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        Once upon a time, the legendary knight Burke Fitzgavin galloped into Kiltorren Castle and fell in love with Alys, the lord’s orphaned niece. But her uncle was determined that Burke marry one of his homely daughters instead. Through tricks and lies, Burke was sent away believing that Alys wanted nothing of his heart.

      

        

      
        Pledged to a Bride Quest, Burke has vowed not to return home until he finds his long-lost love. He returns to Kiltorren to discover that the fiery young innocent has become a woman, a servant on her uncle’s estate. Paying penance for Burke’s long-ago embrace, she wants nothing to do with him. Burke knows he must earn her trust again.

      

        

      
        Even as he slowly rekindles her desire, Alys’ family attempts to thwart their romance—determined that Alys should not marry before her cousins do. But Burke is a warrior and this battle to win the hand and the heart of his one true love will be his greatest challenge ever…
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        Kiltorren Castle, Ireland—April 1171

      

      

      Burke de Montvieux crested a rise, reined in his destrier, and stared at the scene spread before him. He had ridden hard for three days, pushing his steed to the limits of the beast’s endurance, Brianna of Tullymullagh’s challenge in his ears.

      ’Twas true enough that Burke had not departed upon the bride quest Brianna had issued to the three brothers Fitzgavin with the enthusiasm the lady thought her command deserved. Nor had he brought her a gift that he truly believed would win her heart—because Burke had no desire for Brianna’s affections.

      For ’twas Alys of Kiltorren who haunted Burke’s dreams.

      Burke’s guilty awareness of his unchivalrous behavior had taken him back to Tullymullagh, only to find Brianna happily wed to his elder brother, Luc. It had seemed to Burke that matters would end there, but Brianna was not so readily satisfied with a mere apology—she not only demanded the truth but insisted he set matters to rights.

      Brianna had sent Burke upon his own bride quest, not only to seek the lady who still held his heart but to win her hand.

      Now his objective lay before his very eyes and Burke’s heart pounded in trepidation of what he might find. He paused and surveyed the estate he had not seen these two long years.

      Castle Kiltorren clung to the craggy west coast of Ireland, its moss-encrusted stone walls rising from the rock as if they always had been thus. With the fey moodiness of early spring, clouds swept in from the west to blanket the sky in pearly silver as the air turned chill. The sun hung low over the horizon, an angry red glow that pierced the clouds and painted the sea with a ribbon of light.

      It had been two years since Burke had last seen the squat tower of Kiltorren, three years since a maid’s sparkling eyes had captivated his heart beneath that tower’s shadow. Twice he had been here, twice he had found naught but heartache at Castle Kiltorren. A deluge of memories swept over him.

      The summons to tournament could not have come at a better moment, for a decade beneath his father’s command had left Burke prepared for a new challenge. He was in need of frivolity, yet he was not alone in answering the Lord of Kiltorren’s call.

      Burke was, however, alone in noting that lord’s niece, Alys of Kiltorren.

      The lord Cedric and his lady wife, Deirdre, were arrayed in their finest to meet the arriving party of knights, jewels flashing on every finger in the summer sunlight. The way they pushed their two daughters forward made their true objectives more than clear, although those two young women were scarcely worthy of note.

      One had been spared no indulgence in her garb and was ornamented far beyond her family’s station, her tiny eyes taking greedy note of the merit of each knight’s steed and entourage. The second seemed terrified to be singled out thus and spent the better part of the ceremonies staring at her hands.

      But one lady was there, standing to the back of the party, not part of the servants yet not of the family proper. She stood with the dignity of a queen, her proud pose in marked contrast to the way the family ignored her very presence.

      And once he drew near and looked upon her, the lady’s gentle beauty snared Burke’s interest fully. Her heart-shaped face was as sweet as that in any bard’s tale, her full lips looked in dire need of a smile. The unadorned indigo of her fitted kirtle showed her slim curves to advantage, for she was as tall and slender as a keen blade. An errant curl of her wavy blond tresses had escaped her veil and danced against her cheek in the breeze, as if ’twould beckon to Burke.

      But a single glimpse and Burke knew he must know more of this lady. Impatient with introductions, he nodded hastily to Lady Deirdre, her daughters Malvina and Brigid, then turned his finest smile upon Lord Cedric when that man appeared to have said all he intended.

      “Is this lady also of your family?” Burke asked smoothly, and gestured to the beauty behind.

      The lady in question flushed in a most beguiling way. Lady Deirdre’s eyes flashed. Malvina—the spoiled one—grimaced.

      “She is but a niece," he declared. "A mere ward of the family, devoid of dowry and unworthy of note.”

      Burke thought precisely the opposite and did not take pains to hide his conclusion. “Surely ’tis not too much to ask the honor of making her acquaintance?”

      Lord Cedric scowled, then turned a fierce glare upon his niece. Her eyes widened slightly, and too late, Burke saw that she would be the one to bear the burden of his curiosity.

      Then she stepped forward and Burke cared for naught else.

      “My niece,” Lord Cedric supplied testily. “Alys of Kiltorren.” His wife sniffed in ill-concealed disdain.

      Clearly unused to such attention, Alys flushed and smiled when Burke kissed her knuckles. Her hand trembled slightly within his, and Burke resolved in that very moment to pursue this lady. He would know more of her, he would prompt her laughter, he would discover why her family thought her worthy only of disregard.

      Burke sighed and rubbed a hand across his brow, wishing he had not been so young, so trusting, so certain that naught could stand between him and the course of love.

      For he had sought Alys in every corner of the hall, each exchange convincing him yet further that she was a woman of merit. Burke had coaxed her laughter early and had felt a thrill of victory beyond that won on any field when her eyes sparkled at his jest. Those eyes were of the most wondrous shade, a marvelous golden brown flicked with specks of sunlight that seemed to dance when Alys laughed.

      And her eyes had glowed when Burke had claimed his first kiss from his lady fair. But Alys had kissed the ardent knight back, and it took no more than that encouragement to see Burke smitten.

      There had been more sweet kisses and more laughter, more stolen moments than Burke could name, each one putting him more securely beneath the lady’s spell. For the first time in all his days, Burke had fallen in love.

      And it seemed his regard was returned.

      Until the day in the stables. Burke scowled at the distant keep, knowing he would never forget the fleeting moment that had changed all.

      Burke found Alys in the stables that warm afternoon. ’Twas not by accident, for he had been seeking her, though he feigned that he but stumbled upon her. Alys, of course, saw through his ploy.

      She was consigned to some ignoble labor, no doubt to keep her out of sight, but even in such circumstance, the lady shone like a jewel. She smiled at the sight of Burke but would hear naught of him taking the labor upon himself. Burke lingered; indeed, he could not tear himself away from her presence. Just the sight of Alys made Burke’s heart pound, the barest glimpse of a smile made him long for another of her sweet kisses.

      On this day Alys’s hair was tied up and her kirtle worn thin. It gaped around the fullness of her breasts in a most intriguing way; her ankles flashed beneath the hem. ’Twas clear the gown was a remnant from years before the lady’s figure bloomed to perfection. Burke hated that she must bear such indignity and knew there must be some way he could see matters set to rights.

      When she made to heft a full bucket of slops, Burke could bear the injustice no longer. He strode to her side and swept the full bucket out of her grip. “Where do you take this?”

      Alys’s eyes widened. “Burke, you cannot! ’Tis unfitting!”

      “’Tis more unfitting that you perform such labor,” he said grimly. “You have but to tell me where.”

      “But you are a guest!”

      “And you are a lady.” His determination must have shown, for Alys shook her head and smiled.

      She folded her arms across her chest and regarded him, a teasing glint in those golden eyes. “You, sir, are most stubborn.” Burke grinned and put down the bucket, taking a step closer. The lady’s eyes gleamed as she evidently guessed his intent, and she took a playful step back.

      ’Twas clear she had no objections, and Burke grinned as he easily backed her into the wooden wall of the stall. “And you, my lady fair, are most fetching.” He lifted one hand to the soft curve of her jaw, but Alys laughed aloud.

      “In this?” She gestured to her tattered kirtle and wrinkled her nose playfully, then laughed anew. “Burke, is it your wits you have lost or your sight?”

      “It is my heart that I have lost,” he confided, trapping Alys within the circle of his arms. ’Twas not the first time he had cornered her thus, and Burke saw anticipation light her eyes.

      “Incorrigible,” she charged, a dimple appearing in one cheek. Her eyes sparkled merrily and Burke could see the flutter of her heartbeat at her throat. He touched her creamy flesh with a fingertip, liking well how she caught her breath, and let it wander along the edge of the ill-fitting kirtle.

      “Tempted,” he acknowledged, and ran that fingertip across the ripe curve of her breast where it tried to escape her kirtle. Alys gasped. Burke let his palm graze her nipple, and when she whispered his name, he could not resist her any longer.

      Burke bent his head and captured the lady’s lips beneath his own even as his hand slid beneath her gown to caress her bare breast. She surged against him, her hands slid into his hair, and Burke had caught her fully against him for the first time. She was all sweetness and softness, both strong and supple, and Burke wanted naught but to make this woman his own.

      The recollection even now could make Burke’s mouth go dry. He could taste Alys still, he could feel his heart hammering, he could smell the straw heated in a summer’s sunlight. He could see the shine of wonder in Alys’s marvelous eyes.

      And he could feel the curve of her breast beneath his hand once more, the taut nipple jutting against his palm.

      Yet that single sweet kiss had been their undoing. In that very moment, the stable door had been kicked open to hue and cry, lord and lady and half the household pouring in to demand an accounting. Burke closed his eyes against the recollection of their din. He hated the memory of his own failure to conjure some manner of suitable explanation.

      He felt again his anguish when Alys flushed scarlet and— to Deirdre’s muttered accusation “whore!”—fled the stables, clutching the front of her kirtle.

      Little had Burke known that he would never see his Alys again.

      Aye, he had tried to pursue her, but without success, for the family had barricaded him in that stall. Burke scowled with recollection. It had been nigh half a day before he broke free of their incessant questions, and that only because he roared he would wed the woman, if only to silence them.

      His declaration had both silenced them and sent them away to consult among themselves. Alys, it seemed, was not interested in any such match, for the word came that evening that she would have none of his proposal. Indeed, ’twas said she refused even to see him again. Burke was sent from Kiltorren’s gates, caught in an unfamiliar maelstrom of emotion.

      An older knight had informed Burke he would grow to be glad that all had finished as it had. In his youth and uncertainty, Burke had dared to hope that Alys’s choice might truly be for the best.

      A mere year away from Castle Kiltorren had only proved the strength of Alys’s grip upon Burke’s heart. She haunted him, she occupied his dreams, he fancied he heard her laughter in the thousand murmurings of any crowded hall. Finally, Burke had returned to Kiltorren, newly determined to see the lady, either to destroy her hold over him or to hear rejection from her own lips.

      But Lady Deirdre and Lord Cedric had confessed that Alys was gone, they knew not where. Burke’s disappointment had nearly taken him to his knees, and he had left this place yet again with a heavy heart.

      Now, as he eyed the village and the fields from the crest of the road, all those old feelings coursed through him. He noted that the holding had changed little, and certainly not for the better. Burke could not help but wonder whether all would be the same within its walls.

      Could Alys have returned?

      Could she yet be unwed?

      Would a confession of love have earned a different response from Alys three years past? Brianna insisted ’twould make all the difference, her certainty giving Burke new determination to return and seek the truth from his lady fair.

      Suddenly Burke heard the gatekeeper’s cry of warning and realized that twilight fell across the land. His heart leaped and he gave Moonshadow his spurs, determined to pass beneath Kiltorren’s gates before they closed for the night.

      Indeed, the sun already dipped dangerously low.
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      “Good evening, Alys,” Godfrey said as Alys passed beneath the shadow of Kiltorren’s gates. She struggled to hurry, knowing that ’twas time to close the portal, but was unable to move very quickly with the sack of flour she carried.

      The goats scurried around her ankles, bleating and nudging at her knees. Edana the goat girl skipped past her, calling a greeting with typical cheer, shooing the goats that complained mightily about her haste through the gates.

      Alys hoisted the flour higher despite the ache in her back, permitted herself one uncharitable thought about her aunt’s incessant demands, then managed a smile for the kindly keeper. “And a good evening to you, Godfrey.”

      That man’s brow furrowed in concern as he eyed the sack. “’Tis too much of a burden for you,” he said, “and no labor for a lady born.”

      Alys put the sack down inside the gates and wiped her forehead. “Mercifully, the kitchen is not far from here.” She summoned a brave smile. “I shall manage, Godfrey, as ever I do.”

      But the older man shook his head in disapproval. “’Tis not right. Why, your grandsire must be rolling in his grave...”

      Before Alys could warn the keeper of his impertinence, the thunder of hoofbeats rang in her ears. She turned in the same moment that Godfrey did, only to find a great black warhorse galloping toward the gate.

      ’Twas a destrier of flawless ebony with a mane of midnight silk, a proud beast of rare size.

      Indeed, Alys had seen its like only once before.

      “Hold!” the knight roared, riding closer. “Hold the gate!”

      Alys’s mouth went dry in recognition. She blinked, certain her eyes would prove her wrong, but the knight pulled his steed to a halt before the gates with a flair she well recalled. Every servant and peasant milling inside the gate halted to stare, Alys as good as invisible within their ranks in her simple garb.

      The knight doffed his helmet and shook out his black hair as the steed stamped impatiently. Aye, Burke de Montvieux had returned to Kiltorren.

      Alys’s heart simply stopped. She stood as if struck to stone by his unexpected appearance.

      For Burke was not only here, he was far more handsome than Alys remembered. The years had etched attractive silver threads at his temples. His jaw was square, his nose aquiline, his eyes that silvery blue that seemed to pierce straight through artifice.

      There was a new terseness in the line of his firm lips, and his eyes narrowed in shrewd assessment of Godfrey. Burke’s shoulders seemed even more broad, his physique more superbly muscled than the man who stubbornly occupied Alys’s dreams. There was a sense of command about this knight that had not been there when last she saw him.

      “I am Burke de Montvieux,” he declared, the very sound of his voice setting Alys’s heart to hammering. “And I ride on an urgent errand to Castle Kiltorren.”

      “Aye?” Godfrey stepped deliberately into the middle of the gateway and propped his hands on his hips. The stalwart gatekeeper was not a small man, and his disapproval was tangible. “And what might that be?”

      “I come,” Burke confessed in a low voice threaded with humor, “at the Princess Brianna’s behest.”

      An uncharacteristic pang of jealousy shot through Alys, though she tried to stifle her response. She knew Burke was a man of charm, a knight well used to successfully courting the affections of noblewomen. She should not be surprised that he served the will of a legendary beauty.

      “Aye?” Godfrey demanded in a most unwelcoming manner.

      “Aye.” Burke grinned outright and arched one dark brow. “I come to Kiltorren in search of a bride.”

      Alys gasped aloud. Surely it could not be so! The small sound she made was all that was needed to draw Burke’s eyes her way.

      The knight caught his breath in a most satisfactory way. Alys thrilled to see recognition light his eyes even as Godfrey dispatched a runner to the keep.

      “Alys!” Burke murmured, and swung from his saddle with an enthusiasm that could not be denied. “’Tis truly you!” His eyes glowed with a heat Alys well recalled, a warm smile curved his lips. “I cannot believe this good fortune!”

      Burke closed the distance between them with a few long strides. He captured Alys’s hand and pressed a gallant kiss upon her knuckles with an intensity that fairly melted her knees.

      Just like Heloise’s favored tale, her hero cared naught for her humble circumstance. Burke had not abandoned her, he had not left her shamed as Aunt maintained.

      “Good day, Burke,” Alys whispered, unable to find any more fitting greeting. Her pulse fluttered and she felt herself flush beneath his perusal. Burke doffed his gloves and lifted one strong hand to her cheek, the warmth of his fingers making Alys tingle in recollection of his tenderness. His gaze seemed to devour the sight of her, and she chided herself for ever doubting his intent.

      Burke bent his head, clearly intending to kiss her in a most suitable manner, and Alys rose to her toes to meet him midway.

      “It seemed too much to hope that you might be here as well,” he murmured, his breath warm on her lips.

      “As well?” Alys asked, startled.

      Burke smiled down at her with the confidence she well recalled. “As well as your cousins. I knew they would yet be unwed.” He winked but Alys drew back.

      “You did not expect me to be at Kiltorren, yet still you came here for a bride?”

      “Aye, I was quite certain you would be gone.” Burke’s smile did not waver. “Indeed, ’tis most wondrously convenient.”

      Convenience did not fit with the romantic tale as Alys knew it.

      Indeed, the pieces fell into place with alarming speed. Burke came to Kiltorren for a bride, convinced that she would not be here.

      Which could only mean that Alys was not a candidate for that position. Just as Aunt had long insisted, just as Alys had feared, this knight found her a fitting mistress but not a fitting bride.

      “You shameless cur!” Alys slapped Burke’s handsome visage as hard as she could, then spun away, cursing her own foolish hope and blinking back her tears.

      “Alys!” Burke shouted, but she would not listen to anything he might have to say.

      Indeed, she fairly tripped over her skirts in her haste to retreat. Alys snatched up her basket, strode a distance away, then spun to shake her finger at the astonished knight.

      “Do not even think of laying your hand upon me again!”

      No doubt he would have rolled her to her back three years past without a qualm if they had not been interrupted, and now he only savored the convenience of having her available while he courted her cousin.

      Oh, she could just spit.

      Burke halted, looking like a man who faced an incomprehensible foe, and Godfrey watched them both with narrowed eyes. “Alys, what is this? But a moment past, you were prepared to welcome my embrace.”

      “But a moment past, I misunderstood the fullness of your intent!” Alys retorted, the heat rising in her words. Indeed, her cheeks must be burning crimson they were so hot. “You may have forgotten what passed between us—”

      “Alys,” Burke interrupted, his words low and beguiling. “I forget naught of you.”

      The intimacy of his tone stopped Alys’s tirade cold. She swallowed and stared back at him. The sensuous gleam in Burke’s eyes made her flush spread to her toes.

      Instinctively she wanted to trust him, even knowing what trouble he had caused her in the past. Alys’s resolve wavered dangerously as Burke took a step closer; her heart pounded.

      “Indeed, my lady,” he continued smoothly, his gaze filling with affection, “’tis the prospect of your smile alone that brings me back to these gates.”

      That fulsome lie broke the spell.

      “Oh! You lie! You just declared you did not even expect to find me here!” Alys danced backward, infuriated at herself for even thinking of believing in him again.

      Burke’s smile faded with a nearly audible snap. He frowned, looking suddenly boyish. “’Tis true, I knew you would not be at Kiltorren...”

      Alys propped her hands on her hips, letting challenge filter into her tone. “Then what is this nonsense of my smile?” Burke stepped closer, his eyes gleaming. “I fully intended to seek you out, Alys.”

      “After you wed one of my cousins?” she asked, still stung by his claim that he came in search of a bride. “Or perhaps during your engagement? How very gallant!”

      Burke’s eyes flashed silver. “Alys, that is not what I meant. You misunderstand me!” He shoved a hand through his hair and glared at their very interested audience. He leaned closer and dropped his voice. “Alys, we must have a moment alone...”

      “You will have no moment alone with me, of that you may be certain.” Alys took a backward step, wanting only to put distance between them. How many times did this man have to disappoint her for her to realize that he was not the knight of her dreams?

      Burke visibly gritted his teeth. “Alys, the truth has gone astray in this. We must have a moment...”

      But Burke would have no opportunity to finish his plea, for the family entourage spilled suddenly out of the keep. Aunt’s voice carried all the way to their ears, the shrillness of her tones making the goats scatter into the far corners of the bailey.

      “Burke de Montvieux!” Lady Deirdre cried. “It truly is you! Hasten yourself, girls, hasten. ’Tis Burke, the most eligible knight ever to have crossed our threshold!”

      Alys turned in time to note her aunt snapping her fingers at her eldest daughter. “Malvina! Straighten your circlet. And square your shoulders!”

      Malvina did as she was bidden, her greedy eyes shining at the sight of the new arrival. “Burke!” she crowed, nearly stumbling over her rich skirts in her haste to reach the knight’s side. “Is it true you have come for a bride?”

      ’Twas evident enough who Malvina thought that bride should be.

      But then Malvina believed that all the goods of this world should rightly be her own. Typically, Alys’s cousin dressed in garb far too ornate for a simple day, her jewels sparkling, her cloak fur-trimmed. Alys noted that Malvina had already begun to test the strength of the new garment’s seams.

      Aye, she knew well enough who would have to mend the garment. Again. ’Twas not in Malvina’s nature to deny herself any treat—nor that of her parents to deny their eldest any trinket.

      “My boy, I knew you would return for one of my beloved and beauteous daughters!” roared Alys’s uncle, Cedric of Kiltorren. His bulk slowed him slightly in the procession, and his hasty breathing became audible as he drew near.

      The gleam in Cedric’s eyes was unmistakable. Alys shook her head, knowing that her uncle had spied another gift fitting for his beloved daughter.

      Indeed, she almost felt sorry for Burke.

      But mostly she felt ill. Oh, she should have had the wits to know better than to believe a romantic tale had come to life! Burke was not the noble Aucassin of Heloise’s tales—he was but a man, interested in his own satisfaction. Though she had once nearly succumbed to his charm, she would not repeat the error.

      “Your bride arrives,” she informed Burke coldly. “I would not deign to keep you.” And Alys lifted her chin and swept away as regally as she could, despite her tattered garb and the weight of flour on her hip.

      “Alys! Do not leave!”

      Alys frowned and hefted her burden higher, deliberately ignoring the knight. She ducked through the swirl of fine wool and trailing hems edged in fur that already closed around the arrival, without any of her family noting her passing.

      But Burke called out. “Alys! Halt!”

      Despite herself, Alys found her heart give a little skip of pleasure that he noticed her departure.

      Then she called herself seven kinds of fool and continued without stopping.

      After all, this was the knight to whom she had nearly surrendered her maidenhead. This was the man who had whispered sweet tales in her ear. This was the man who compromised Alys in her aunt’s eye, then rode away untroubled by what he had done.

      And left Alys to bear the brunt of Aunt’s wrath for three years.

      That was not chivalrous in the least.

      ’Twas no consolation that the sweet heat of Burke’s last kiss had never faded from Alys’s thoughts. Oh, she was once a fool for loving him, twice a fool for submitting to his kiss, and thrice a fool still to be yearning for him. She was supposed to be older and wiser, to know better than to trust a man’s beguiling kisses and sweet pledges.

      Had she learned naught? Alys stormed across the bailey, as disgusted with herself as with the new arrival.

      “Alys! I would speak with you!” Burke roared. Alys flicked a glance over her shoulder to note how he tried to ease his way free of the throng that had surrounded him, but without success. Burke raised a hand to beckon to her.

      And Alys enjoyed turning her back upon his summons, striding to the kitchen, her chin held high.

      Convenient. Alys growled the word beneath her breath, even as tears blurred her vision. ’Twould be a cold day in hell that she was fool enough to spend a private moment in Burke de Montvieux’s company again.
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      ’Twas clear to Burke that something had gone awry, for his sweet Alys was angry with him.

      Indeed, his jaw stung with the weight of her conviction.

      And where had she conceived of the idea that he meant to court her cousins? Did she imagine that her spurning of his proposal had driven him to that? Burke could not imagine that any setback could force him to such extremes, though the very evidence of her fury convinced him that Alys was not without regard for him.

      Nay, she still loved him, or else she would not have cared who he wed. ’Twould take but a moment to explain the truth to her and have her tipping her face up for his kiss once more.

      Burke could not wait to do precisely that.

      But now he was cornered. Deirdre had effectively trapped him against the gates, and Burke recalled how he disliked this woman and her manipulative ways.

      He glanced in the direction Alys had fled, only now seeing the import of her clothing. She had been attired in a kirtle so worn ’twas nearly rags held together by will alone. Indeed, it seemed her status in this household had only worsened in his absence.

      It angered Burke that Alys’s family would treat her with such disregard. He forced himself to mind his manners, knowing that churlishness of any kind would only hinder his quest for Alys’s hand.

      “Lord Kiltorren.” Burke acknowledged the man with a slight bow.

      “Welcome, Burke de Montvieux! Welcome to our abode.” Cedric gestured to the three women clustered around him. “You do recall my family?”

      “How could I forget?” Burke bent low over Deirdre’s hand and kissed her knuckles, letting them make what they would of his dry comment. “A pleasure, Lady Kiltorren.”

      Deirdre sighed audibly, cast a significant glance at her spouse, then dug her elbow into Malvina’s ribs. The girl, no more attractive than she had been before and considerably more rotund, stepped forward and grinned. What could be discerned of Malvina’s hair was as fiery an orange as a sunset, her complexion as pale as milk.

      ’Twas not her figure, nor even the fact that she shared her father’s startlingly vivid coloring, that Burke found offensive. ’Twas the clear evidence of Malvina’s greed. Her gaze ran over Burke’s steed and his garb as if she would assess its value on the spot.

      “Sir, you must recall our charming daughter Malvina.” Deirdre pushed her daughter forward.

      Mother and daughter together did not look in the least like blood relations. Malvina was so pale and plump, while Deirdre was dark and thin. The older woman was constantly in motion, and one had a sense that she grasped at all within reach.

      That, at least, they had in common.

      “Of course,” Burke murmured, then bent over Malvina’s heavily beringed hand.

      “And Brigid.” Deirdre almost forcibly hauled her younger daughter forward. The girl blushed scarlet and stared stubbornly at her toes, her attempts to ease backward earning her a sharp smack.

      He felt sorry for the child, who clearly would have preferred to miss this introduction. Brigid was far prettier than her elder sister, though she could not hold a candle to Alys’s beauty. The freckles upon her nose made her look young, and the end of her braid was a darker auburn than her sister’s.

      Brigid’s eyes were wide, her stare not unlike the trusting glance of a steed. She was clearly not possessed of Alys’s keen wits nor indeed that lady’s spirit, Burke guessed. Likely this youngest was oft trampled by her mother. Young Brigid did not appear to have any confidence in either her appearance or herself.

      ’Twas no wonder. Burke decided to redress that imbalance and salvage something of merit from this ordeal.

      “Fair Brigid, how enchanting to meet you again,” he said as he bent over her hand. “Your beauty has only blossomed in the years since last we met.”

      He heard Brigid inhale, but noted that her face turned yet more crimson.

      When he looked up, Cedric was rubbing his plump hands together gleefully. “Is it true, then, what the runner declared? Have you come to Kiltorren for a bride?”

      Deirdre urged her daughters forward and smiled hungrily.

      Burke smiled. “Aye, I ride at the command of Princess Brianna of Tullymullagh, who bade me seek a bride.”

      Cedric coughed awkwardly into his hand. “And have you a particular maiden already in mind, sir?”

      Burke slanted a glance to the older man, instinctively guessing that a declaration of his suit for Alys would be poorly timed. “Aye, I do, but with your leave, I would keep my own counsel for the moment.” And Burke spared the lord his finest smile.

      Of course, he was misinterpreted, which was precisely what Burke had planned.

      “Ah!” Cedric declared with a wink. “The boy would confirm his recollection before declaring his suit! No harm in that, no harm at all. Come, come, you must stay within the keep proper. Godfrey! Find someone to tend our guest’s steed!”

      “Aye, my lord.” Godfrey cranked down the gate, whistling for a stablehand as he did so. Darkness seemed to have descended quickly while they talked, for the night had fallen like a curtain around them. The light spilled from the hall portal like a beacon.

      “With your grace, I shall go to the stables myself. I fear Moonshadow can be skittish at times.”

      “Good, good.” Cedric’s voice boomed. “Then perhaps you might join us for a late repast?”

      “We should all dearly love to hear of your grand adventures these past years,” Deirdre added.

      “No less the tournaments you have won,” Malvina said. Brigid flicked a glance to Burke, then studied her hands once more.

      Burke almost agreed to the meal, seeing no way clear of that obligation, when a wicked thought came to him. He wanted, after all, to have an audience with a woman deemed no better than a servant.

      Which meant he should require a servant’s assistance.

      And there was one matter requiring aid that would fit Burke’s agenda perfectly. It could be no coincidence that ’twould be a reasonable request at this point.

      Burke scanned his mud-spattered chausses and creased tabard with apparent ruefulness, then met his host’s regard. “I fear that I am in no condition to come to the board, Lord Cedric. Indeed, I have ridden hard these three days and nights to reach Kiltorren.”

      “In haste for a bride,” Deirdre breathed, her eyes gleaming.

      Cedric snapped his fingers. “We shall summon you a bath while you see to your steed. ’Twill all be ready when you return to the hall. And still there will be plenty of time for our repast.”

      “A fine idea,” Burke declared. “However, I have one concern.”

      “What is it?”

      “You may have anything in our power to give,” Deirdre declared.

      “Your wish,” Malvina contributed huskily, “is our command.”

      No doubt the girl thought her expression beguiling. Burke would not be the one to tell her otherwise. He cleared his throat and looked back to Cedric. “I lost my squire last year and have not yet had the heart to replace him. Is there someone in your household who might aid me with my hauberk?”

      “The ostler is able,” Cedric declared heartily, but Deirdre jabbed her elbow into his side. He looked at her, clearly startled, but she smiled for Burke.

      “Husband dear, ’twould hardly be fitting for one of common birth to aid a knight as esteemed as our guest.” Her smile broadened in that predatory way Burke already knew to beware. “Sadly, sir, there are none of noble lineage in our keep save ourselves.” She stepped back with a grand gesture that encompassed her children. “Either of my daughters would be pleased to aid you.”

      “Mother!” Malvina protested immediately.

      Brigid looked as if she might faint.

      And Burke was not so much of a fool that he did not see Deirdre’s true intent. She should never have suggested that a maiden of the house aid a knight in his bath, but clearly desperation had driven her to extremes.

      Aye, if he accepted this offer, Deirdre would claim whichever daughter he chose had been compromised by being alone in the bath with him, thereby forcing Burke’s hand.

      Burke did not intend to play that game.

      And he truly did not wish to have Deirdre’s aid in his bath.

      “Dear lady, your offer is most generous,” he said smoothly. “However, I would not risk sullying the reputation of either of these maidens, nor would I expect you to lend your hand to such menial labor.” He forced his voice to remain level, even as he hastened to make his suggestion. “Was that not your niece here at the gates just moments past?”

      Deirdre’s smile reappeared. “Perfect!” she declared, then nodded to Burke. “She is just the one to aid you. It shall be done.”

      With no concern for Alys’s honor at all. Burke instinctively knew they would not consider Alys compromised for having aided him in the bath. He gritted his teeth and hoped none could tell.

      Deirdre curtsied low, then glared at her daughters when they did not immediately follow in kind. Two clumsy curtseys were executed, then Deirdre grabbed her daughters by the elbows and marched them back to the hall. Her tirade of admonition was too low for Burke to hear the words, but he could well guess the content.

      “Women,” Cedric mused, then beamed at Burke. “Marvelous creatures, are they not?”

      Some are, Burke thought, and with that, he headed off to the stables.
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      Alys’s anger deserted her as quickly as it had arisen, leaving her feeling like a naive fool. She, of all people, should have known the price of believing a man’s sweet lies, for she lived it every day. She swept the kitchen floor and fought against the weight of her disappointment.

      Aunt Deirdre, of course, was quick to gloat.

      “Alys!” Aunt’s shrill call echoed through the kitchen, setting each and every servant there to grimacing. Even the goats bleating in the bailey fell silent momentarily.

      “Have you heard the news?” Aunt asked none in particular. “Burke de Montvieux has come to choose between my daughters for his bride.” She smiled. “Clearly, he is a knight of discerning eye.”

      Or he has lost his eyesight completely, Alys thought.

      “How may we aid you, my lady?” Cook asked politely.

      “’Tis my niece I would summon.” Aunt’s smile turned cold as she surveyed Alys. “Our guest knight would bathe. Naturally, a man of such nobility could not be aided by one of common lineage, and he has no squire with him.” A smirk tugged at the older woman’s lips as she surveyed Alys. “He has requested your aid.”

      “Mine?” Alys blinked, but Aunt merely smiled more broadly. Alys heard Cook catch his breath and Edana gasp, even as she stepped forward to argue. “But, Aunt, I cannot aid a knight at his bath! ’Twould be completely inappropriate!”

      But her aunt looked untroubled. “Should it be any consolation to you, Burke showed tremendous concern when Malvina impulsively offered to aid him.” Aunt dispatched a smile around the room, no doubt granting Alys time to accustom herself to this new and unwelcome task. “He was most chivalrous in expressing concern for her maidenly modesty, no less for her reputation. Indeed, I believe he fancies her.”

      Then Aunt’s gaze locked with Alys’s own. “’Tis telling that he recalled you only when I confessed our lack of servants with noble blood. Then he specifically requested your aid.”

      Alys was startled that Burke should treat her so shamelessly, but Aunt ignored her and spun to leave, her kirtle flaring out behind her. She paused on the threshold and glanced back, her eyes glittering.

      “Perhaps the man has need of more than a bath,” Lady Kiltorren declared. “’Tis clear enough that he knows how to have his needs satisfied discreetly, no less who should fulfill them.”

      Aunt would not, Alys told herself. She could not.

      But Aunt did. Worse, she punctuated her demand with a piercing look to her niece. “I told you before, Alys, that what was bred in the bone would out in the flesh, and here you have the proof of it. The daughter of a whore should ply her mother’s trade without undue difficulty. See that our esteemed guest is not disappointed, Alys, or I shall be very disappointed in you.”

      With that, Aunt was gone.

      Alys’s mouth worked in silence for a moment, so great was her anger. ’Twas one matter that Burke desired her, yet quite another that her guardian would endorse his lust!

      “I will not do it!” she cried.

      The silence in the kitchen was deafening, then Cook began to dice parsley with a vengeance. He was a tall and muscular man, as bald as an egg. “Nay? Then what will you do?”

      His question made Alys pause to think. To defy Aunt was not without consequence, and she cursed Burke thoroughly for putting her in such a quandary. Alys hauled buckets from the corner, filling them before she could change her mind.

      “I shall do Aunt’s bidding and give this knight the bath he demands, no more and no less.” Alys splashed water on the floor in her annoyance, but she did not care. “I will not roll to my back for any man before I am wed, be he knight or knave!

      “Burke de Montvieux will have neither what he expects nor even what he wants of me.” Alys ladled water grimly. “Indeed, ’tis time the man knew exactly what I think of his deeds,” she declared as the staff in the Kiltorren’s kitchen cheered.
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      The bathing chamber was a warm room, situated as it was behind the bread ovens set in one wall of the kitchen. Those ovens seemed to radiate heat long after the bread was finished baking, and Alys had always thought her grandfather’s design most clever. ’Twas not unpleasant that the room always smelled of fresh bread.

      There were no windows in the bath chamber and the ceiling was low. A pair of wooden tubs deep enough for a man to immerse himself to the shoulders stood in the middle of the stone floor. The room had need of a good sweep, for it was seldom used in these days since her aunt and cousins had taken to bathing in their rooms. Alys filled the tub with hot water, then set to work as it steamed.

      ’Twas true that few knights visited Kiltorren, though no knight had ever come this way without a squire. That was a scheme of Burke’s, Alys knew it well. No knight, especially one of Burke’s wealth and success, rode without a squire, if not several. The man meant to seduce Alys fully, and that before he took his bride. Perhaps he would even expect her to continue providing his pleasure afterward. No doubt Burke had abandoned his entourage in the last village.

      Alys swept and fumed at this knight’s cavalier disregard. She had been sorely deceived by this man’s charming manners and smooth persuasiveness before, but his deeds told of his true intent. Burke was not the knight of her dreams and Alys would not surrender to his touch.

      ’Twould be best to make that inarguably clear.

      Alys halted and smiled at a sudden wicked thought. She could ensure that this bold knight was at her mercy, a most tempting prospect indeed. That would turn the tables upon him, for Burke was always one to hold a situation in the palm of his hand.

      Aye, then when she had her say, Burke would have no choice but to listen. Alys chuckled under her breath at the tempting prospect, pivoted to sweep the last corner, and froze.

      For the knight in question leaned in the doorway.

      And Alys’s resistance to him began to crumble the moment she met his silvery gaze.

      This was no good sign.

      Burke’s arms were folded across his chest, a wry smile twisted his lips, and he was watching her with that intensity that made her tingle from head to toe.

      “Ah, Alys,” he murmured, the very sound of his voice prompting her heart to race. “How can you be even more fair than I remembered?”

      The words brought Alys back to her senses as naught else could have done. His compliment could have been paid to any maid, and, indeed, Burke uttered it so smoothly that she had no doubt he was confident of its success. She would show this man the value of his charm!

      But she would have him where she wanted him first.

      Alys smiled with all the sweetness she could muster. “I must get more water,” she said with a softness she was far from feeling. “Perhaps you might begin to disrobe?”

      Burke flashed a smile and then caught her arm with gentle fingertips. His touch launched a shiver across Alys’s flesh. She caught her breath yet she could not pull away.

      Indeed, his gaze seemed more piercing when they stood so close. Alys’s mouth went dry.

      “Alys,” he whispered. “Would you be so kind as to bolt the door on your return? I would not have us interrupted.”

      While he claimed what he desired of her. The request was yet more evidence that she had read his thoughts in truth. Heloise had oft said that it was the mark of a woman of sense never to make the same mistake twice. She would heed that advice on this day.

      Alys stubbornly kept her smile in place. “’Twas my thought exactly,” she managed to say. Burke might have pulled her closer, his gaze falling pointedly to her lips, but Alys hauled her arm from his grasp. She hastened to the kitchen, knowing he watched her retreat, but did not look back.

      Her heart was hammering and her hands were shaking, though Alys could not say whether ’twas because of the warmth of Burke’s touch or the boldness of what she meant to do.

      She certainly would not admit that she had hoped for three long and lonely years that matters had been otherwise than they had seemed, that Burke had had good reason to abandon her, that Aunt had been wrong and that Burke would return.

      Aye, her knight in shining armor would still come one day to Kiltorren, but Burke was clearly not that anxiously awaited man.

      ’Twas better to know the truth, even if it did sting.
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      Burke frowned, uncertain what to make of Alys’s manner. She was no longer angered with him, yet she had ducked the kiss she must have known he intended to share. There were shadows lurking in the golden depths of her eyes, and Burke had an unwelcome sensation that he was responsible for their presence.

      ’Twas confusion at root, no more than that. He had done naught to insult or hurt Alys, and she soon would know the truth of it. Burke’s lips curved in a smile of anticipation as he imagined the kiss they would share then.

      Indeed, should his fortune hold, he and Alys might have all resolved between them before leaving this chamber. Burke could announce their betrothal at the evening repast and they could leave Kiltorren at first light.

      ’Twould be perfect.

      Burke whistled to himself as he unbuckled his belt and laid his scabbard aside. He doffed his tabard, flexing his shoulders beneath the weight of his mail. Contrary to his earlier comment, Burke had no intention of burdening Alys with the task of removing his hauberk. The chain mail was simply too heavy.

      And, ye gods, the woman had worked hard enough in Kiltorren, by the look of it. Burke doffed his boots, knowing he could shed the mail on his own. He had done it oft enough in the past year.

      Burke pulled the hauberk up to his underarms, working it free of the padded aketon he wore between mail and chemise, then bent over, almost grasping his own ankles. He wriggled his shoulders and the hem of the hauberk slipped over his neck, the hard mail rings landing against the back of his head. Burke rolled his eyes at the indignity of it all, glad ’twould shortly be done. He gave his shoulders a shake.

      And naught happened.

      His mail was caught on the aketon.

      Burke muttered a curse and stood up, quickly discovering that the hauberk was not prepared to fall back into place either. It was fairly wrapped around his neck, snagged on that cursed aketon, and hanging over his head like a monk’s snood. Burke could not even put his arms down; his elbows were trapped around his ears. He bent over with a growl and set to some serious squirming, determined to work his way free in short order.

      ’Twas thus, of course, that Alys found him. He knew ’twas her by her surprised laughter. Indeed, Burke had always striven to make the lady laugh, but not at his own expense!

      “’Tis hardly amusing from this perspective,” he said with a growl.

      “Oh, I might argue that,” Alys said easily. “’Tis not often you are found at disadvantage.”

      The thread of humor lingering in her tone rankled. “And what does that mean?”

      “Only that you are a man who sees his own desire fulfilled, if naught else.”

      Burke did not know what to make of that comment. He heard the bolt slide home and was relieved to know that, at least, none other would see him in such ignoble circumstance. ’Twas not precisely the way he had hoped to meet his lady, but there was naught for it now.

      “Alys, you have but to pull the mail free of the aketon to see it fall clear away.”

      There was a stillness in the chamber, as if she considered him. “And that would be...convenient?”

      “Alys, this is no prank,” Burke said sternly. He had little patience with her teasing in this moment. He wriggled with vigor, his teeth clenching when the cursed mail did not move. “Surely ’tis not too much to ask for a simple gesture of assistance in this...”

      Alys crossed the room to stand before Burke, then moved no further, as if she wanted to ensure he could see that she did naught. He studied her through the tunnel of chain mail, and she returned his gaze evenly.

      And she did not lift a hand. Indeed, Alys folded her arms deliberately across her chest, the move emphasizing the soft curves of her breasts.

      “On the contrary, sir,” she said solemnly, “it seems to me that you have no right to expect anything from me, after all you have done.”

      Burke blinked. “What nonsense is this?” He fidgeted but made no progress, his temper rising with the obstruction of both hauberk and maiden. “Alys, I have done naught amiss!”

      Her eyes flashed golden. “Naught amiss? You abandon me in shame, you return to court my cousin, you expect me to submit to your touch immediately upon your arrival, and failing that, you would ensure that my reputation is completely sullied!” She arched one fair brow. “Truly, if that is naught, I should hate to see what you consider to be a deed of merit.”

      Burke could not even think with the weight of the mail caught over his head. Indeed, Alys might have been speaking in tongues. He wriggled with new persistence and something tore. Certainly, his temper was wearing thin.

      A pox on this hauberk!

      “Alys, you make no sense. ’Twas you who sent me from Kiltorren’s gates, if you care to recall the truth of it.”

      “I? You left! And that with nary a word to me.” Alys leaned closer, her eyes snapping. “And you can well imagine what my aunt made of that, after she found us with your hand on my breast!”

      Burke exhaled in frustration, then fought to keep his tone even. “Alys, ’twas a misunderstanding...”

      “Aye, ’twas that!” the lady declared. “For I believed you would treat me with honor.”

      “I did!” Burke cried. ’Twas she who had spurned his suit, after all. “What else was a man of honor to do after all that occurred but depart?”

      Alys gave a short hoot of laughter. “No man of honor would conduct himself as you have done.”

      Burke fixed his lady with a steely glare through the tunnel of his mail. ’Twas hardly a position in which a man could make a concerted appeal to a woman, but it seemed he had little choice. “Alys, I believed that there was tenderness between us, that my regard for you was returned in kind...”

      “Aye!” Her eyes flashed like amber in the sun and she stepped closer, but only to shake a finger at him. “You desired me, ’twas clear, and I was fool enough to believe ’twas more than a mere rutting you desired!”

      Rutting? He was no barnyard animal!

      “What vulgar nonsense is this?” Burke bellowed, writhing with newfound vigor against the mail.

      The aketon tore, the hauberk moved, and Burke shook it over his head with a snarl. It clattered to the floor just as Alys jumped away, and Burke gave the unworthy pile of metal a hearty kick.

      Then he glared at the woman backing away from him and propped his hands on his hips.

      ’Twas time to have the truth of it.

      “What is this nonsense you spout, Alys? ’Twas no rutting I desired of you, and you know it well.”

      “Hardly that!” the lady replied, her eyes snapping. “Even now you would try to compromise me while you court my cousins.”

      “I am not courting your cousins!”

      “Nay? Then why did you return to Kiltorren?”

      “For a bride, Alys, I told you well.”

      “And you also confessed that you did not expect me to be here.” Alys glared at him. “Which can only mean that my cousins are the sole candidates for that role!”

      “Nay, Alys, I came for you!” Before she could protest, Burke hastened to clarify. “I meant to find word of you and seek you out. I meant to make you my bride.” He stepped closer, offering his hand to the wary damsel. “Alys, you know that I am a man of honor.”

      “Nay, I do not.” Alys danced backward defiantly, her eyes snapping in a most intriguing way. “There was no honor in your pursuit of me three years past, and so there can be none now.”

      “No honor?” Burke shoved a hand through his hair. “What, then, of my offer for your hand? How is that a dishonor to you?”

      “You made no offer for my hand!”

      “I most certainly did!” Burke did not know how she could deny this simple fact. “’Tis not a matter a man readily forgets.” But Alys was clearly unconvinced. She tossed her braid over her shoulder, lifted her chin, and eyed Burke so pertly that he longed to kiss her senseless. He certainly did not recall that she had fired his blood so thoroughly before.

      “Perhaps you have confused your many courtships with those days at Kiltorren,” she suggested with soft challenge. “I have no doubt you have found much success in noblewomen’s chambers.”

      Burke shook a finger before her, not at all caring for the tone of this conversation. “There has only been one proposal to cross my lips, Alys, and only one that has been spurned.”

      “Aye?” She arched a brow. “And to whom did you propose?”

      “’Twas to you!” Burke bellowed.

      Alys leaned closer and whispered the charge. “Liar!”

      “I am no liar!” Burke roared, half believing that volume would make her listen. “I offered for your hand in good faith.”

      Alys was unconvinced. “That cannot be true,” she said crisply. “For surely I would have known of such an offer.”

      Burke was incredulous. “You did not hear of it?”

      The lady shook her head. “Because there was none.”

      How could this be?

      Burke lowered his voice in appeal, sensing that something was amiss. “But, Alys, I assure you that there was! I offered for you, I swear it. I grant you my word of honor.”

      Alys rolled her eyes but, before she could speak, Burke stepped forward and snatched her shoulders. She caught her breath and her eyes widened, as reassuring a sign of her awareness as could be. She was soft beneath his hands, her pulse fluttered at her throat, and the sweet scent of her skin inundated him.

      Something had gone sorely awry and Burke meant to repair it.

      And then he would have that kiss.

      “I made that offer, just as surely as you spurned it,” Burke insisted, willing Alys to believe him. “I pledged for your hand, I offered to wed you three years past.” He felt a measure of his own hurt filter into his words. “Truly, Alys, I thought you would have the dignity at least to refuse me yourself.”

      Alys frowned and uncertainty filtered into her gaze. “But...” Burke needed no more encouragement than that to press his appeal. He pulled her closer, noting how she leaned toward him, and sensed success in the wind. “Alys, I would see a return to that sweet afternoon. I would begin again...”

      Alys’s eyes flashed and she ducked from beneath his hands, quickly putting the steaming tub between them. “Aye! But you would fully make a whore of me this time!”

      “What?!” Burke lunged after her, wanting to shake some sense into this infuriating woman his Alys had become. The lady suddenly scooped up one of the buckets she had brought. The water within spilled slightly over one side at her hasty gesture.

      “’Tis icy cold, sir, and likely not the bath you desire,” she warned with a surety of herself that Burke could not ever recall witnessing in her before. “Keep away from me or you shall wear its contents.”

      Burke folded his arms across his chest and surveyed this unexpectedly bold damsel. He had no doubt she would do as she threatened.

      Truly his Alys had changed.

      And truly she was much, much more interesting than the sweet maiden he recalled.

      Ye gods, but Burke was glad he was right! ’Twould be a fine battle to win, for this Alys would kiss like a goddess once she knew he had done naught wrong. Their reconciliation would be well worth whatever price he paid.

      But the issue remained—how could she not have known of his proposal? It made absolutely no sense...

      Unless her family had lied to her.

      Burke caught his breath in certainty that he had guessed the truth. Indeed, they did not treat Alys well in any other matter; why should this be different? If that were true, was it so very surprising that Alys had lost her faith in him?

      Burke wished with sudden fervor that he had never been so trusting as to leave without hearing the lady’s refusal fall from her own lips.

      What other lies had been told of him and his deeds?

      Burke propped his hands on his hips and leaned across the steaming tub to hold Alys’s steady gaze. “I would know the fullness of the crimes for which you hold me accountable.”

      “You have forgotten them already?” Alys asked mildly.

      Burke felt his lips thin. “It would seem that I am ignorant of them.” He lifted a brow in turn. “Or, perhaps, innocent of them.”

      “Innocent,” she echoed, and a playful smile unexpectedly curved her lips. “I hardly think that innocence would be one of your attributes, Burke.”

      Burke could not help but grin at the truth of that. “To be falsely charged is perhaps not quite the same as to be innocent,” he conceded.

      Alys chuckled as if she wished she could stop herself, then bit her lip. She sobered and eyed him with sudden solemnity. “You had best have your bath before it grows cold.”

      ’Twas an abrupt change of topic, but Burke recognized the good sense of it. And he was in dire need of a bath. Perhaps that was what offended his lady.

      Burke eyed Alys, not at all certain he could predict her response in these days. “And then you will tell me of this?”

      Alys held his gaze. “No doubt I will tell you more than you have any desire to know.”

      Fair enough. Burke nodded approval, shed his torn aketon, then hauled his linen chemise over his head.

      He flicked a glance to Alys who watched him warily, and his voice turned gruff. “Turn around. ’Tis not fitting for you to see a man fully.”

      Alys cast him a challenging glance. “I thought you had no care for my reputation.”

      “You thought wrong,” Burke retorted.

      “Then why request to have me here?” Alys set the bucket down with a thump and propped one hand upon her hip. “’Tis no place for a maiden. How could you compromise me thus?”

      “I would not compromise you!” Burke insisted. “’Twas the only place I could think that we would be undisturbed and where none could hear our words.” Alys’s skepticism seemed unaffected by this claim, so Burke willed his determination to show. “Your honor is the concern of none beyond myself.”

      She seemed surprised by his vehemence and momentarily at a loss for words. Burke felt more irritable than he could recall—’twas one matter for
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