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            Blood Brothers

          

          A Medieval Scottish Romance Series

        

      

    

    
      The three sons of a notorious mercenary should never have met…but now that they are sworn allies, the Scottish Borders will never be the same…

      

      
        
        1. The Wolf & the Witch

        (Maximilian and Alys)

      

        

      
        2. The Hunter & the Heiress

        (Amaury and Elizabeth)

      

        

      
        3. The Dragon & the Damsel

        (Rafael and Ceara)

      

        

      
        4. The Scot & the Sorceress

        (Murdoch and Nyssa)
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            The Wolf & the Witch

          

          Blood Brothers #1

        

      

    

    
      Denied his rightful legacy, Maximilian de Vries devised a plan to avenge himself upon his father and see his own future secured. Allied with his two half-brothers, he descends upon ancient and mysterious Kilderrick, determined to seize the keep once promised to him, regardless of the price. A woman rumored to be a witch is the sole one bold enough to defy him but Maximilian has a solution—he will take her to wife, whether she be willing or nay, and seal his claim.

      But this powerful warrior has yet to match wits with Alys Armstrong, a maiden with a thirst for vengeance and a fury that might exceed his own. Alys has no intention of capitulating to the proud and powerful rogue who stole everything from her—no matter how seductive his touch might be—and she does not share his compulsion to fight fair.

      Bitter enemies from the outset, Maximilian and Alys’ match is a battle of wills. When passion flares, will either of them be able to resist temptation? And when Kilderrick itself is in peril, will they join forces to save the holding they each prize—and the unexpected love they value above all else?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Château de Vries in Normandy—August 27, 1375

      

      

      

      The keep was finer than Murdoch anticipated, but then, it was said to have been the prize Jean le Beau esteemed above all others. It only made sense that the old villain had seen it lavishly maintained after seizing it, even if he seldom crossed its moat himself. Murdoch would never have guessed that the holding was funded by the spoils of war, for all was gracious and elegant, even the châtelain who betrayed neither surprise nor relief that his lord and master arrived in a rough sack, tossed on a cart driven by a lone Scotsman.

      As Murdoch had intended, his burden gained him access not only to the keep but a welcome befitting an honored guest. He stood in the chapel, a mere day after his arrival, marveling against his will at the richness surrounding him. He wanted to despise this place, just as he had despised Jean le Beau. That mercenary had stolen all from Murdoch and Murdoch had finally exacted his price. This holding, though, was magnificent.

      Jean’s widow, Mathilde de Vries, had to have seen fifty summers, but she was as slender as a maiden, her face as pale as alabaster, her golden hair barely touched with strands of silver. She might have been wrought of ice, this noblewoman, her eyes the palest hue of silver blue that Murdoch had ever seen. He tried to suppress his urge to shiver each time her gaze landed upon him.

      Perhaps the noblewoman and the mercenary had shared some qualities, after all.

      The lady’s brother, Gaston de Vries, a lord in his own right, stood beside her at the altar before the stone sarcophagus where her dead husband now reposed. Gaston was accompanied by his oldest son, Amaury de Vries. Father and son were richly dressed, the son’s manner revealing that he was much indulged. Gaston shared the fair silvery coloring of his sister, but his son had dark blond hair and eyes of deeper blue. Each of them could have been carved of stone for all the emotion they betrayed.

      But then, who would mourn a villain like Jean le Beau? Surely his kinfolk knew his measure better than any others. Surely they were relieved to be rid of him.

      The priest raised his hands to begin the service and the company dropped to their knees. The chapel was not full, for it was of generous proportions, but there were a goodly number of servants and villeins gathered behind the lady. Murdoch had a moment to wonder if he was to be disappointed in his goal of meeting the Silver Wolf himself, then the wooden door was thrown open and a man strode down the aisle, clearly indifferent to the fact that he was late.

      The Silver Wolf. Known in some territories as the Loup Argent, the oldest son of Jean le Beau was his father’s heir in every way—and Murdoch’s next intended victim.

      The Silver Wolf bent over his mother’s hand but Mathilde’s expression did not thaw. When the latest arrival and son of the house glanced his way, Murdoch again strove to hide a shiver. This man’s eyes were blue but as cold as those of any ruthless predator. His hair was dark blond and his face was tanned; his armor was of excellent quality but without embellishment; his gloves and boots were as black as his tabard, and his black cloak was lined with thick silver fur. A silver wolf rampant graced his tabard, leaving no mystery as to his identity.

      This was the fiend Murdoch would kill next, though he strove to hide the truth of it from his expression. He was merely a messenger, so far as all assembled knew, not a man embittered by his losses at the hand of a relentless mercenary, not a man who had taken justice into his own hands—and certainly not a man who burned for vengeance against anyone associated with the wretch who had been his father.

      Murdoch anticipated the moment that the Silver realized the truth, and would ensure it was followed by that man’s final breath.

      Then and only then would his vengeance be complete.
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      His father’s funeral was the first event of merit Maximilian de Vries had ever witnessed in a church. In his years as a mercenary, he had seen churches pillaged, robbed and burned; he had seen them used as brothels and as taverns; he had seen them pressed into service as prisons then set afire, filled with the unfortunate. He knew only their role in war for battle was all he understood.

      His father’s demise, however, was cause to celebrate. Maximilian’s sole regret was that he had not been the one to carve out the old cur’s heart himself.

      He had left his small remaining company in the forest and took only Rafael and a pair of squires with him to the gates. It suited Maximilian to be underestimated when he was uncertain of his reception—and he thought it fitting for Rafael to attend the rites, given Jean le Beau’s revelation that Maximilian’s second-in-command was also Jean’s bastard son. There was a reason Maximilian and Rafael understood each other so well, for they were blood brothers, though neither had known as much until the previous spring.

      Château de Vries was as splendid as Maximilian recalled, and he was aware of Rafael taking inventory as they strode down wide halls to the chapel. Maximilian could have listed all the riches and fripperies of his mother’s family home, but he would count his wealth after the seal to the château was in his hand.

      He was impatient for that moment.

      Indeed, he had been so for years.

      The chapel doors were closed, the smell from the censers slipping under the pair of heavy doors to reveal that the service had begun. Maximilian could hear the priest singing and the shuffle of the mourners, likely commanded into attendance for there could be no grief at Jean’s death. He flung open the doors, not caring whether he interrupted the proceedings. When they crashed against the walls, the priest fell silent and stared. The mourners jumped as one and turned to study him in obvious fear.

      It was the greeting Maximilian expected when he returned home.

      He marched down the aisle toward the altar and the large stone sarcophagus before it. He itched to look inside, to verify that Jean le Beau was truly dead—and to spit in the old man’s eye as farewell. Instead, he halted beside his mother, awaiting her acknowledgement.

      Rafael kept pace with Maximilian, one pace behind and one to his left. The squires remained at the doors, barricading the exit. Maximilian knew he was not the only one with a hand on the hilt of his blade.

      His mother turned slowly, her gaze as icy cold and pale as ever. This too was a typical greeting. Mathilde stood perfectly straight, her chin high, and her eyes dry. She was unlikely to mourn the passing of the man she had been compelled to wed, a man whose deeds had seen her own father die of grief, but neither would she reveal her satisfaction with the situation before the household.

      “You are late,” was the sum of her welcome but even that was more than Maximilian had expected. She seldom addressed him and he did not reply.

      Mathilde was still tall and slender, her fair hair possibly touched with more silver than Maximilian recalled. Her dress was the palest hue of blue imaginable, heavily adorned with pearls. Another woman might have appeared ethereal in such garb, or softly feminine, but his mother resembled naught more than a weapon forged of cold steel. Maximilian inclined his head in deference to her, but did not drop to one knee.

      His mother inclined her head slightly at the arrival of her only child, her eyes narrowing ever so slightly when she surveyed Rafael. He, of course, gave an elaborate bow, turning his best smile upon her. Maximilian did not even have to look back to know it. His half-brother was as predictable in his compulsion to charm women as night was in following day.

      His mother did not thaw, much less acknowledge Rafael’s tribute. Her nature was as frigid as her appearance, so that had not changed. She smoothly turned her back upon them and made an impatient gesture to the priest.

      Perhaps Mathilde also wanted Jean buried as soon as possible.

      On Mathilde’s right stood her brother, Gaston de Vries, and to Gaston’s right, his oldest son, Amaury. Gaston shared Mathilde’s coloring but there was an unexpected avidity about him this day. Doubtless he was glad to put the man he had despised to rest, and Maximilian found it curious to have any sentiment in common with his fastidious, rich uncle. On this day, father and son were grim, but perhaps they had disagreed over a trifle both coveted. They certainly did not shed tears for Jean le Beau.

      Perhaps Amaury had possessed other plans than attending a funeral. That was the trouble with living out of a father’s purse—one’s choices were not one’s own.

      Amaury was not quite a year younger than Maximilian and also a knight, but the cousins could not have been more different. Amaury had been raised in privilege and battled only in tournaments and other pageants of the rich and idle. Doubtless, he would make a rich match and continue in his father’s stead at Château Pouissance, living in comfort all the days of his life in the holding of his mother’s forebears.

      In contrast, there was blood on Maximilian’s sword, along with a count on his scabbard of the lives he had claimed. A mercenary killed or was killed, and Maximilian had made his choice early. He owned naught that he had not earned himself—even though much of what he had captured had been claimed by his father. He could easily have despised his cousin, simply for being born to better fortune than his own, but on this day, Maximilian chose to put the past aside.

      His father was dead. He could not be denied his due any longer.

      On his arrival at the stables, the ostler, Henri, had confided that Jean le Beau’s corpse had been delivered to the gates by a rough Scotsman. Maximilian thought it likely to be the one who stood on the opposite side of the chapel from Amaury, his head bowed in prayer. Maximilian could smell his filth from half a dozen paces away and could not begin to imagine what vermin lived in his dirty garb. What he lacked in personal habits, however, this Murdoch Campbell possessed in audacity. Not many men would take it upon themselves to deliver a dead stranger home, and Maximilian could only wonder why this one had done as much.

      Perhaps the Scotsman expected a reward.

      He supposed that would be his first obligation, when his long-awaited legacy finally fell into his open hands. He spotted then his mother’s châtelain, Yves, in the back corner of the chapel, his expression impassive and his composure complete. Perhaps Yves would remain in his own service. He had always been fond of the older man, and indeed, there had been years when the châtelain had been his sole friend at de Vries.

      Gaston’s lips tightened as his gaze swept over the two arrivals, then he took a slight step away. Aye, he should fear the repercussions of Maximilian gaining his inheritance. He had earned his moniker, the Silver Wolf, and was known the width and breadth of the continent for his merciless assaults. The wise feared even the sight of his banner and so they should.

      Maximilian remained at his mother’s left. Rafael chose a strategic position, behind Maximilian and to his left, where he could watch the family. The squires, Reynaud and Mallory, stood at the back of the chapel, behind the household mourners, defending the doors. The mourners were wary, accustomed to the uncertainty that Jean le Beau always brought with him. Evidently they expected naught different even though he was dead.

      This would be a day of reckoning, one way or the other. Anticipation rose hot within Maximilian and his heart pounded as if he embarked on a battle.

      His moment had finally come.
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      Amaury had no notion of why his father had insisted upon his accompaniment to Château de Vries. What difference to him if Jean le Beau was finally dead? It had been his intention to ride to Paris, to assess the charms of both a promising young stallion and a maiden of noble birth, but here he stood, at the funeral of a scoundrel, instead. He was disgruntled, as he often was when his father meddled in his plans.

      ’Twas only natural that Amaury imagined the day he attended his own father’s funeral, when his days and nights would be his own, when all the wealth of Château Pouissance was his to spend as he saw fit.

      It was the first time he had ever envied his cousin, the Silver Wolf.

      The presence of Maximilian’s companion, clearly another mercenary, was unsettling. Amaury could not keep himself from studying the man, who was swarthy and dark of hair, like a man from the south, but with startling blue eyes.

      That mercenary watched Amaury openly, smirking, and Amaury strove to ignore him.

      He failed.

      When the priest intoned the final ‘amen’, Mathilde cleared her throat. Amaury itched to depart immediately, hoping he might at least ride to hunt before the day was lost. He had his destrier, his hawk and his hounds, though his squire had remained at home. He could request some beaters from de Vries and perhaps take a boar in the forest here.

      That scheme was not to be.

      “You will leave,” his aunt informed the priest, who was visibly startled. He obeyed her, all the same. She pivoted then and dismissed the other members of the household who had gathered for the service. “As will all of you.” She nodded at her châtelain. “Yves, please see that the alms are distributed.”

      Alms? To members of her own household?

      Amaury might have questioned this but his father glared at him, reducing him to silence. He was keenly aware of the Scotsman who had brought the corpse to the gates, and that man’s curiosity. Did he speak Norman French sufficiently well to understand them? As usual, Amaury could not read the thoughts of his cousin, Maximilian, though he sensed the tension within that man.

      Did something go awry?

      When the doors closed again, a ray of sunlight pierced the smoky air of the chapel, like a finger of the divine stretching down to illuminate the lid of the coffin. Aye, if any matter went to ruin, it would be Jean le Beau’s fault.

      Only when the chapel was cold and silent, like a tomb, did Mathilde speak.

      “It is a day for the truth,” she said crisply. There was a ripple of agitation through the small company that remained and Amaury knew he was not the sole one whose curiosity had been stirred.

      Mathilde held up the ring that had graced Jean le Beau’s hand. “This is the ring of my ancestors, the signet ring of de Vries.” She stared at it for a moment, choosing her words. “When Jean le Beau assaulted my father’s holding and broke down the gates, he demanded the surrender of both me, to be his bride, and this ring, as well as all it represented. My father declined to see me, his sole daughter, surrendered to a rough mercenary. They fought.” She straightened. “And in the end, I was seized, surrounded by his men and held down as he took what was not his to claim, while my father was compelled to watch. Jean le Beau cut this ring from my father’s hand, and put it on his own finger, with my father’s blood in the seal. ‘Twas the last moment of my father’s life.” She turned to Maximilian. “’Twas the sole time Jean le Beau knew me, for I armed myself and locked my door against him, but you were the result.” Her lip curled with disdain as she considered her only son. “Wrought in violence and hatred, ’tis no wonder you excel at the trade he taught you.”

      Maximilian did not flinch, but then he never did.

      He put out his hand for the ring, palm up, his expectation clear.

      Mathilde closed her hand around it instead. “I have wondered over the years whether any man of Jean le Beau’s lineage deserved to possess my beloved home, but in the end, the choice is not mine to make. As my younger brother has reminded me, it is the way of de Vries for this holding to pass to the oldest son of the blood.”

      Amaury watched in astonishment as Mathilde surrendered the ring to Gaston, who pushed it immediately onto his own finger. Maximilian’s gaze burned so hot that Amaury wondered whether he would repeat his father’s deed and slice the ring free.

      Then the Silver Wolf blinked and averted his gaze, his throat working just once, as he composed himself anew. “Then I am to have no legacy at all?” he asked, a thrum of fury beneath his words.

      Amaury took a step back, fearful of his cousin’s wrath.

      Gaston sniffed with disdain. “You are to have the truth as your legacy, no more and no less.”

      Maximilian’s eyes narrowed. “Mother...”

      Mathilde raised a hand, silencing him with a gesture. “You are not the sole one to confront change this day, Maximilian. My brother has tolerated my administration of our family home, but will do so no longer. I am to depart, this very day, with whatsoever I can carry and one maid only, and retire to the convent of Ste. Radegunde for the rest of my days. The remainder of the household have been dismissed.”

      Maximilian inhaled sharply. Amaury saw his father smile thinly and knew he enjoyed the situation. “I will administer de Vries with my own hand, while my son will become Lord de Pouissance,” Gaston said, unable to hide his pleasure. “Of course, there are those loyal to me deserving of reward.”

      Lord de Pouissance! And this before his father’s demise! Amaury was grateful indeed for this good fortune. “I thank you, Father,” he began, but Gaston silenced him with a curt gesture.

      “Tell him,” he instructed Mathilde, whose lips tightened with hostility.

      “It might not have been entirely due to my diligence that Jean le Beau only knew me only the once,” she admitted. “He liked to be first through the gates, as he oft said himself. When my time came, Gaston’s betrothed, Florine, came to be of assistance to me. She was a lovely maiden and so pretty...” Mathilde shook her head as Amaury’s dread rose. Naught good could come of this mention of his mother. “Of course, Jean le Beau took what he deemed to be his due, and she rounded with child soon after Maximilian gave his first wail.” Mathilde met his gaze coldly. “You are that child, Amaury.”

      He was stunned. “But that cannot be!”

      “It is,” Gaston informed him coolly. “I wedded Florine for Château Puissance, despite the babe in her belly, but our marriage was not a joyous union. The truth of your conception sat between us. She died in childbirth and I chose to raise you as my own, to preserve our family reputation.” Gaston gave Amaury a chilling glance. “But since wedding again and yet again, I now have two more sons, and Philip, as you know, has earned his spurs. He will be the new Lord de Pouissance, for you are not of my lineage.” Gaston’s lip curled and he moved a step away, as if the nature of Jean le Beau was a contagion that could be caught from his spawn. “The time has come for a reckoning long due. You may keep the destrier you rode here and whatever else you have with you. Do not come to my gate to beg, for you have had more than your father’s son deserves from me.”

      Amaury was stunned. He had no father. He had no coin. He had no income, no home, no shelter, no means to see his steed tended. He did not even have a squire with him, but then, that meant he had no duty to see any other soul fed. He looked up, finding Maximilian watching him, and knew his cousin understood this situation all too well.

      Indeed, he might have to ask Maximilian for aid, which was not a choice for the faint of heart.

      ’Twas time, evidently, that Amaury’s heart grew more bold.
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      Château de Vries was reclaimed by Gaston, his mother was to be dismissed to a convent and Maximilian was to be left with naught. Again. ’Twas a poor reward for over twenty years of service to his miserable villain of a father.

      It seemed that both sides of his family shared a desire to see him cheated.

      And what course now? He had surrendered leadership of the Compagnie Rouge, anticipating that his days leading a group of mercenaries were over. What an error. Only the temptation of Château de Vries could have tempted him to make such a mis-step. He had only four men who accompanied him, as well as five squires, intended to form the spine of his defenses here. Now he had no employ for them and no means of seeing them paid or fed.

      Maximilian could perhaps slaughter Gaston if he moved quickly, but there was no telling what Amaury would do, much less the Scotsman. Would Amaury defend the man he had known as father by reflex? A man’s instincts did not change that quickly, even with such tidings, and he had never thought Amaury was decisive—let alone lethal.

      Mathilde meanwhile approached the stone coffin. “Here we stand, three decades later, the truth finally declared between us. You two are brothers, sons of a wicked man, wrought by force, tainted by his legacy, left with naught but each other.” The situation obviously gave her satisfaction, which meant she hated Jean le Beau more than she had ever loved Maximilian.

      He expected little else.

      What could he claim from his ruined expectations? There was only one answer.

      “What of Kilderrick?” he asked, feeling the Scotsman’s surprise.

      His mother was aware of it as well. She turned to consider the Scotsman. “You know it?”

      “Aye. All know it in my homeland,” he replied, though Maximilian did not believe that. He spoke with care, as if he was not fluent in Norman French, but he had evidently followed the discussion. He had an interest, revealed by the heat in his tone. Had this man been at Kilderrick when Maximilian had destroyed it fifteen years before? Perhaps that was why he had journeyed south. The Scotsman nodded. “’Tis a wasteland, though once it was much admired.”

      Maximilian knew Kilderrick was a ruin, for he had been the one to touch the flame to the tinder, at Jean le Beau’s command. “Who holds it now?” he asked of his mother.

      She shrugged and looked at the Scotsman.

      “The wind and the rain.” He smiled slightly, a little malice in his blue eyes. “The wolves.” His gaze flicked to Maximilian, proof that he knew his moniker.

      “And a wolf shall possess it again,” Maximilian said. “I will take it as my legacy.”

      “But...” Mathilde began to protest.

      “It was promised to me once, and I was cheated then, as well,” Maximilian said. “I will have it now as my due.”

      “I will not contest your claim,” Gaston said with a wave of his hand. “I have no desire for any holding seized by force, much less one in a distant and savage land.”

      The Scotsman visibly bristled.

      Maximilian did not note that Château de Vries had been so possessed, at least once. It was of no import, for this was no longer his home.

      If, indeed, it ever had been.

      “Yet I wager you will insist that whatever coin is in the treasury here is your own,” Maximilian noted.

      His uncle’s smile was tight. “My forces follow me and will have entered Château de Vries by now. I instructed them to wait to reveal themselves until you were through the gates. Should you not depart by choice this very day, I will see it done. My family home is no longer a haven for mercenaries.”

      Maximilian had a lesson for Gaston de Vries, but he would deliver it in its own time.

      “It seems you have prepared well for this day,” he said mildly, noting his uncle’s surprise at his tone. He put out his hand again. “I ask only for the seal of Kilderrick before I depart, if you please.”

      Gaston led the way to the treasury, just as Maximilian had anticipated. The others trailed behind, but most importantly, Rafael was at Maximilian’s left. There were three locks upon the door to the treasury, and they waited while Yves opened them for Gaston. Gaston strode into the secured space, clearly delighted that it was his own. Maximilian saw Rafael glance toward the single high window, barred securely against intruders and distinctive in its arched shape, then smile slightly. The brothers’ gazes collided for but a heartbeat and Maximilian knew his vengeance would be done.

      Gaston bent over a chest as Maximilian waited beside Yves. While Gaston’s attention was diverted, Maximilian took three sacks of coins, surreptitiously passing two to the châtelain he had known all his life. “At sunset, at the old place. Six only,” he said, his words almost silent. “By horse or cart. Ensure the others have their due.”

      Yves gave no sign that Maximilian had spoken, but the two sacks of coins disappeared into his tabard just as the third vanished into Maximilian’s. Both men were politely attentive when Gaston turned, the seal of Kilderrick and its leather pouch in his hand. Rafael gave every appearance of looking about himself with wonder from the doorway, though his curiosity was purely strategic.

      Maximilian picked up a gold ring that glinted at him, turning it as if assessing it. Gaston’s gaze dropped to the ring and Maximilian put it in his purse. His uncle’s eyes narrowed but Maximilian held his gaze, fairly daring him to make an issue of it.

      “A mere trinket from my home,” Maximilian said.

      Gaston was the first to blink, though no one was surprised by that. “A trifle,” he agreed, though his lips tightened in annoyance. “Godspeed to you, Maximilian,” he said coldly, handing over the seal.

      Maximilian inclined his head slightly. “And also to you, Uncle.”

      Confusion lit Gaston’s pale gaze. “But I journey nowhere.”

      “Of course.” Maximilian smiled and bowed. “My error.” He pivoted and left the treasury, then beckoned his company with a flick of the wrist. He paused beside the Scotsman who yet lingered, too watchful to be indifferent. The smell of him was rank. “Do you return to Scotland?”

      “Aye.”

      “Then you had best ride with us.” There was steel in Maximilian’s tone. He would know the location of this one until he uncovered the man’s scheme. He smiled slightly. “The road is not safe for solitary travellers.”

      The Scotsman hesitated only a moment before inclining his head in agreement. “I thank you for that invitation and will accept.”

      Maximilian’s suspicions were unabated.

      “And you,” he continued, turning to his cousin, Amaury. “Will you pledge yourself to my service or have you a better opportunity?”

      Amaury bristled, bitterness battling with expediency. He managed to bow his head slightly. “I thank you for your consideration, cousin.”

      “Brother,” Maximilian corrected, watching Amaury blink. “I trust you will keep the pace. Your horse is sufficiently fine, but we shall see about your riding skills.”

      Amaury inhaled sharply, his eyes flashing with a resentment that would make him predictable.

      Maximilian saluted his mother, who stood yet in the corridor to the chapel, her features set in stone but they did not embrace or speak. He doubted he would see her again. Then he took his leave of the keep where he had been raised, resolved that his uncle should never savor what he had stolen from the Silver Wolf.
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      Yves made haste, disguising his deeds from the new lord of the keep. He saw to the lady’s departure, with her retinue and some of her possessions, feeling her surprise that he did not accompany her to the nunnery. Praise be that Lady Mathilde was not one to ask questions, for she never acknowledged a lack of certainty in any matter. By the time her cart passed through the gates, the afternoon light was waning. Yves ensured that the board was laid with the splendor Gaston would anticipate, then left the hall, complaining of a mild illness.

      Word had passed through the ranks of servants like wildfire and by the time he had seized his cloak and few belongings, the chosen six awaited him in the bailey. Henri, the ostler, rode a sturdy palfrey, his young son wide-eyed in the saddle before him. His wife had died in the delivery of the boy, six years before, and his loyalty to Maximilian was beyond question.

      Denis, the cook and his wife, Marie, were in the cart already, and Yves suspected their favored saucepans were in the baggage. They were older and childless and Yves did not trust the new lord to see to their future welfare. Neither, evidently, did they.

      There was a maid, Nathalie, a pretty young girl who was an orphan. She would have nowhere to flee or take shelter should all go awry at Château de Vries—and Yves knew it would shortly. Eudaline, the old woman who knew all the healing herbs, was in the cart as well, for her fondness for Maximilian could not be denied. She, too, would have no defender under the new lord.

      Yves took another palfrey from the lord’s stables, glad beyond all that Maximilian had given him the coin to ease the hardship that might face the others. The gatekeeper raised the portcullis, coins doubtless clinking in his purse, and saluted them in silence as they passed. Yves knew he would never return to the keep that had been his home for most of his life, but he did not look back.

      He looked forward.

      The sinking sun glimmered on the marshes to the west of the château, but Yves led them to the east, along the road to Niort, to the rise hidden in the old forest. It had been Maximilian’s favored place as a child, “the old place” where he could often be found, and it offered a good vantage of the keep. They reached the clearing as the sun touched the horizon and for a moment, Yves feared they had come too late. It seemed the clearing was empty.

      Then the shadows moved and Maximilian stepped forward. He silenced them with a gesture, leading them deeper into the protective darkness of the forest. Yves saw that there were others there, Amaury and the Scotsman, more men with horses and squires. Amaury’s falcon sat hooded on his fist. A trio of hounds, large hairy beasts that Yves recognized as belonging to Amaury, sat near their master, eyes gleaming in the shadows. All were silent, but the company did not ride out as yet.

      The mercenary who had accompanied Maximilian to the chapel, the one with darker hair, assessed the distance to the keep below, a wooden contraption positioned on the ground beside him. It was clearly a siege engine but a smaller one than a trebuchet. A catapult then, but Yves wondered what it would launch. The other man cradled a ball in his hands, a ball knotted in a length of cloth, his gaze fixed upon the château.

      They stood silent so long that Yves’ knees began to ache and the chill slipped from the ground into his boots. Then they waited an increment more. Just when he feared Nathalie would ask a question, a light shone suddenly in a window of the tower below. It was the arched and barred window that Yves knew admitted light to the treasury.

      Gaston had retreated to count his gains.

      Maximilian nodded. The dark-haired mercenary struck a flint and there was both a flame and the scent of some fearsome concoction as he touched the flame to a cloth wrapped around the ball he had cradled. Light flared as he quickly loaded the cloth-bound ball into the catapult. He adjusted the angle with a touch, then launched it. The missile shot through the air in an arc of flame, smashing against the bars across the window. Flame erupted from the spot, fairly pouring down the wall—and likely inside the wall as well.

      Did Yves hear a distant scream?

      “Your aim grows better daily, brother mine,” Maximilian said and Yves was startled. A third brother?

      The dark-haired mercenary bowed in acknowledgement of the praise and reached for the reins of his destrier.

      Below them, Château de Vries burned.

      Maximilian beckoned to Amaury, who looked to be alarmed. “Our path forward is together, bound by blood and fury. I propose a union, between blood brothers newly found. I will claim Kilderrick and see to your futures there.”

      “How can that be done?” Amaury demanded, his suspicion clear.

      “’Twas a rich holding,” the Scotsman revealed. “With a village in the shadow of its walls and another, Rowan Fell, further away. Time was it prospered.”

      Yves marveled that the Scotsman knew the place.

      “And now?” Amaury asked.

      “The region is wild and the border contested, the hills infested with reivers as well as other predators.” The Scotsman smiled. “Kilderrick is said to be a haven for witches. Better men have failed to possess it.”

      “And yet I will make it ours. Are you with me, Amaury?” Maximilian let his disdain show. “Or have you a better prospect on this day?”

      “You know I have not.” The younger knight was sullen.

      Maximilian drew his dagger and slashed the inside of his left wrist so that the blood beaded against his flesh. Even in the growing darkness, it gleamed, as red as garnets in the snow. “I would swear a vow with you, as blood brothers.” He passed the blade to his dark-haired companion, who echoed his gesture. Maximilian pressed their wrists together so the blood mingled. “This is Rafael, whom Jean claimed as my half-brother in the spring.” He beckoned to Amaury, who swallowed, then took the dagger and sliced his own wrist, with less gusto.

      Maximilian seized Amaury’s wrist, rubbed the blood together, then placed Amaury’s hand upon Rafael’s wrist. Rafael, in his turn, gripped Maximilian’s wrist. “We pledge a union to see each other defended and our cause won,” Maximilian said.

      Yves watched as the drops of their mingled blood fell upon the ground.

      “Three together,” Maximilian said. “Sworn to each other, first of all men, pledged to the reclaiming of Kilderrick. I vow I will not break this pledge before I die.”

      “Nor I,” Rafael agreed.

      Amaury hesitated only a moment.  “Nor I,” he vowed, then Maximilian spat on the blood that stained the ground. The others echoed his gesture, then turned to their steeds with purpose.

      “We ride!” Maximilian declared and the company turned as one.

      The horses took to the road, galloping out of the forest, the company of mercenaries surrounding the cart that carried the villagers. The palfreys took the mood of the destriers and raced as they never had before, the wind in their manes. They passed like the wind along the road to Niort, and thence to the harbor, leaving the keep burning behind them.

      Yves felt exhilarated as he seldom had before, and knew a new chapter of his life began this very night. The quest for Kilderrick was begun. Woe to any man who stood in the path of the Silver Wolf—or broke a pledge sworn to him in blood.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      On the heath, far to the north, four women gathered in darkness within the circle of standing stones called the Ninestang Ring. Alys watched as Nyssa drew her circle beneath the full moon, feeling a familiar trepidation. The wind was fey and Alys could feel change in it, even though she had no gift of foresight as Nyssa did.

      The other woman unbound her hair, letting the blond length of it fly free. She murmured the charm she always invoked on the first new moon after a high quarter day and cast her hands to the sky, eyes closed. Her pet raven, Dorcha, perched on the closest stone, croaking approval of the proceedings.

      The other three stood silent as Nyssa murmured and the stars turned overhead. A wolf howled in the distance and the wind gusted. The raven fluttered its wings and gave a warning cry, then Nyssa raised the witching stone to her eye and peered through the hole in its midst. She cried out, then fell to the ground, shocked by whatever she had glimpsed. Ceara and Alys crouched down beside her with concern while Elizabeth watched from a distance with alarm.

      “The wolf comes,” Nyssa whispered. “The wolf comes and he is hungry.”

      The raven cawed and took flight, the wolves howled as they drew closer, and the wind halted so abruptly that Alys shivered in dread.

      Nyssa could not mean that the Silver Wolf would return, after fifteen years, could she? But Alys’ wound itched as if her very skin sensed truth in Nyssa’s prediction.

      Woe to that mercenary if he was fool enough to return to Kilderrick. Alys would exact a hefty price from the man she hated beyond all others, if ’twas the last deed she did.
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        Kilderrick, Scotland—Samhain, 1375

      

      

      

      “Why Kilderrick?” Rafael asked, drawing his destrier alongside Maximilian’s. “Surely there are other better places than this?”

      They rode from the English border on a road so narrow that only two horses could walk abreast. The night was dark beyond all expectation. They should have set up camp, but they were close enough to Kilderrick that Maximilian wanted to reach their destination first. He did not like that the company straggled in a long line, even though the men rode as closely together as they could.

      Their company was alone, but it did not seem that way. The forest on one side of the road rustled and stirred as if the very trees would pursue the small party. The wind snatched at their cloaks in gusts and the horses stepped high, their ears folded back. The shadows were filled with shifting shapes and strange noises erupted from the forest at intervals.

      If Maximilian had been a man to believe in sorcery, he would have called this a night for witches. Instead he recognized that he drew near Kilderrick, the place that had once struck him as the most eerie place in all of Christendom.

      Fifteen years later, he still wondered how it was done. He had no doubt that the atmosphere was contrived deliberately, but that did not diminish its effect. The villagers from de Vries were watchful and uncertain and the mercenaries looked about themselves with suspicion.

      The hair rose even on the back of his own neck.

      This path that aspired to be a road wound northward in a valley, sides rising sharply from the broad river nestled at the lowest point. The river was sluggish at this time of year, but Maximilian wagered it would be quick and vigorous in the spring. The road was west of the river, roughly following its course, and old forest grew thickly on the eastern bank. The trees were so tall that the bare branches seemed to scratch the clouds that roiled overhead.

      To the west, the land was covered only with grasses, though he could discern the furrows indicating it had once been tilled. He remembered that just south of Kilderrick’s keep, the forest crossed the river, engulfing the road in shadows. Beyond that would be the ruins of the keep itself, the nearby village further to the west. He recalled how the keep seemed to overshadow all the valley and gave one a definite sense of being watched. Had he merely been young and impressionable—or was there wickedness at Kilderrick as others insisted?

      “Because there are matters unresolved here,” Maximilian said to Rafael. “A task left undone.”

      A treasure left unclaimed.

      Rafael scoffed, then nodded back in the direction of Murdoch Campbell. “The Scotsman said this place was abandoned, left to the witches, the wolves and the wind.” He drew his heavy cloak more securely closed and looked askance at the forest.

      “I could say I have an affinity for wolves and an affection for the wind.”

      Rafael laughed. “What of witches?”

      “They do not exist.”

      “I have met some...”

      “Nay, you have met liars and frauds.”

      Rafael gave him a steady look. “Still you have not told me what you expect to find here.”

      “An abandoned holding, which is the kind most readily claimed.”

      Rafael shook his head. “For the least reward.”

      “I think not in this case.” At his half-brother’s sidelong glance, Maximilian shrugged. “I cannot believe that our father sent me here fifteen years ago to claim a worthless prize.”

      “Much may have changed.”

      “And it may not have changed a whit.” Maximilian shrugged. “We had need of a destination and Kilderrick suited me.”

      Rafael was not deterred. “There is more to it than that.”

      “I desire my due. ’Twas promised to me.”

      “We know the merit of our father’s promises.” Rafael did not wait for a reply but frowned. “But he was shrewd, for all his faults. What did he say of Kilderrick?”

      Maximilian recalled every word. “That the family had served the Scottish king for centuries. He said the debt between king and laird was so great that it could never be repaid, and that the laird’s treasury overflowed as a result. Jean le Beau promised me Kilderrick and its treasure, if I could take it.”

      “Ah,” Rafael murmured. “Its treasure.”

      Maximilian was aware of Amaury drawing closer behind him, the better to listen. He did not doubt that the Scotsman listened as well, for he was inclined to eavesdrop. Maximilian had yet to learn much of him or his plans, but doubtless now that they arrived at Kilderrick, more would become clear.

      There was naught like the mention of treasure to arouse a man’s interest.

      “The first laird was granted the entire valley and all the coin he could gather from it as his tithe, more than a hundred and fifty years ago. ’Twas said the family prospered for over a hundred years, their fortunes doubling and redoubling again. They built a tower and a wall, first in wood and earth, then replaced it with a building of stone. ’Twas called a castle, but not one so fine as de Vries. Two structures of fitted stone, two stories on the east and three on the west, with a walled courtyard between them.”

      “Readily defended,” Rafael noted with approval.

      Maximilian nodded. “Yet when I arrived with a small company, all those years ago, I found the gate ajar and the structure apparently abandoned.”

      “Pillaged.”

      “Nay, it simply was vacant, or so it seemed. I thought the laird had ridden out, for who would assault Robert Armstrong, a man who had the favor of the king, a man worthy of both respect and fear?”

      “You,” Rafael said, which prompted Maximilian’s smile. “And all men have enemies, especially the rich ones.”

      Maximilian nodded. “I thought the laird rode to hunt or visited the king’s court, but that did not explain the silence of his holding.”

      “There should have been a castellan, and guards. Villagers.”

      “Aye. Nor did it explain the strange mark burned upon the wall of the courtyard, a five-pointed star within a circle.”

      “God in heaven,” Amaury murmured. He might have crossed himself, had his falcon not been on his fist and his reins gathered in his other hand. The bird rustled its feathers, as if sensing his agitation, and gave a cry. It was hooded and tethered, but not as calm as was typical when they rode. It stirred restlessly and the bells on its jesses tinkled, perhaps because of the wind.

      Rafael, meanwhile, eyed Maximilian. “I have seen that sign before.”

      “So had I, and many times since. There had been rumors and tales in the valley as we rode north, but I granted them little account before I reached Kilderrick and saw that mark.”

      “What manner of rumors and tales?” Rafael would never shirk from detail, however gruesome.

      “Accounts of strange lights at the keep and mysterious visitors at odd hours. Shadows where there should be none and candles that would not remain lit. More than one peasant told me that Robert Armstrong had made a wager with the Devil himself, that his soul was forfeit, and that he had uncanny powers. He was feared and his fury more so.”

      Rafael made a sound that revealed that he shared Maximilian’s skepticism of such claims. “Then none would dare to rob him, would they?”

      “It depends who launched the tale, does it not?” Maximilian frowned. “The more practical consideration was that the crops had failed two years in a row, the same two years since Robert Armstrong had lost favor with the king. He had increased the tithes instead of granting relief to those on his land, and he had claimed the tithes collected by the church, making them his own. Amidst the tales of him secured in his stronghold, counting his wealth, there was a rumble of dissent.”

      “But no rebellion.”

      Maximilian shrugged. “My men fled when they saw the mark, leaving me alone in the courtyard of what appeared to be an empty keep. The nearby village was clearly abandoned. The sun was setting and a storm was brewing. The clouds were dark and rolling over the hills, dark with threat.”

      “Much like this night.” Rafael gestured to the western sky and Maximilian followed his gaze. The clouds did much the same as the last time he had arrived in this place. They would have to set camp soon to keep from being soaked, but he wanted to at least see the keep first. He touched his spurs to Tempest’s flanks and the destrier cantered more quickly. The others matched his pace.

      “Indeed. It has always been thus when I have been in this valley,” he told Rafael. “On that night, I felt that someone watched me.”

      Rafael shivered and glanced over his shoulder to the rest of the company. “I feel that on this night.”

      Maximilian did as well, but he did not admit as much aloud. “I was young in those days and impatient. I did not like the notion of a wasted journey, or even less, the possibility that my father—our father—had sent me on a fool’s errand. I was determined to seize the treasure before I left.”

      “Did you?”

      Maximilian shook his head. “I found an old servant, terrified and shaking, who insisted he would defend his lord and master to his last. I compelled him to lead me to Robert Armstrong. The laird was locked in his chamber at the summit of the west tower, raving about redcaps and bandits.”

      “Redcaps?”

      “’Tis a kind of goblin, by local accounts, one that haunts places where wickedness has been done. They are said to rinse their caps in the blood of the dead.”

      “Whimsy,” Rafael scoffed.

      Amaury’s trepidation was palpable.

      “So one would think. But Robert Armstrong spoke to someone I could not see when I confronted him, commanding that I be seized and killed. The servant told me the goblin was Robert’s familiar, summoned to serve him in unholy ways, then crossed himself in terror and fled. To be sure, I wanted only the coin. I could not imagine that Robert Armstrong had none. I thought his fortune hidden and that I could encourage him to surrender its location.”

      “Encourage,” Rafael echoed with a smile.

      “Encourage,” Maximilian agreed, knowing they understood each other. He was keenly aware of Amaury’s disapproval, but that the knight listened closely all the same. “We fought and I won, for he was a poor swordsman.”

      “I wager others fought his battles for him.”

      “Aye. He called upon his goblin to strike me down, but I found no evidence of that being. Certainly, no one opposed me. I bound Robert Armstrong to a sturdy wooden chair and when he would not speak, I set it alight. I thought the merest taste of the flames would prompt his confession, but he shouted and cried, summoning his goblin and becoming increasingly incoherent.”

      “And thus the keep burned.” Rafael shook his head. “I find it hard to believe that you failed to calculate the possibility of that.”

      Maximilian recalled how small the fire had been, and how suddenly it had enveloped the room, as if some other force encouraged it—but that was nonsense. “The wind had a will of its own that night—it snatched the flames and spread them, from chair to carpet to bedhanging, with fearsome speed. All too quickly, the entire chamber was aflame and I watched as the fire leaped to the roof itself. ’Twas as if the keep had been struck with one of your projectiles. I knew it would burn to the ground and quickly. I could not reach Robert to free him. I had to choose between his survival and mine.”

      “An easy choice.”

      “He screamed the name of his goblin one last time, then the roof fell in. That name seemed to echo in the empty keep. In my haste to escape, I stumbled over the servant, who had expired on the threshold of the chamber. And then the symbol.” He shook his head, still unable to explain what he had seen.

      “What of it?”

      “The pentacle on the wall of the courtyard burst into flames as soon as I stepped out of the tower, burning brilliantly against the darkness. It seared the mark upon my memory. I even thought I heard a man’s laughter. My horse was fighting the tether, desperate to flee, and needed no coaxing to gallop from that cursed spot with all haste. Behind me, the keep burned with fury, the fire lighting up the night.”

      “It sounds as if a man should believe in the powers of that goblin,” Amaury noted.

      Maximilian snorted in his turn. “’Twas a ruse. Just because I do not know how it worked does not mean the Devil exists, much less that he arrived to collect his due.”

      “And then?” Rafael prompted.

      “I found my men had set camp within a short distance. We remained the night, then I returned to the keep in the morning. I went through the smoking ruins, step by step, but there was nary a coin to be found.”

      “Then he was never rich?”

      “Perhaps someone claimed it first,” Amaury suggested.

      “Or it is yet here,” Rafael suggested, his thoughts following Maximilian’s own as so often they did.

      Maximilian, though, frowned at the darkness ahead. They approached the shadow where he knew the forest swallowed the road. It was clearly as he recalled, for the darkness ahead was nigh complete.

      Save that a five-pointed star burned against the darkness, flames leaping from it and the surrounding circle to illuminate the boughs of the trees. Flame dropped from the pentacle as well, but instead of landing on the forest floor, where dead leaves might ignite, the circle was reflected in wavering darkness.

      “What is that?” he asked softly.

      “Sorcery,” Amaury hissed. His falcon shook her wings, fighting the tether, and her agitation made Amaury’s destrier prance and fold back his ears.

      “Nay, the forest crosses the road here. The road is shadowed,” Maximilian protested, but he could see the gleam of the river in the forest’s shadows. The river was flooded, which made no sense in October.

      “That sign,” Rafael whispered.

      “It cannot be coincidence,” Maximilian had time to say before a strange tinkling sound filled the air. It came from everywhere and nowhere, and was of a pitch to send shivers down a man’s spine.

      The horses plunged into the river then, attempting to follow the road though it was submerged. More than a one of them stumbled, as if something was underfoot. Maximilian might have dismounted to look, but all turned to chaos in haste.

      Pebbles suddenly rained down upon them and splashed in the river. The horses fought their bits as the small stones were followed by a volley of flaming arrows. Royce’s destrier reared, palfreys bolted, Yves shouted as the pair of palfreys pulling the wagon left the road to race into the rough scrub to the west of the road. Maximilian’s own destrier stumbled. Amaury removed the falcon’s hood and released her jesses with a sweeping gesture, and the bird soared into the night sky, screaming. The party scattered in all directions.

      ’Twas no accident, and Maximilian would know who conspired against him. He gave Tempest his spurs and rode hard toward the burning symbol where the villain had to be.
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      The first prey of the season and ’twas a large party. Their luck could not have been better. Destriers! As the party drew closer, she heard the distinctive sound of the warhorses’ hooves. Ceara would fetch a fine price for them. Alys could only imagine that this company carried considerable wealth. The raiding party had made good time on their return, but perhaps they feared pursuit. And so they should, if their success had been so great. Alys was glad the preparations had been made.

      Their stolen riches would soon be claimed by Alys and her comrades. The moon was a mere sliver, but hidden behind clouds: the darkness would spark fear of what could not be seen. The men’s thoughts would contrive much worse than what they saw, Alys knew.

      Kilderrick, after all, had a reputation.

      When Alys lit the dry branches of the symbol she had hung from the forest canopy earlier in the day, ’twas Nyssa’s sign to act. All began as planned. Alys was crouched on a tree limb, hidden by the shadows, her heart racing with anticipation as wind chimes stirred. The raiding party rode into the water where the river flooded the road, splashing noisily as their progress was slowed. Sure enough, pebbles rained down in quantity upon them, sowing the first confusion. Ceara shot her burning arrows in rapid succession. Most of them fell into the water, sizzling, but they, too created consternation in the company. The men cried out and the horses bolted. A cart raced up the western slope and toppled to one side, spilling its contents. A bird screamed and flew into the sky.

      But the lead horse was spurred on, riding directly toward her. The rider’s cloak flared behind him and Alys saw the glint of his armor.

      A knight!

      In a heartbeat, she realized the truth. This was no reiver’s party returning from the south. This was a different company. These men rode destriers because they were knights—or mercenaries—and more heavily armed than could have been expected. They would be experienced in the arts of war, as well. Their riches would not be claimed readily at all.

      She had erred, indeed.

      She gave the whistle to tell her comrades to retreat, then belatedly realized the sound had revealed her own location. That rider in black bore down upon her with purpose, undetered by water or burning sign. Alys leaped from tree to tree, her heart racing in terror now. If he caught her, she knew she would regret her mistake.

      She finally landed in the stream to run the last distance, but the splash guided his course. She tried to hold up her cloak, but in her haste, part of it fell into the water. Its weight slowed her progress, possibly too much. She lunged upriver, seized the rock barrier with wet hands and glanced back.

      The destrier approached steadily, its eyes reflecting the flames of the sign as if the creature was possessed. The rider was large and dark, and ’twas Alys’ imagination that fed her own fears of his intentions.

      She hauled herself over the rock barrier, losing her footing in the deeper water, but still managed to pull out the rock that held back the tide. The dammed water rushed through the sluice and the horse staggered backward, losing his footing and stumbling.

      If she thought that would save her from the rider, though, Alys had again miscalculated.

      He swore with a fury that sent ice through her veins, then leaped from the saddle, charging toward her with fearsome power as the horse regained its footing downstream. Alys tried to run, battling against the rush of water. She glanced back in horror to see him easily jump the barricade. He strode through the water, so much taller than she that he had an advantage. Alys tried to flee but stumbled instead, and fell beneath the water. She held her breath, thinking to evade him in the dark water and float past him.

      Her heart stopped when the back of her kirtle was seized in a merciless grip. The knight hauled her from the water with one hand and fairly shook her, like she was an errant dog. Alys glared up at him, intending to spit in his eye, then stared in shock.

      ’Twas him. The Silver Wolf returned.

      Nyssa had been right and Alys’ blood ran cold.

      She would have recognized him anywhere, the man who had destroyed her life, the mercenary whose face haunted her nightmares. Alys was certain her eyes deceived her, but he smiled slowly, his satisfaction clear, and she knew memory served her well. He was as handsome as she recalled, as alluring as he was wicked, as confident and merciless as his reputation.

      She spat in his face and he blinked in surprise. She gave him no moment to recover, but kicked him hard in the groin. She heard him inhale sharply and tore open the clasp of her cloak, even as she twisted in his grasp. He swore again and she knew he struggled to keep a grip on her. She bit him hard, choosing the gap between the hem of his leather glove and the end of his dark sleeve. He grunted and Alys tore herself free in his fleeting moment of surprise. She left the cloak in his grasp as she jumped to the rock barrier and ran across it to the dark sanctuary of the forest.

      He swore with a thoroughness that only made Alys run faster. She heard him splash as he tried to climb to the summit of the rock dam, then curse again.

      The weight of his armor would slow him mightily, along with that of his wet cloak.

      Alys raced onward, heart thundering, knowing she had but moments to make her escape, even as her thoughts spun.

      Why had the Silver Wolf returned?

      Alys did not know, but she could guess that his arrival did not bode well for her future.

      How could she drive him away?
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      ’Twas a filthy cloak and sodden with dirty river water, but Maximilian knew the weight of the cloth meant it had cost good coin. Had she stolen it? Or was his assailant of noble birth?

      If so, why would she be hidden in the forest, robbing parties that passed in the night?

      Sadly, Maximilian could think of several reasons. That his foe was a woman, he had no doubt. He had felt her slight curves as she had struggled against him, her lean strength and the neat indent of her waist. Her hair was wild and her hands were rough, yet she was uncommonly strong for her size. She was so dirty that the smell of her had almost made him recoil. He had had a glimpse, no more than that, of her face, but it had been sufficient to reveal her disdain. He had seen one green eye, so clear, so filled with cunning, that he knew she was both clever and sane.

      He had seen her terror, as well, though he could not explain it fully. Fear or trepidation, Maximilian would have understood, but terror mystified him.

      He flung the wet cloak onto the rock barrier, then cast his own after it. Only without the weight of the wet wool could he pull himself out of the river and onto what was clearly a dam. It had been built deliberately, of that he had no doubt. He wagered there was another further south, which had forced the road to flood. This one had held back more of the river, so that she could surprise him by removing a key rock and sending forth another tide of water.

      In a way, Maximilian admired the feint. It had required planning to disrupt his party’s progress with such effectiveness. They could not have been the target, though, for no one in these parts knew of his plans to come to Kilderrick.

      Who had she expected?

      Who was she?

      He had no doubt that there were others in league with her, for someone had cast the pebbles from further downriver and someone else had fired the arrows of flame. His attacker had at least two comrades, perhaps more.

      The tinkling sound continued overhead and he guessed that there were chimes of some kind hung in the trees.

      And that symbol. Maximilian sliced it down and it sizzled as the flames were extinguished in the river. It was made of sticks and branches, woven and tied into a shape to feed fear. There was naught unnatural about it. He hauled it to one side, in case it offered a clue to her identity that he could see in morning light.

      Indeed, it might already be granting him one. Had she chosen that symbol because she had seen it within the keep? Was it yet there? Did she and her comrades take refuge in the ruin?

      Maximilian peered into the forest to the east, discerning only darkness and shadowed trees. He would not find her this night, for doubtless she knew the forest well.

      On the morrow, the matter would be entirely different.

      He retrieved his own cloak, abandoning her dirty one on the barrier. He took the charred symbol and returned to Tempest, who stamped in the shallows awaiting him. He led the horse through the forest to the point where the road emerged from the water again.

      Kilderrick glowered down at him, still imposing in ruin, and Maximilian caught his breath at the sight. The lower walls had been made of stone and they remained, charred and blackened, like teeth emerging from the earth. Unlike teeth, they were regular, the shape of the two square towers readily visible to those who looked. The courtyard was a dark hole between them and he had no taste to look upon that symbol again this night, if indeed it remained on those walls.

      Rafael was already gathering the company together again, and led them toward Maximilian. They were bedraggled and wet, obviously disheartened, and several of the horses limped.

      “There,” Maximilian said, pointing to the spot. “We set camp in the vale beneath Kilderrick’s very shadow. I hope Denis yet has some soup.”

      “You are not alone in that,” Rafael said grimly, issuing instructions to the squires. Some would pitch tents, others would gather firewood. They had a system for setting camp as quickly as possible, the mercenary’s tents around the perimeter, the villagers and horses in the midst.

      Maximilian considered the brewing skies. It would rain before dawn, he would wager.

      But he would hunt down his opponent, no matter the weather, and do as much at first light. He pulled back his cuff and considered the bruise appearing on his forearm.

      Maximilian and this virago were far from done.
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      “Hundreds of them,” Elizabeth said, her dismay clear as she sank to her pallet in the small hut shared by the four women. She fingered the worn hem of her velvet cloak and her hands trembled.

      The most recent addition, Elizabeth was not yet accustomed to their life in the forest. She jumped at every sound and saw threat in every shadow. All the same, she was resolved to remain with the other women. Alys knew Elizabeth would never return to her father’s abode, wherever it was, no matter what the price. She also knew Elizabeth would not sleep this night, not with so many men in close proximity.

      Alys might not sleep herself. She was soaked and chilled, but that was naught compared to the terror that kept her heart hammering even once she’d reached their sanctuary.

      He was back.

      “Perhaps two dozen in total,” Ceara corrected with a snort, setting her bow aside with care. “And not all warriors.” She tossed her red braid over her shoulder and folded her arms across her chest to confront Alys. She was pragmatic, as ever, and unafraid to share her views. “The horses would have sold for a good price. They still would if we could claim them.” There was a challenge in her tone, which Alys knew was intended for her.

      “They were too many.”

      Elizabeth clicked her tongue, noting Alys’ wet garments. “You are soaked!” The other woman urged a dry kirtle and chemise upon Alys. “’Tis too cold for that.”

      Alys shed her wet garments, letting Elizabeth wring them out and hang them to dry, then rubbed herself down with a dry length of rough cloth. The motion brought welcome heat to her skin. Her boots were sodden but would stay that way until they had a fire.

      They dared not light one this night for it would betray their location.

      At least he had not taken her cloak. It was dripping with river water, but she had found it and it would dry. She tried to wring the water out of it and Nyssa helped her.

      “You should not have ended the foray.” Ceara was adamant. “I could not believe you whistled! We could have had four palfreys, and readily. Perhaps five.”

      Alys stood up. She was taller than Ceara and needed every advantage in this dispute. “But I feared for your welfare.”

      Ceara scoffed. “I had my bow.”

      “They are knights or mercenaries,” Alys explained. “They are skilled in warfare and the destriers are their own. They would not have suffered the creatures to be stolen, not without using their blades. You would have paid with your life for trying.”

      Elizabeth shivered, her eyes wide.

      “Impossible,” Ceara replied. “Why would such men be here? They are brigands, such as we always surprise, albeit with better spoils than most.”

      “And so numerous,” Nyssa murmured, shaking her head. “When did we last see such a large party?” Her raven, Dorcha, croaked and whistled, as if in agreement. Nyssa fed him some of the last of the bread they had taken from a previous company.

      “You were deceived,” Ceara insisted. “In the shadows and darkness, they looked to be more than they are. I am not even certain they were two dozen.” This last she addressed to Elizabeth. “The horses might not have been mounted.”

      “They are warriors,” Alys insisted. Ceara opened her mouth to argue, but Alys held up a hand to silence her. “I recognized him.”

      The other three stared at her in
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