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Chapter One

England 1350

Ivy screamed as only a little girl can—loud and shrill.

Within Lynwood Manor’s great hall, Lady Joanna’s hands stilled, the herbs she crushed with mortar and pestle momentarily forgotten as she paused to listen more closely to the sounds from outside.

On this early summer’s day, the children were playing on the village green, chasing a ball and each other. Their mingled squeals of delight and groans of disappointment clearly signaled how their game progressed. Joanna’s seven-year-old daughter was, as usual, among the loudest of the children.

Surely, Joanna thought, she imagined a hint of hurt or a taste of fear in Ivy’s last screech.

Then Ivy screamed again, her distress sharp-edged. Heart pounding, Joanna dropped the pestle and ran out of the hall’s open door, joining other mothers in their dash across the dusty yard between the manor house and the timber palisade. She burst through the open gate and froze at the sight of three men on horseback, the riders bent forward and low, thundering up the middle of the green and coming straight at her. One had speared a goose, the poor fowl hanging limp and bloodied, a repulsive banner on the lance’s tip.

The thieves.

Her fury flared hot and bright. The thieves again raided the village, as they had several times before. However, unlike former raids, this time they arrogantly dared to reveal themselves during daylight, shamelessly displaying their prize, recklessly frightening Ivy and the other children.

Joanna desperately longed to search for her daughter, but as lady of Lynwood she stood her ground, studying the men’s faces as they came closer to her. She didn’t recognize them, but now knew the faces of her enemies.

She concentrated on the man she judged the leader. Dark-haired and bearded, he bore an ugly, jagged scar on his forehead. He also wore an offensive smirk, as if he knew her identity and scoffed at her attempts to halt his thievery.

The beast!

Joanna waved a fist and shouted, “Whoreson! Leave us be! Do you hear me? Leave us be!”

If he heard her command, he gave no sign, merely veered right, leading his men around the palisade to escape into the woodland beyond.

Furious, Joanna spun to order the guards to pursue, but saved her voice when she heard Harold Long, the captain, shout for his men to mount up and give chase.

Praying this time the manor’s guards would find and capture the thieves, Joanna anxiously glanced about for Ivy.

In the middle of the green, near the well, mothers picked up and soothed their little ones, adding their outraged shouts to the children’s cries. Joanna went cold at what she heard. The thieves had purposely terrorized the children with no regard for whether or not the little ones came to harm.

Fighting panic, Joanna shouted her daughter’s name.

“Here, milady!” answered the booming voice of the blacksmith, one of the few males not out in the fields.

Donald Smith strode toward her with Ivy, seeming small and fragile, cradled in his meaty arms. Glistening tears flowed from Ivy’s pain-filled blue eyes, streaking her dirty cheeks. Bright red blood dripped from a long, deep gash in her forearm, staining her short gray tunic.

Joanna nearly swooned. She didn’t deal well with blood, or sickness, which she’d seen too much of during the past few months.

“The h-horse stepped on m-me, Mama!” Ivy stammered through her sobs. “My arm h-hurts! It bleeds!”

Joanna’s hand shook as she pushed strands of golden hair from Ivy’s forehead, struggling to banish the horrifying vision of Ivy tumbling on the ground beneath a horse’s hooves.

“I know, dearest.” She hoped her voice didn’t reveal the extent of her horror. For Ivy’s sake she must appear calm. “Be brave a few moments longer. Donald will take you into the manor.” She looked up at Donald. “Have Maud bind the wound to stop the bleeding while I find Greta.”

The blacksmith nodded and bore Ivy away.

Frustrated she couldn’t take away the pain or spare Ivy the ordeal to come, Joanna fetched old Greta, the midwife, now the only healer in the village with experience in stitching skin. Along the way back to the manor, she sent the dairymaid out to the fields to inform Wat, the village reeve, of the raid.

Several moments later, seated on the edge of the bed in Lynwood Manor’s bedchamber with Ivy draped across her lap, Joanna again struggled for composure.

Terror lurked beneath Ivy’s stoic expression. She bit down on a folded towel and buried her face in her mother’s shoulder. Cradling Ivy’s head, Joanna nodded at Greta, who held a sharp needle and strong thread in gnarled yet steady fingers.

Greta grabbed hold of Ivy’s wrist. Joanna tightened her grip on her child’s elbow. The moment the needle pierced the forearm’s skin, Ivy jerked, gave a muffled scream, then mercifully fainted.

“Hurry,” Joanna ordered, feeling her head go light from the smell of blood and her own upset.

“Breathe, milady. Ivy is only cut, not dying.”

The midwife’s thin voice gave reassurance, but having suffered the grief of burying two children in the days before last Christmas, Joanna held more tightly to her remaining daughter. To lose Ivy ... Joanna halted the thought from fully forming, unable to bear the swell of grief.

“How long must the stitches stay in?” she asked, amazed her voice didn’t tremble.

Greta continued to work—a fourth stitch. A fifth.

“A sennight, at the least. Ivy will have a scar, but has come to no lasting harm. Given a few days’ rest, she will be fine.”

Enforcing rest for even a day would be no easy task. Ivy could hardly keep her seat at table each morn, eager to escape to the village to play with the tenants’ children. Despite the recent problems, Joanna had considered the village green a safe place for her daughter to play.

No more.

The only way to ensure everyone’s safety was to capture and punish the bastards responsible for this outrage—and Joanna was nearly at her wit’s end over how to accomplish that feat.

True, she’d thought of one way, but it seemed extreme. Joanna peered into the pale face of the daughter she easily could have lost this morning. Perhaps an extreme solution was now called for.

After what seemed an eternity later, seventeen neat stitches puckered Ivy’s arm. A rinse of the blood and a wrap of white bandaging completed the process. As they finished, Maud, the manor’s housekeeper, cautiously poked her kerchief-wrapped head into the chamber.

“Milady, Wat and Harold are in the hall. Are ye ready to speak with them?”

If Harold was back so soon, then likely the thieves had escaped capture once more. Damn. “Inform them I will be with them anon.”

Maud disappeared. Greta gathered up the bloodied towels and her basket of medicinals and followed.

Joanna took a deep breath, kissed Ivy’s forehead, and eased her onto the thick feather mattress, hoping the girl would sleep a while longer.

While fears over Ivy’s injury eased, Joanna’s resolve to set an untenable situation to rights did not. After a last reassuring inspection of her child, she left the room, leaving open the door connecting the chamber to the manor’s hall, the better to hear if Ivy woke and cried out.

The scents of rabbit stew bubbling in a black cauldron on the hearth, and of rosemary strewn among the rushes covering the dirt floor, helped mask the odor of blood drying on her brown, light wool gown. During her mad rush to find Ivy, Joanna’s circlet and veil had flown off, and she hadn’t given their whereabouts a thought until now, when the two somber men sitting at the trestle table in the middle of the hall turned to stare at her.

Joanna forswore returning to her bedchamber to cover her braided blond hair. If either man thought her scandalous for the mere absence of a veil, so be it. But then, neither Wat Reeve nor Harold Long was wont to judge her harshly.

They occupied benches on either side of the trestle table. Now her trusted advisors, neither had been prepared to assume the positions of authority they now held.

Joanna included herself among the unprepared. The plague of last summer and autumn had cut through both manor and village like a scythe wielded by an indiscriminate mower, taking whichever lives happened to cross the jagged path of the vile sickness. Nearly half of the populace had been lost, in some cases entire families.

Wat Reeve, whom the villagers had elected to his deceased father’s position of village reeve, unfolded his long, lank body to stand.

Sturdily built Harold Long followed suit. He now captained the sorely depleted garrison—chosen by the men for his skill at arms, approved by her for his ability to command.

Since her husband’s death nigh on seven months earlier, both young men had provided her with good counsel and most often readily abided by her decisions, even when they didn’t entirely approve. But, thus far, her decisions had been small ones. The thieves provided the first true challenge to her ability to rule Lynwood, and Joanna disliked the taste of failure.

She eased into the chair placed at the head of the table. The men sat but didn’t relax.

“How does the little lady?” Wat asked, his deep voice an odd match to his slight frame.

Likely the servants had already informed the men of the extent of Ivy’s injuries. “She finally sleeps. The other children?”

“I visited all the families. The children are bruised and suffered a fright, but are otherwise unharmed, praise the Lord in his mercy.” Wat rubbed weary eyes with his palms. “We were most fortunate. When I think of what might have happened ...”

No one finished the reeve’s thought. No one wanted to put the tragedy they’d escaped into words.

Joanna glanced pointedly between the men. “These brutes who harry us must be caught and punished. I will not tolerate a repeat of this morning’s incident. ‘Tis unacceptable that our children are at risk while playing on the village green!”

Harold pounded a fist on the table. “We have hunted them since they first stole one of Margaret Atbridge’s chickens. But with so few soldiers and the planting not yet done, and shearing time coming fast, I fear we will not have enough men available to hunt the ruffians properly for some weeks yet.”

“We cannot wait weeks!”

“I am aware of your concern, my lady. I share it! Where before the band struck under the cover of night, they now flaunt our vulnerability. We need more men, more horses and ... nay, my lady, I do not know from where either can be hired or bought. The entire kingdom suffers the same hardships we do.”

She didn’t care about the hardships of the entire kingdom, only those in the small portion under her rule, a role thrust upon her without warning or mercy.

The pestilence had robbed her of Elias and Rose, both innocents she missed horribly. But the plague also rid her of Bertrand, whose soul—if justice truly existed in the afterlife—now resided with the devil in the deepest pit of hell.

Joanna gathered her courage to present her decision. As a courtesy, she would first give Wat and Harold a last opportunity to suggest other solutions. Indeed, she trusted their judgment, and hoped either one might offer a less extreme solution.

“This noon the thieves threatened the lives of our children. As you say, Harold, we have not the means to deal with them as we might like. Still, we need a solution, good sirs, and quickly.”

Harold leaned forward, palm raised, expression earnest. “Mayhap another appeal to the abbot for assistance is in order.”

Joanna didn’t hesitate in her answer. Appealing to the Abbot of Holme, Lynwood Manor’s overlord, didn’t sit well.

“Our last appeal to the abbot gained us no more than Father Arthur. While we had need of a priest, he is helpless against these ruffians.”

Indeed, the priest wasn’t good for much of anything except spouting nonsense. The man didn’t hold a good opinion of Lynwood or anyone who resided there. He had the audacity to wail and moan over the lack of holiness in the kingdom, claiming God had sent the plague to punish the wicked, impious hordes for their sins.

Her toddling son hadn’t been impious, or her infant daughter wicked.

“Are you still against an appeal to your brother?”

Appeal to the brother who’d taken the first opportunity to be rid of her upon his inheritance? Who’d married her off to Sir Bertrand de Poitou despite her objections? She’d never again speak to her brother if she could help it.

“I am sure my brother suffers hardships too. We must deal with this problem on our own.”

Neither man would suggest she appeal to the de Poitou family, who’d irrevocably broken ties with Bertrand years before.

Wat shifted in his seat. “If I may take the liberty, Lady Joanna. These scoundrels must know we have no lord in residence, or they would not be so bold. I pray you reconsider your position on marriage.”

Wat’s suggestion not only pricked her ire but soured her stomach. The men knew she’d had two offers of marriage, both from landless knights seeking to improve their lot. She’d sent both men out the door with firm refusals. If she had her way, she would never marry again. Never place herself or Ivy at the mercy of a man.

Barely restraining her ire, Joanna once more stated her position on what Wat considered a convenient and desirable solution to all of the manor’s travails.

“I will not take a husband simply to rid us of a few ruffians.”

Wat’s mouth tightened. “These ruffians are now more than a nuisance, my lady. In return for our pledge of fealty, the villagers are due protection. You must do whatever is required to meet that responsibility.”

She was well aware of her duty to the villagers and manor folk, having witnessed both her father and her husband rule their holdings. Unfortunately, she had no practical experience in the matter because neither man had seen fit to give her the opportunity to try her hand.

They’d both believed women were too softhearted and light-handed to oversee estates. Joanna meant to prove both men wrong, even if neither man was alive to witness her success.

“Certes, the garrison bears the burden of running the thieves to ground, but the villagers could be of aid. I believe a bit of cooperation is in order.”

“We are farmers, not soldiers. Do you propose we abandon our plows to pick up swords?”

Joanna nearly shuddered at the consequences should they do so. Not only would some of the tenants hurt themselves beyond repair if given a sharp sword, but the planting must continue with due haste. Because of the plague, too much of last year’s crop had rotted in the fields from lack of healthy hands at harvest. Without a bountiful harvest this autumn, all would face starvation next winter.

“Nay, but I do expect everyone to keep a keen eye out for signs of the ruffians and give chase when possible.”

“‘Tis impossible for the villagers to overtake men on horseback. The responsibility for their capture must lie with the guards.”

Harold took umbrage. “Think you we have not followed the louts? They vanish as if plucked from the earth by the wind, leaving no trail! ‘Tis uncanny.”

Wat huffed. “No one on horseback vanishes without trace. Perhaps your soldiers take their duty too lightly and do not search too hard.”

Harold half rose from the bench. “You dare accuse us of shunning our duty?”

“Halt, at once!” Joanna stared at Harold until he reluctantly resumed his seat, then shot Wat a withering glare. “The soldiers do what they can. I have no complaint of them. Besides, what is past is done. We need a plan, good sirs, of how to proceed from now on.”

After several moments of silence, Joanna hushed the errant thoughts of self-doubt, squared her shoulders, and forged ahead.

“Since we cannot seem to deal with the situation on our own, then we must find someone who is able. I intend to hire a mercenary to augment our garrison. His sole duty will be to rid us of these brutes.”

The announcement raised the men’s eyebrows.

“Who, my lady?” Harold asked.

“Logan Grimm, if he is available.”

Wat’s head jerked back at the man’s name, his eyes going wide. “Grimm?” he asked in a harsh whisper.

She could almost hear the thoughts flitting through the men’s heads.

Logan Grimm. Legendary mercenary. Reputedly the most fearsome fighter in the kingdom, Grimm charged a hefty fee, but he always won no matter the odds against him. Such a man could track down a band of thieves and dispatch them with ease.

Harold said nothing, only gave her a somber look. Wat found his voice again.

“Milady, is it wise to bring a man of his ilk among the innocent, God-fearing folk of Lynwood Manor?”

Joanna stood up, unwilling to debate her decision further. “A man of his ilk will ensure that Lynwood Manor continues to exist. Harold, you will prepare to ride to London on the morn. I will give you direction and coin before you leave.”

With that, she spun around and returned to the bedchamber to see to Ivy, hoping the gossip she’d heard in her father’s hall about the legendary mercenary proved true.

‘Twas said he was fierce, thorough, and completely loyal to whoever paid his fee. If Logan Grimm could rid her of this band of thieves, give her the peace and security she craved, then by the rood, she’d find a way to pay his fee—somehow.

***

Logan Grimm nursed an ale in the taproom of the crowded, crude dockside inn he called home while in London, a place he didn’t visit often. Usually, he left the service of one lord only to head straight to another. ‘Twas rare when he found himself without the prospect of work, rarer still when he suffered a wound from which he must recover.

The inactivity left him more surly than usual, but he admitted the rest had done his body good. The gash on his thigh healed well, if slowly, with the resulting limp easier to hide if he didn’t overuse the leg. He would have a scar, but his body bore so many scars he no longer remembered whence they all came. All hazards of his profession.

Luckily, up until this one all his scars came from light cuts. Unfortunately, this sword slice had required stitches. The damn wound still pinched and itched. The only good thing he could say about stitches was that they held the skin together.

As for work, something would come his way. It always did. Somewhere in the kingdom one lord wished to do battle with another lord, for righteous reasons or foul. Either aggressor or defender would seek out and hire Logan Grimm for his skill with a sword.

He hoped not too many lords had learned of how poorly he’d fared on his last job. The dent to his otherwise flawless reputation bothered him more than the irksome stitches.

Habit shifted him on the stool when the door opened. The cries of fishmongers and the stench of muck-strewn streets invaded the inn as three men entered.

The two sailors joined a boisterous group of their fellows. The third man perused the taproom before winding his way through the crowd to the bar. A merchant, Logan guessed, from the quality of his garb. No threat, no prospect.

Logan downed the last of his ale, intending to get up and walk around to keep his leg from going too stiff. He no more than put the mug down on the table he claimed and didn’t share, when Abigail, the innkeeper’s plump wife, headed in his direction with a flagon in hand. She was, in part, the reason he favored the Red Rooster. She kept his mug full and his bedding fairly vermin-free for a fair price.

He scowled at the woman. “No more, Abigail. If I do not get up and move, I will rot here.”

“Not on my stool, ye will not.” She refilled his mug. “Man asking for you. Want to talk to him?”

Another reason he liked the Red Rooster. Hugo, the owner, considered it a great privilege to act as Logan’s go-between. A convenient and profitable arrangement for them both.

“Has the man shown coin yet?”

“Enough to pay for his ale, and yours.”

“Say what he wants?”

“Same as they all want. Healed enough yet?”

Logan shrugged. “Send him over.”

Abigail placed a work-roughened hand on her ample hip and narrowed her eyes. “You sure?”

No man had dared to question Logan Grimm’s commands for many a year now, for fear of finding himself staring at the tip of a well-honed broadsword. However, a man made allowances for the woman who picked lice from his blankets.

“Send him over.”

Abigail ambled back to the bar and pointed Logan out to the man he’d thought might be a merchant. Middle twenties or so. Garbed too fine for a messenger, too drably for a knight or higher lord. Somber. Wary, possibly frightened. Only loyalty to the lord he served, or the prospect of a reward, forced him to pass through the Red Rooster’s door to find Logan Grimm.

A quick judgment, but likely accurate.

Over the course of his nearly thirty years, he’d made few mistakes when judging the men who had hired him or those he fought against. Logan resisted the urge to rub at the wound reminding him of the humbling misjudgment of his last opponent. He’d won the day and earned his fee, but at a price to his pride and reputation.

The man stopped a couple of feet away. “I am Harold Long, captain of Lynwood Manor’s garrison. You are Logan Grimm?”

The man seemed too young to have risen to the rank of captain. Still, even given Harold’s discomfort, Logan liked the solid tone of the man’s voice. He waved Harold to a stool, not to put the man at ease, but because he didn’t like anyone hovering over him.

“I am.”

Harold glanced around before lowering onto the stool. He leaned forward and folded his arms on the table. “I am most pleased to have found you so quickly. Can you be ready to leave on the morn?”

An urgent matter, then. Of course, when men sought his services the matter was usually urgent.

“For the right price I can be ready to leave as soon as I finish my ale. Have you the right price?”

From the leather pouch tied to his belt, Harold dumped several coins onto the table—a mix of pennies and groats. Logan would wager they added up to nearly three shillings.

“This now, the remainder when your services are no longer required.”

Nearly a full week’s fee in advance? How unusual.

“How long might that be?”

“As long as needed for you to complete your task. Are you free to hire on?”

Logan took a sip of ale, debating the wisdom of engaging in battle while his leg yet hurt. Damn wounding had happened nigh on a fortnight ago and should stop bothering him soon, he hoped.

“What must I do?”

“Lynwood Manor is harried by a band of thieves. Her ladyship wishes you to dispatch them.”

Ladyship. The hair on the back of Logan’s neck prickled with warning. “You come at the behest of a woman?”

“Lady Joanna, widow of Sir Bertrand de Poitou.”

Logan had no idea who either the lady or knight might be, but he didn’t need to know. “Pick up your coins, Harold. I do not work for women, particularly widows. If you like, I can give you names of those foolish enough to do so.”

Harold paled. “Her ladyship was most specific that I hire you.”

“She does not get me. There are others—”

“Surely her coin is as good as any man’s.”

Logan glanced at the lovely silver on the table. The coin might be good, but not enticing enough to lure him into working for a woman, especially a widow. He’d done so once. Never again.

“I do not work for women.”

Harold gave a resigned sigh, his chin hitting his chest. “These ruffians grow bold. The last time they raided the village, they not only stole a prize goose but injured several children. If they are not caught, the next time someone might be killed.”

Logan suffered a brief, sharp pang of what felt oddly like sympathy, an emotion a man in his profession couldn’t afford. Perversely, his curiosity prodded him to ask, “Children were hurt?”

Harold’s chin rose slightly. “Aye, four of them, including Lady Joanna’s daughter. Took seventeen stitches to close the gash on Ivy’s little arm.”

The wound on his thigh required only ten stitches to close up, and he could still feel the jab of the needle on each one. Seventeen stitches on one of tender age and skin ... no matter, wounded children or no, he wasn’t taking this job.

“Perhaps the lady should apply to her overlord or her family for aid.”

Harold glanced away, hesitating before answering. “My lady prefers to resolve the matter herself, if she can.”

Logan knew he’d been lied to or, at the least, not given the whole truth. There were deeper problems here. Or was the woman simply mule-stubborn?

Compared to some of his past feats, this might be an easy job. Hell, he might not even have to draw his sword. Too bad a woman was involved.

Harold picked up one of the groats and twirled it through his fingers. “Could we not come to a bargain?”

“Nay.”

“Come with me to Lynwood Manor. Meet Lady Joanna. Judge for yourself the character of my lady and her need for your services.” He put the coin back on the table. “Should you then decide you cannot accept her offer, these are still yours for your trouble.”

Logan arched an eyebrow. “Does your Lady Joanna know you squander her coin so foolishly?”

Harold rose. “Think on it, Grimm. I will return on the morn for either you or the money.”

Logan was sure he’d made his position clear. “I have decided. Take the damn coins with you!”

Harold bowed as he took a step back. “Until morn,” he said, then nearly ran out of the inn.

Logan scooped up a handful of coins, resisting the urge to fling them at the fleeing captain. He’d not keep the money, of course, but give the coins to Hugo, let the innkeeper return them to Harold when he came back on the morn.

The coins warmed in Logan’s fist.

What a foolish man, offering nearly a full week’s wage to take a ride in the country, to this Lynwood Manor, wherever that might be.

Logan got up and adjusted the broadsword in the scabbard angled across his back. He should walk out to the stable and check on his horse. The poor beast had been confined to the inn’s stable for several days, would likely welcome a long, hard ride.

Like a ride to Lynwood Manor.

He glanced around the taproom, at the men quaffing ale, at Abigail bustling about to keep the mugs full. He could either take that ride to Lynwood Manor or remain there—nursing his wound, spending his hard-earned money on ale and coarse bread and molding cheese.

Rotting on Abigail’s stool.

Or he could earn some coin to tide him over until he was fully healed and able to take an offer more to his liking.

Mayhap in Harold’s absence the thieves who stole geese and wounded children had been caught. Perhaps the need for his services no longer existed.

And Harold claimed all Logan had to do to earn the coin was to meet Lady Joanna, not work for her. Mayhap he’d been too hasty, or more likely he’d simply lost his wits. Either way, Logan Grimm strode out of the Red Rooster, resigned to leaving on the morn to meet Lady Joanna of Lynwood Manor.
Chapter Two

The pleasant ride in the country turned into two wretched days of muddy roads and sodden cloaks. When they finally reached their destination, Logan noted the smattering of thatch-roofed huts comprising the village, with a church on one end and a timber palisade on the other. He rode across the notorious green in the center, where the thieves had wounded several children.

One villager braved the foul weather, a woman fetching water from the common well. She looked up as he passed by, her eyes going wide, then narrowing. Logan paid little heed to the usual reaction of surprise and disapproval at his arrival, just as he’d ignored scowls and censure many times before.

Mercenaries weren’t welcomed by the common folk, and usually only tolerated by the lords who hired them. Such was the way of the world, and Logan had learned early on not to expect praise or thanks for doing his job. Satisfaction at his success and a hefty purse of glittering coins were all the approval he required.

Of course, in this instance, he would have to be content with the coins Harold had given him. Decent pay for doing nothing.

The woman at the well scurried toward one of the huts, and Logan turned his attention to the palisade. To his delight, a stream of smoke spiraled upward from within the pike-sharpened timbers, heralding a warming, drying fire in the manor’s hearth.

Harold waved to the guard at the top of the palisade, who shouted down a command, and soon the gate swung wide. Logan followed the captain across the muddy bailey toward the door of a dreary, smallish manor house.

The place couldn’t hold more than three large rooms, Logan judged. Perhaps four rooms if they were small. A solid dwelling, however. Built of the same sturdy timbers as the palisade. Someone had planned well for defense.

The now dead lord? Or a lord before ... what had Harold said his lord’s name was? Bernard? Bertrand?

The lady’s name he remembered. Joanna. And the daughter, Ivy. Harold had mentioned them often enough over the past two days whenever a pause in the rain allowed them to talk. Not that Logan said much in return. Not even to chide the captain for apparently being enamored of his lady. Not good for the captain, but not Logan’s problem.

He dismounted and handed the reins over to a stable lad in the bloom of his manhood, possessing enough height and muscle that he should have the strength to handle the stallion.

“Mind Gideon’s rear hooves,” Logan warned the lad. “If he proves unruly, come fetch me.”

He couldn’t tell if the lad was more wary of him or awed by the beast, to which Logan owed his life several times over.

“Gideon.” The lad ran an appreciative hand over the stallion’s sleek chestnut hide. “Strange name for a horse, methinks.”

In his travels with various armies, Logan had seen great sights and learned odd things. One had led to the name of his horse.

“In the language of the Jews, his name means great destroyer. Handle him wrongly and he will smash his stall to a heap of splinters.”

“I will be mindful.”

And he was. Logan watched the lad and horse head for the stable, the lad keeping a firm grip on the stallion’s reins but at a respectful distance. Likely Gideon was as tired and in want of shelter and a meal as his master and wouldn’t cause problems.

Logan turned toward the already open door of the manor, where Harold waited. Inviting light flickered from within. He pushed back his cloak’s hood as he stepped inside, wanting no more than a stool by the fire, a mug of hearty ale, and a slab of meat.

A dozen or so people, male and female, young and old, soldiers and servants turned to stare. Logan knew he must look more a fright than usual, but did nothing to straighten his appearance. Let them stare. Let them be wary or frightened. They didn’t want to befriend him, nor he them.

Mercenaries couldn’t afford friendship.

Friends were for children to play with on village greens, for elders to trade stories with to pass the time. For people who remained in one place all their lives and weren’t concerned about facing someone with whom one had formed a bond on a battlefield.

His perusal of the group stopped at the hearth, on a little girl with golden hair and the widest deep blue eyes he’d ever seen. A white bandage swaddling her forearm identified her as Ivy, the daughter of Lady Joanna.

His leg wound twitched in sympathy with the seventeen stitches he knew lay beneath her bandaging.

“Is her ladyship about?” Harold asked of no one in particular.

A soldier came forward. “Lady Joanna is in the village. The blacksmith’s babe has decided to be born on this miserable day.”

Harold frowned. “Has she a guard with her?”

“Aye, sir. Two men went with her.”

That the lady was guarded seemed to ease Harold’s worry. He proceeded to pluck off his riding gloves. “Inform her ladyship I have returned with Logan Grimm. Pray tell her she need not rush on our account.”

The soldier moved toward the door, and Harold gave other orders, to someone named Maud for ale and hot food, to a nearby lad to take their cloaks. All the while, Logan tried not to stare at the little girl.

‘Twasn’t her beauty or knowing she hurt that held his interest, but how restlessness plagued the girl. Ivy squirmed a bit then went still, as if suddenly remembering someone had ordered her to stay on the stool near the hearth.

As punishment? Or in deference to her wound? Either way, she wanted to be up and doing whatever children did to entertain themselves on a rainy day. He knew nothing about children, less about female children, yet recognized restrained spirits when he saw them.

The compulsion to rescue the girl from her boredom nearly overcame his good sense. He’d come to Lynwood Manor to meet the Lady Joanna, that was all, and he had no business getting involved in what was none of his affair.

Even though Ivy looked at him without wariness, only curiosity. Even though the half smile she sent his way made him want to smile in return.

He didn’t. Instead, he took a seat at a trestle table and relished the generously spiced stew and hearty ale set down before him by a serving wench. Next to him, Harold did the same.

“Do you find the meal to your liking?” the captain asked.

Logan glanced sideways, wondering if Harold knew he was being so obvious. “One bowl of good stew is not enough to change my mind.”

Nor was the fragrant bread, nor the smooth ale. Nor the heat of the fire or a little girl’s smile.

Harold salted the stew that needed no salt. “Of course not. Nor do I expect you will succumb to her ladyship’s apple tarts, though they are the most delectable confections in the kingdom.”

“I cannot be swayed by food.”

“Only money—so I hear.”

“Not from a woman.”

With a slight shrug, Harold turned back to his meal. To his chagrin, Logan began to wonder when the tarts would appear.

All around him, he could hear the manor folk stirring, their wariness waning. The women at the hearth once more applied spindle and distaff to wool. The soldiers resumed their dice game.

Logan sensed the serving girl’s approach. He looked up when she set a tray of small tarts on the table. He should ignore them, just to show Harold he couldn’t be influenced. But they looked tasty, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten such treats.

‘Twould be a shame to let them go to waste.

The tarts were warm, with the appealing aroma of apple, and a crust so tender it melted on his tongue. He fell deeply under their spell at first bite. He devoured the first one and was about to take a second when the hall’s door opened.

Logan’s hand paused in the air, observing the entrance of a goddess wrapped in a rich beaver cloak. Obviously gentry, she could be no other than Lady Joanna, and Logan struggled to keep his purely male reaction from becoming perceptible.

Wide eyes of soulful amber graced Joanna’s heart-shaped face, her cheekbones artfully sculpted, the sharpness softened by a rounded chin. All crowned by hair the hue of spun gold. She removed her cloak with graceful hands, revealing an unadorned gown of gray, which hugged her beautifully molded curves.

A goddess, but a weary one, evident in the slight slump of her shoulders and the way she tilted her head as if stretching a too-tight muscle in her neck.

Then she spotted little Ivy running toward her, and her weariness vanished. She bent down to capture her daughter in a hug, the joy and contentment in her expression unmistakable.

“Is the babe born?” Ivy asked her mother.

“Aye.” With an enchanting grin, Joanna announced to all, “A hefty boy! Neither mother nor babe suffered undue difficulty. Even Donald seems to have survived the ordeal.”

A cheer went up, and Logan guessed several mugs of ale would be raised in celebration this night.

“Has the babe a name?” Ivy wanted to know.

“They have not decided on one as yet.”

“When can I see him?”

“Perhaps on the morrow if the rain stops.”

Ivy looked about to argue, but at her mother’s upraised eyebrow, decided against it.

Logan almost smiled, remembering how his own mother quelled nearly every argument with a change of expression. She’d died several years earlier, but he could still envision how she looked the last time he saw her. She’d always hugged him, just as Joanna did with Ivy.

Harold rose, blocking Logan’s view of the pair. ‘Twas maddeningly tempting to shove the captain aside. Irked by the urge, he turned away and snatched up a second tart, which was as delectable as the first.

“My lady, if you would do us the honor?” Harold called out, waving toward the bench opposite them.

Logan knew he must rise and greet the lady with the courtesy due one of her rank. He didn’t often come face-to-face with a lady. The lords who hired him didn’t introduce him to their wives or daughters. But as the son of a soldier, Logan had spent his youth in the shadow of a castle and knew enough to bow and mind his manners.

Her footfalls landed steady and soft in the rushes, and damned if his heart didn’t beat harder with the rhythm. An unwelcome happenstance. Best get his refusal done so he could be on his way come first light.

Logan brushed stray crumbs from his tunic and ran his hands down the front of his breeches. All he must do was meet her, exchange a few pointless pleasantries, then turn down her offer. He stood, prepared to bow, and suffered another blow to his senses when Lady Joanna again entered his line of sight.

She halted at the end of the table, placing short-nailed fingertips on its edge. Her head would just tuck under his chin. Indeed, if she stood next to him, her shadow would become lost within his. And for all her beauty, for as straight as she now held her spine and squared her shoulders, she seemed almost fragile. Not in body, but in spirit. A harsh wind wouldn’t knock her over, but a softly delivered censure might.

She glanced at him briefly, guessing who he was, giving no sign of what she thought of him. Most women were either attracted to or repelled by his great size and rough looks and didn’t bother to hide their reactions. This one gave nothing away, and he had to admire the lady’s restraint.

“You have returned earlier than I thought you would,” she told Harold, her voice throaty, bringing to mind a hot summer breeze.

“Your directions were most accurate, my lady. I had no trouble finding the Red Rooster. Have the thieves struck since I left?”

“Nay.” She tilted her head, dark humor glinting in her eyes. “Perhaps the weather has not been to their liking.”

“Praise be, whatever the reason.”

She looked at Logan fully then, those amber eyes binding him where he stood. “Well met, Logan Grimm.”

He remembered his manners and bowed. “My lady.”

“Harold has explained our problem with the thieves?”

“He has.”

Satisfied, she waved a hand at the table. “Pray finish your meal. We can discuss your duties later.”

Nay, he would get this done. No sense dragging the thing out.

“My lady, by your leave, we may as well speak now.” He glanced at Harold, who frowned and held himself stiffly. Aye, the man would be in trouble for his wasteful ways, but that was the captain’s problem. “As I told your captain, I cannot accept your offer. If you wish, I can give you names of other mercenaries who might.”

She stared at him for a moment, then said, “Oh. I see.” Except her expression said she didn’t. “If you intended to refuse us, then why did you come to Lynwood?”

Logan wasn’t one for noble gestures, but decided Harold should explain his own foolishness.

“You must ask your captain, Lady Joanna. ‘Tis his tale to tell.”

Having said all he intended, Logan sketched another slight bow, sat down and grabbed another apple tart, hoping Harold wasn’t planning to have another.

***

Harold wished to speak privately, so Joanna led him over to the far corner. With crossed arms and pursed lips she listened to his account of what had transpired at the Red Rooster.

“I beg your forgiveness if I overstepped, my lady.” Harold’s apology sounded heartfelt. “But I could think of no other way to sway him. I assure you, if I did not believe he could be persuaded to stay, I would not have given him the coin.”

That Harold took authority upon himself to spend her coin in such manner was irritating. That Harold thought Logan Grimm could be persuaded to accept the job ... well, she wasn’t sure she wanted to try.

Logan Grimm wasn’t what she expected.

Granted, she’d never before seen the mercenary, only heard of him. From tales of his prowess she’d expected a tall, solidly built man, which he was. At least a head taller than she, with shoulders built to carry a broadsword on his back, and arms thick with the muscle necessary to wield the weapon with ease.

He dressed all in black. His shoulder-length hair and wide-set eyes matched his tunic, breeches, and boots, fitting her image of a fierce fighter. Even the depth of his voice, low and rough, and the cut of his jaw, square and solid, weren’t surprising.

Yet, for all his dark clothing and great sword, there was something about Logan Grimm that didn’t seem, well, mercenary. She’d expected to deal with a man whose appearance proclaimed him little better than an animal, a savage who understood only the language of money and didn’t care how he earned it.

Perhaps it was the way Logan spoke, not as an uncouth barbarian but with some polish. His bow hadn’t been awkward, but done with a grace worthy of men of higher rank. He wore no facial hair to speak of, merely a dark shadow easily explained by two days of travel. Joanna suspected that the next time she saw him the shadow would be gone, that intriguing jaw cleanly scraped, the olive-toned skin smooth to the touch.

But did she want to see him washed and clean-shaven and again experience a wholly unwelcome awareness in places she would rather not be aware of? Not good. Not good at all.

Perhaps she should accept his decision and send him on his way, consider the loss of the coin as small payment for having him gone. Except the thieves would surely return, and Logan Grimm could rid her of them if only he could be persuaded to stay.

“Did he say why he cares not to work for a woman?” she finally asked Harold.

“Grimm said only that he does not. I suspect he had a bad experience and allowed it to affect his judgment. Is it possible to offer him a greater fee?”

“Nay.”

Though Harold seemed to expect further explanation, she withheld comment. The manor’s financial affairs were none of his concern. A short silence later, he realized he’d overstepped and glanced down at the floor, then up again.

“Then we must convince Grimm to remain long enough to see for himself that you are neither wily nor unfair.”

A grand compliment from the captain of the garrison. She could only hope the rest of Lynwood’s people felt the same.

“How do you propose we stop him from leaving?”

Harold smiled wryly. “Get him so drunk he cannot raise his head from his pallet.”

“That would be wily.”

His smile faded. “I jest, milady.”

“I know, but we have no time for jests. If the man truly does not wish to accept our offer, we cannot detain him against his will.”

“Then we must make him want to stay.” Harold glanced over to where Logan Grimm enjoyed yet another apple tart. “I believe we have already made strides. Good food and ale. We engage him in conversation, ensure he has a clean, thick pallet and warm blanket for the night. I do not think he has enjoyed those simple pleasures for some time.”

Indeed, Grimm certainly enjoyed the tarts. Could such comforts influence a man of his ilk?

“We offer the same hospitality to all and sundry. Truly, a mercenary must be accustomed to a hard life. I cannot imagine a few comforts would influence him overmuch.”

“Perhaps not usually, but I learned a few things from the Red Rooster’s owner that make me believe otherwise.”

To Joanna’s raised eyebrow, Harold answered, “Hugo was quick to praise Logan Grimm and assure me I made no mistake in hiring the mercenary for whatever job I had in mind. He also informed me I should pay no heed to any tales I might hear of Grimm’s infirmity.”

She saw no sign of an infirmity. ‘Struth, Logan Grimm seemed in the best of health and soundness of body. “What infirmity?”

“His left leg. He hides his pain well, but he limps at times. From what little the Red Rooster’s owner told me, I gather he has a wound that heals slowly.” Harold crossed his arms and rubbed at his chin. “Nor does he have another offer that prevents him from taking ours. If he can be persuaded you do not intend to cheat him, he may reconsider.”

“You believe a woman tried to cheat him of his fee?”

“‘Twould seem likely, given his profession.”

Joanna followed Harold’s logic. Logan Grimm could use a peaceful, comfortable place in which to heal, where he could also earn his fee while he did so. She needed someone to track down the thieves. Quickly. Before they could do more harm to the villagers. Before the funds she set aside to pay the mercenary were gone. Counting the money Harold handed over to Grimm, she could afford an added week at most.

“Will his injury affect his abilities?”

“I think not. He sits his horse well enough.”

Joanna pondered her few options. She could either send the mercenary on his way or try this scheme of Harold’s. ‘Twas irksome to have her original plan disrupted, if not entirely thwarted.

She’d envisioned a much different series of events. Logan Grimm’s arrival. His agreement to solve her problem with the thieves. His confidence that ‘twould take him only a few days.

She certainly hadn’t planned to provide a haven for a mercenary to regain his strength.

“Could not what you propose be taken as wily?” she asked, looking for some reason to devise yet another scheme.

“Perhaps, but I prefer to think of it as persuasion.” Harold leaned toward her and lowered his voice. “‘Twould also not be remiss if you showed Grimm a bit of attention, gave him a kind word or two.”

Appalled, Joanna opened her mouth to tell Harold exactly what she thought of his suggestion when she saw Ivy slide onto the bench across from Grimm.

The mercenary’s eyes narrowed in a clear sign he didn’t want company. Ivy, undaunted, merely smiled up at him.

“I am
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