. The wrongness around them uncurled further—long, grasping tendrils.

“Good day to you, cousin Bryce,” she said, curtsying.

His smile was brilliant.

“Good day, Avalon.”

The rooms they assigned her were not the same as those she had had as a girl. It seemed to her these rooms used to be the quarters of some noblewoman, a gentle lady who had always had a kind word for her, who was it? Ah, Lady Luedella. Avalon wondered what had happened to her, then blocked the thought from her mind. If the Picts had found her, Avalon didn’t want to know.

The rooms were fine. The pallet was clean and covered with ample furs. The rushes on the floor were fresh and fragrant; there was a small fire going in the fireplace. She even had a rug, a fanciful Persian thing that had so many intertwining lines and flowers in it that it gave her a headache to look at it.

Everything was perfectly satisfactory—even better than that, practically luxurious, a clear reflection of the wealth of the estate. So why was Avalon unable to rid herself of the feeling of entrapment?

She wandered over to the window and peered out, searching for that old birch. The farthest-reaching branches were in her sights, but that was all. The birch faced the other side of the castle, really. She was glad that there was green on what little of the tree she could see.

No one ever talked of the raid to her. Not Hanoch, not Maribel, not even the servants. It was as if everyone wanted it wiped clean from the very memory of God. Was there anyone left from that time, back when Avalon had thought her life whole and happy? Perhaps. Perhaps there was someone.…

A maid entered, small and deferential. She bobbed a curtsy, then opened the door wide for the series of men who came in carrying Avalon’s trunks. There were a lot of them.

Avalon and the maid watched the men enter, set the trunks down against a wall, then go back out only to return with more.

“Tell me,” Avalon began, and provoked a startled jump from the girl. She smothered her smile. “I beg your pardon.”

Embarrassed, the maid blushed, not meeting her eyes.

“Could you perchance tell me what became of the woman who used to have these rooms?”

The maid looked tortured, as if the simple question was beyond her, then shook her head down at the floor.

“Well, then. Could you tell me of someone who would know?”

At this the girl looked up into Avalon’s eyes, almost fearful, then glanced over at the men still coming and going. Avalon followed the look and saw something she doubted the maid did: the wrongness creeping into the room through the open door, its sliding tendrils winding around the ankles of the girl. Avalon blinked a few times and the vision was gone.

The maid had not moved, and Avalon addressed her again.

“Perhaps you could simply tell me your name?”

“Elfrieda, milady,” the girl whispered.

“Elfrieda.” A man entered with the last trunk on his shoulders, heaved it next to the others, and bowed as he left. Avalon considered the maid. “How old are you?”

“Fourteen, milady.”

“Fourteen! So old! You look as if you could be my daughter.”

Elfrieda looked up, swallowed the silly lie with a lighter heart. “Indeed not, milady! You look younger than my sister, milady, and she being older than you!”

Avalon gave a little laugh. “Do you think so? Then I feel better.” She walked over to one of the trunks and perched on its lid.

“Elfrieda, tell me, is there no one you can think of who would know of the Lady Luedella? She is the one who had these rooms when I was a child. I would be grateful for any help.”

Avalon couldn’t say why she was suddenly so determined to discover the fate of the woman. It just seemed important, immensely so.

She reached into the folds of her skirt and withdrew the small jeweled pouch she carried on a chain on her belt. Loosening the drawstring, she shook two golden coins onto her palm.

Elfrieda watched, disbelieving, as Avalon held them out to her.

“Any help at all,” she said quietly.

The maid inched forward, threw an agonized glance at Avalon’s face and then back to the coins. Avalon grasped a fragment of her thoughts.

Food, enough for weeks! New seed for the crops. Mayhap even a cow for Mama, milk for the baby.…

“Take it,” said Avalon flatly. She stood up and slapped the coins into the girl’s hand then turned away, disgusted with herself. What had come over her, toying with a child like that?

Elfrieda was leaving, bobbing more curtsies at the door, mumbling something incoherent and thankful before she was gone.

Avalon went back to the window and stared, unseeing, at the view.
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Cousin Bryce was laughing loud and long at something Avalon had said which was not particularly humorous.

Avalon found that the evening meal was punctuated with such laughter from him, accompanied by exclamations of her wit and charm. It was both unnerving and tiresome. Perhaps he actually thought her completely lacking in wit, Avalon considered, to think he was fooling her—that she would believe his show was natural, that he really cared enough about what she thought of his presentation of the leek pie to bring it up three times.

But she smiled cordially and nodded and made the appropriate comments to her host as they ate at his table on the dais in the hall that used to be her father’s.

Soldiers and nobles alike sat alongside each other in the large room, dining almost in silence as her cousin plowed on with his anecdotes and solicitations of her opinion. He offered her the choicest portions of each serving, fawned over her as she tried to eat, admired her manners repeatedly, and constantly refilled her goblet until it remained brimming with wine, untouched.

It was almost as if he were courting her, Avalon thought, disbelieving, but then shook her head at the idea. No matter how overly friendly he might be, Bryce d’Farouche was still her cousin, albeit once or twice removed. And he was already quite married.

Lady Claudia ate almost nothing, Avalon noted. She merely sat back in her chair and sipped her wine, watching her husband, watching Avalon. She had not joined in at Avalon’s tentative attempt to include her in the conversation, but had instead stared at her, silent, letting Avalon’s polite observation of some insignificant fact drift off, unanswered. Then she turned her head away and took another drink from her goblet. Bryce had talked over the moment, distracting Avalon by offering her another serving of venison. Avalon had declined.

She had never had such a strange meal, not even in Scotland, where the men remained boisterous while they ate, nor at Gatting, where all attempts to show her the world of the well bred had included dinner conversations not monopolized by one person.

Her father’s hall had always been loud and cheerful, or so it had seemed to the little girl who watched enviously from the top of the main stairs, still too young to join them.

This was a different time and place, obviously. This was not the home she remembered. There was a tension here, no doubt about it, the wrongness around them all fed by the nervous looks of the nobles, the grim chewing of the soldiers.

Lady Claudia, watchful and filled with wine, now sat with a slightly curling smile on her lips.

Avalon had to stop herself from leaping to her feet when the last course was finished.

“I thank you for your hospitality, cousin,” she said, pushing back her chair in what she hoped was a slow enough fashion.

Bryce stood up much more quickly. “What? Are you thinking of retiring so soon, dear Avalon?”

The hall fell silent.

She paused, still sitting, then replied, “Why, yes, I am. It has been a very long day.”

Bryce maneuvered himself until he was standing behind Claudia’s chair as Avalon watched from hers, wary. He placed one meaty hand on his wife’s shoulder.

“But the hour is yet early, Avalon! Do not say you will leave us so soon. Why, Claudia has been telling me how much she looked forward to hearing you play for us after the meal, is it not so, my wife?”

Lady Claudia’s teeth were stained with red wine, making her mouth ruby bright. She licked her lips and gave a lazy smile. “It is so.”

Avalon stood up and spoke firmly.

“Indeed, I am sorry to disappoint you both, but I’m afraid I have no talent for music. I cannot play.”

Bryce put his other hand on Claudia’s shoulder. “Of course you can’t. How clumsy of me to suggest such a thing. Growing up as you did, there would be no opportunity for you—”

“They have music in Scotland, my lord,” she interrupted, more amused than irritated. “All I am saying is that I have no skill for it.”

“Then Claudia will play for you, won’t you, my dear?”

Claudia bowed her head, seemed about to burst into laughter. “Of course I will,” she gasped, after a moment.

There seemed to be nothing to do but to follow Claudia, who walked over to the fireplace, holding on to her peculiar smile.

She played the psaltery, and fairly well, Avalon judged. She would have thought that the wine would make nimble fingers ungainly on the strings, but Claudia kept the pace of her song steady, tapping her foot against the floor as she sang a lively tune in her husky voice.

The women were clustered around the fireplace, the remains of the meal had been cleared by the serfs, the men were off doing Avalon had no idea what. Even Bryce, after making certain that his cousin was firmly entrenched by the fire, had left the group, entreating his wife in his loud and happy voice to keep playing.

And play Claudia did. After Bryce left she switched songs, moving now to a French ballad, slower, more melancholy. The mood seemed to permeate the group of women. Claudia stopped only to take swallows of wine between songs.

Avalon rested her cheek on her hand, staring into the fire, wishing she could be in the solitude of her rooms right now instead of here listening to this sad plinking of notes and tragic themes. The flames were beginning to slowly die, settling down to embers, molten centers, scraps of smoke.

Claudia finished another piece and Avalon quickly stood, intending to take her leave.

“You play delightfully,” she said, edging away from the group. “How sorry I am I must retire now. I simply cannot keep my eyes open anymore.”

Claudia, to her surprise, made no attempt to stop her, only strummed a few strings as she watched Avalon back away. The dying flames were clearly reflected in her eyes.

“Thank you so much” Avalon said, impatient to leave but still seeking a thread of normalcy in the moment. “Good eve to you.”

“Cousin,” came a voice behind her.

Avalon turned around to see Bryce, returned from the darkness, standing quiet for once in the doorway. She wondered how long he had been there.

There was a man beside him, further back in the shadows. Both of them began to walk into the room.

Claudia continued to pluck at the strings of the psaltery, pursing her lips and looking down.

“Lady Avalon, I present to you your cousin Warner, my brother. Please do forgive his appearance, he has only just this moment arrived from the Continent.”

Warner came forward and took her hand, bowing over it. He was large and fair, like Bryce, with gray eyes and sandy hair, at least two decades older than Avalon. There was a fine layer of dust over all of him, marking the creases around his eyes and mouth in pale spider lines.

“Cousin,” he murmured against the back of her hand.

The chill came immediately, snaking up her arm, and she thought: Of course, of course, Bryce wasn’t courting me, good heavens, he doesn’t want me for himself—

He wanted her for this man. For his brother.

The air left her lungs at her discovery, her fingers grew cold even as Warner squeezed them. Bryce was watching her closely, monitoring her reaction.

For an instant she had to admire his audacity. He actually planned to break the betrothal. He would brave the wrath of two kings and the Clan Kincardine to keep her in the family, and that wrath would not be inconsiderable.

And thus he would also keep all her lands and her wealth. Which were also not inconsiderable.

She stifled the laugh that rose in her throat, made herself take back her hand from Warner and nod to him coolly.

“A pleasure,” he said, inspecting her face, moving boldly down to her shoulders, her breasts.

Avalon took a step away. “I regret I cannot tarry further, my lords. I have traveled far today. Though not as far as you, I am sure, cousin Warner.” She gave the smallest smile to Warner, watched his gaze linger on her lips.

Claudia at last hit a sour note on her instrument.

“I find I am fatigued as well,” she said, rising and handing the psaltery to one of her attendants. “I will escort Lady Avalon to her chambers, my lord.”

Bryce examined his wife, then looked at Avalon, who strived to appear impatient.

“Good eve, then, my dears,” he said to them both, and bowed.

“I look forward to seeing you in the morn,” said Warner to Avalon, and she nodded again, taking Claudia’s arm and ignoring his stare on her back as they left.

Avalon remembered the way to Luedella’s chambers but walked back in silence with Claudia, matching her slow, measured pace, perhaps a result of all the wine.

Marry Warner! Again Avalon smothered an amazed laugh at the thought, then threw a glance at Claudia, who kept moving forward in her haze, unperturbed.

Obviously the notion was completely mad, but Bryce’s plans threw her own into disarray, and the damage could be anything from inconvenient to disastrous, depending upon how soon he thought to push her into the engagement.

“Tomorrow night we are having a celebration,” said Lady Claudia evenly to the walls as they walked.

“Oh?”

Perhaps Claudia had her own chimera; she seemed to know what Avalon was thinking. Her face was serene as she met Avalon’s gaze. “Can you guess why, my lady?”

Disaster.

“I believe so.”

“I thought as much.”

Claudia let that hang in the air for a moment until they passed a sentry guarding a doorway, then she continued.

“Men do strange things, do they not?”

“Aye,” Avalon agreed, wholeheartedly.

“Take any man. Take my husband, for instance. Your own cousin. He may have a castle of his own. He may have lands reaching out forever. He may have power, serfs, knights. He may have all this, but will it quench his thirst for more?”

Avalon didn’t reply.

“A man is an unfathomable thing,” Claudia said, thoughtful. “We women cannot comprehend the desires he keeps in his head and in his heart. Perhaps it is better this way. Perhaps it is better not to know why a man would do something rash, for example. Something certain to bring trouble onto his house.”

They had reached Luedella’s door. Claudia released her arm. “Perhaps it is better not to understand why a man would turn his life into a dare against two kingdoms and a mighty group of families, just to gain more of what he already holds.”

The torchlight softened Claudia’s features, was captured by the darkness of her eyes and sunk down into them, absorbed.

“Perhaps,” Avalon said.

“I have heard that your fiancé has returned from his crusade, Lady Avalon. I have heard that Marcus Kincardine has come home again.”

Avalon took in this new shock, tried not to let it show on her face, but Claudia gave a bitter smile.

“It’s true. I have heard that even now he rides to claim his bride. Which is why, I think, Warner has hurried over from France so quickly, and why my husband has brought you here so suddenly. I believe now you have a very clear idea what will happen at the celebration tomorrow night. Warner will not have the luxury of asking you nicely to wed. He is a man after my husband’s mind, I think. Not opposed to—” she seemed to consider her thoughts, raising a finger to her lips, “—to force, I would think.”

There were no words on Avalon’s tongue, surprise had taken them away and left her with a pounding heart and the whining tinge of panic in her mind.

“Are you aware of what the Kincardine has been doing in his absence, cousin Avalon? Are you aware of what they call him, your betrothed, this man my husband thinks
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