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            ONE KNIGHT’S DESIRE

          

          ROGUES & ANGELS #3

        

      

    

    
      When the grim Lord de Tulley bequests his legacy to his niece and decides to arrange her marriage, the maiden in question knows that no man of sense will decline such a rich prize of a bride. Her disguise, undertaken to ensure her survival and ease an old man’s loneliness, has become deadly serious. To Heloise’s dismay, Tulley chooses Lothair the Viking as his successor. Lothair is unlike the other knights in his company—just as powerful and decisive as his fellows, quiet Lothair is also perceptive. His very presence makes Heloise’s heart flutter and not just because she fears he will uncover her deepest secret. A man of honor like Lothair can only reveal the truth to Tulley and Heloise dreads the result. Can she charm her taciturn betrothed for the greater good?

      A warrior and a healer, Lothair is accustomed to being caught between objectives. Still, experience has not prepared him for the temptation of Lady Heloise, the beautiful niece of his overlord. The maiden’s very presence steals his wits and renders him mute, while her barest glance fills his heart with wild yearning.

      When Lothair learns that Heloise is not the maiden she pretends to be, he is once again snared—between honor and duty, his dawning love for his new wife, and the lady’s determination to keep her secret. Can he dare to trust the woman who has stolen his heart, or is he just a willing pawn to his lady? Can Heloise trust the knight who swears to defend her instead of leaving Tulley forever—or will her past demand its due from both of them first?
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            DEAR READER

          

        

      

    

    
      One Knight’s Desire is the third book in my Rogues & Angels series of medieval romances. I had originally planned for this to be the story of Heloise (the Lord de Tulley’s niece) and Niall MacGillivray, a charming rogue who never intends to be bound to a single woman. My characters had a surprise for me. The woman believed to be Heloise is actually that lady’s former maid. She has won the Lord de Tulley’s affection for her kindness, a trait he knows his niece does not possess, and the old lord is determined to ensure the happy future of this mysterious maiden—which will not include Niall. When Lothair, a knight and healer, is summoned to Tulley, he is astonished to be offered the post of Captain of the Guard, but intrigued by the old lord’s challenge to him to unfurl the lovely maiden’s secrets. Will Magdala’s decision to confide in the taciturn knight set all to rights? Will the Lord de Tulley’s meddling result in a happy marriage? Or will Magdala’s hidden past conspire against the dawning love between herself and Lothair? I really enjoyed how these two had to learn to trust and to put their respective pasts behind them to build a new future. You’ll see why I trust my characters when they tell me I have the story wrong—this story is much more interesting than the one I had planned!

      This story, like the others in the series is available in ebook and trade paperback. As always, I’ve collected images at Pinterest to inspire me, and you can find them here. To keep up with my new releases and sales on my books, as well as have access to special content, please subscribe to my monthly newsletter, Knights & Rogues.

      I hope you enjoy Lothair and Magdala’s story, and also the companion knights of the Rogues & Angels series.

      All my best–

      Claire

      http://delacroix.net
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        February 1103

      

      

      It all went awry.

      Magdala should have expected as much. It was the curse of her blood that nothing ever turned out as it should, and she knew it was folly to hope otherwise.

      That did not stop her from trying to evade the inevitable.

      She had liked the abbey and had been glad that her parents had surrendered her there. There had been enough to eat, though the food was simple; she had been clean and safe from harm. She had been useful, too, for the abbess had given her responsibilities and praised her when she did them well. When Lady Verena had chosen her to be a maid to her daughter, Magdala had not wanted to go, but the abbess had insisted.

      That daughter, Heloise von Idelstein, proved to be a maiden who shared a passing resemblance with Magdala. Perhaps that had been why Magdala had been chosen. All had seemed to be well, but Magdala’s ill fortune had followed her to Idelstein. She blamed herself for the illness and sudden death of the lord and lady. Then Lady Heloise had chosen to journey to visit her elderly uncle at Château Tulley. That lady had insisted upon trading places with her maid for the journey, following her own mother’s precaution, each assuming the name and clothing of the other.

      But their party had been attacked and Heloise had been killed.

      Magdala had continued to Tulley, veiled in sorrow to hide her face. She had intended to bring the sorry tidings to Heloise’s uncle, but the Lord de Tulley had mistaken her for his niece, accepting the disguise. A decade had passed since Heloise’s last visit and perhaps his eyesight faded. He had greeted Magdala with such joy that she had lost the opportunity to tell him the truth.

      Each day, she planned to confess and each day, the Lord de Tulley expressed such delight in her presence that she could not do it. He confided in her that he had no other living family. No one else guessed at her deception.

      Days passed to months and thence to a year, and then another. It became impossible to disappoint the grumpy but affectionate old lord with the truth. Magdala liked him too well.

      But now the Lord de Tulley struggled with a ferocious illness, and Magdala knew her curse made itself known once again. There could be no contentment and stability in her days: all those she held in affection would die. Magdala tended him vigilantly, never leaving his side, not caring what the other servants said. He had to survive. She could not bear if she was responsible for the demise of this man who had shown her kindness. His every cough tore at her heart. When he shivered, she tucked the furs around him. She fed him broth and wiped his brow, trying to encourage his recovery by force of will.

      Niall MacGillivray, a handsome warrior in the service of Quinn de Sayerne, came from Annossy late on the third day of the Lord de Tulley’s illness, insisting he had to speak with her. He was a frivolous man in her view, though she knew Heloise would have appreciated his attentions. They were alike, the pair of them, attractive and confident, assured that all would turn to their advantage. As Heloise, she jested with him, knowing the old lord would expect nothing else.

      On this day, Magdala could not pretend. She left the solar with reluctance, closing the door behind herself to greet the knight. It was not fitting that anyone saw the Lord de Tulley in his current state.

      “Aye?” She saw immediately that Niall was puzzled by her brisk manner.

      “I bring a potion from the wife of the miller at Annossy,” he said, offering a crockery vessel to her along with a smile. “She insists it will aid him, as it aided her youngest son last spring. He had a similar malady.”

      Magdala removed the stopper, grimacing at the pungent smell. “Is she a healer?”

      “She said she learned its formulation from Lothair.”

      Magdala remembered the tall grim knight who had been amongst Quinn’s comrades. She had been relieved when he left, for he was quiet and watchful, his pale eyes seeming to perceive every secret—and Magdala had a host of them. “I thought he was a warrior.”

      “And a most effective one,” Niall agreed easily. He sidled closer. “But he also is a healer.”

      Magdala had not known as much. “If the smell is an indication of its power,” she said under her breath and Niall chuckled.

      “It must be heated and a measure of it given thrice daily until his fever breaks.”

      The Lord de Tulley cried out incoherently from the chamber behind Magdala and Niall was visibly startled.

      “He dreams,” Magdala confided with a shake of her head. “Terrible dreams.”

      “You are fond of the old cur,” Niall said, sounding surprised.

      “He has been good to me, with little cause to do so.” She felt her eyes fill with tears. “I would see him healed, whatever the price.”

      “Little cause?” Niall protested. “But you are his niece!”

      Magdala did not look at him, and could not find it within herself to buttress the lie. “But not his daughter,” she said instead. “He did not have to welcome me and I know it well. Excuse me, as I must give him this in the hope that it is of aid.”

      “But you are a favored niece,” the knight noted when she had turned away. “Anyone else would be encouraging the old man’s demise, that his holding and wealth might fall into your grasp.”

      “Do not speak thus!” Magdala cried, rounding upon him in fury. Niall retreated with obvious alarm. “Even uttering that notion aloud might make it so.” She spoke fiercely. “I would have him recover. I would hear him bellow in the hall over some matter or other. And I will do whatever I must to make it so, no matter the price.”

      Niall shook his head, apparently thinking she had lost her wits. “The choice is not yours to make, Lady Heloise.”

      “I will do my utmost,” Magdala insisted.

      “I daresay you have need of some sleep. Have you tended him without rest?”

      “I do my duty, sir,” she said, fixing the knight with a look that must have burned with intensity for he retreated another step. “Perhaps you might depart to do your own.”

      “I had thought to sit with you a while…” he began, once again turning a smile upon her.

      His expression should have charmed her, but Magdala turned away. “Not before my uncle is hale,” she said with resolve.

      Niall blinked, then with obvious reluctance, he retreated down the stairs.

      The Lord de Tulley mumbled something when Magdala entered his chamber again, his fist pounding weakly on the side of his bed in frustration at some imagined torment. Magdala heated a cup of the potion on the brazier, wishing it might simmer with more haste. She tested the heat of the potion then moved to his side, lifting him and aiding him to drink. “This will aid you, Uncle,” she said softly. “Though it smells most horrible.”

      “Heloise,” he whispered when he had sipped some of it. He coughed mightily but it did sound as if his chest cleared. His eyes opened and he studied her, as if amazed that she was beside him. “You are the blessing of my elder days.”

      “What else should I be, sir, when you have given me a home?” She touched her lips to his brow in a chaste kiss. “Please drink a measure more. It is a potion devised by Lothair, that healer in Quinn de Sayerne’s company.”

      “But he left,” the older man said, shaking his head as if to clear his confusion. He studied her and his gaze was clouded. “Did he not?”

      “You are right. He left, Uncle, but he shared some of his knowledge with the wife of the miller at Annossy before his departure.” She held the cup and he sipped again, grimacing at the taste.

      “’Twill cure me or kill me,” he muttered with a trace of his usual manner. But he finished it without further complaint and it seemed to Magdala that he slept more easily than had previously been the case.

      She stoked up the fire in the brazier and tucked him in, wiped his brow and listened to his ragged breathing. Then she fell to her knees beside his bed and prayed, for there was little more she could do to aid this man who had given her so much.
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      Over the course of that night, the old lord’s fever broke. His skin cooled and his nightmares faded. His breathing cleared.

      When the sun shone through the window of the solar of Tulley, that chamber at the pinnacle of both keep and mount, the Lord de Tulley awakened to find that the maiden who had tended him so diligently was sleeping. Her golden hair slipped loose of her braid to fall over her slender shoulders. There were shadows beneath her eyes, but the greater sign of her exhaustion was she slept in an awkward position, as if she had been watching over him for as long as she could keep her eyes open. She sat on a stool beside his bed, her head resting on the mattress, her body bent as if she had fallen there.

      The blessing of his elder days indeed.

      The Lord de Tulley was not a sentimental man but his heart swelled that this maiden’s nature was so good and so kind. Another would have hastened him on his way, intent upon claiming an inheritance, but not this one. He might have said that her nature was the opposite of her parents, for the Lord von Idelstein had been greedy and his lady, the Lord de Tulley’s own sister, had been selfish. The truth was, though, that he knew that this maiden shared no blood with either. She was not Heloise and Tulley knew it, but he did not know who she was.

      He had a suspicion, one that he hoped was true.

      But he would demand a considerable measure of truth to believe as much, never mind to act upon it.

      He did not know what she desired of him or what she sought at Château Tulley. He was not even certain why she had come to his gates disguised as his niece. Where was Heloise? In watching this maiden who claimed to be who she was not, his suspicions had faded steadily and his curiosity had grown.

      With this deed, this tending of him with such devotion, Tulley knew her heart was true.

      Whatever her name might be.

      Whatever cruel fate had befallen his niece. He knew that Heloise would have arrived at his gates by now, if she still drew breath. He could not believe that this maiden had contrived his niece’s demise, but still he had so many questions.

      He dared not ask her outright, lest she vanish. He did not wish to lose her company.

      He laid a hand upon her head, knowing he had to repay this debt to her. He would find this gem of a maiden a suitable match and soon. She deserved far better than that Niall MacGillivray, the silver-tongued rogue of a mercenary who served Quinn de Sayerne. That warrior visited often and tempted her laughter, but he was too frivolous for this lady. Truly, Tulley believed Niall’s interest was in the hunt and once any lady surrendered to him, he would pursue another.

      This maiden deserved a man who would love her for herself, and for all time. She deserved a man of noble heart, perhaps one of less charm than Niall but one more steadfast.

      When he learned later that morning whose concoction had ensured his cure, the Lord de Tulley knew who that man had to be. He sent for Quinn to learn Lothair’s whereabouts that he might set matters in motion with all haste.

      His mysterious maiden would be happy with the match he made, the Lord de Tulley knew it well.

      He had only to ensure that the vows were exchanged. Would the knight be interested? The Lord de Tulley might have to offer greater inducement than the lady herself—though he would prefer that Lothair have the wits to recognize a true prize.

      Aye, ensuring the happiness of this maiden would be a fitting challenge for his final days.
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      Lothair of Sutherland, often called the Viking, had not realized his squire’s compulsive need to fill a silence until he had left his fellow knights. If Calum had talked so incessantly amongst the other squires, Lothair had not been compelled to listen to his words. When they two rode together, he had little choice.

      The youth was markedly fulsome.

      They had ridden together for nine years, since Lothair’s departure from Moray, since his patron had insisted that his young son had to train with Lothair. Calum had seen merely eight summers then or so, a cheerful sturdy boy who had never ventured far from home. Now, he was lanky, as tall as a man but not yet as broad, with a fearsome appetite—apparently as well as a tendency to chatter.

      Lothair himself was not inclined to conversation, but Calum’s chatter made even him less likely to speak. By the time Château Tulley was in view, he uttered only the occasional agreement while the youth talked on and on—and on. Lothair wondered when his squire managed to catch his breath.

      He was certain Calum had not been so inclined to talk when they left Scotland to journey south, though it had been years.

      “What a marvel to return to Tulley, sir!” Calum declared as they passed through the gates across the road at the base of the mount. “This keep is remarkable, to be sure, and it is fortunate to have another opportunity to appreciate its details. My father will be delighted to learn of it.”

      That was true enough. Ahead of them, the road wound upward, spiraling around the rocky peak that supported the keep. Château Tulley perched at the summit, its village clustered below it and seemingly clinging to the rock face. The peak erupted from the base of a valley, as imposing as Lothair recalled, mountains rising on either side of the valley. It was a great finger in the midst of the valley, a rocky outcropping formed naturally and used to advantage in the building of the château. From the keep at the summit, one could see all activity on the road and defend the sheltered valley beyond. The holding of Tulley included all those fortifications in the valley that spread to the east, the keep frowning down on the road that led south and north.

      The road to the keep twisted and turned, winding ever upward at a steep pitch. Houses and shops clustered close to the road, which was faced with stone. It was an ancient fortification and one that could be readily defended. Position alone made Tulley a rich holding, and the fertility of that sheltered valley contributed to that wealth. Lothair suspected that the Lord de Tulley had made it richer in his time—his strongest impression of the old lord was that he was shrewd and strategic. It seemed they arrived late enough in the season to have missed the spring rains, which Lothair also recalled as impressive. On this day, the sun was bright overhead and the valley was lush with new growth.

      Lothair dismounted once inside the gates and led his destrier, Sleipnir, up the road, wanting to see more of the holding as they climbed to the keep.

      Calum, of course, followed suit, leading both palfreys without falling silent for a moment. “But then, since the Lord de Tulley summoned you for a reward, you could scarce refuse. What manner of reward do you think he intends to grant to you, sir?”

      Lothair shrugged. He would know soon enough and had little interest in fruitless speculation. He did, however, regret that he had been compelled to leave Provins so soon. The apothecary there had been most experienced in the medicinal powers of roses and Lothair had been hoping to learn more. The summons from Tulley—for it had not been a mere invitation—had not reached him at the best moment.

      Perhaps he could resolve matters here and return to Provins before that learned apothecary moved on.

      “It could be a gem, sir, or a sack of gold,” Calum said with enthusiasm. “They say the lord’s treasury is as rich as a dragon’s hoard.”

      Lothair glanced back. “Who says?”

      “I heard as much when last we were here, sir. They talked in the tavern of his wealth.”

      Lothair’s curiosity was dismissed. Peasants knew little of their overlord’s true affluence, in his experience, and often embellished their tales—especially when consuming ale. He considered the merit of chastising his squire for spending time in the taverns, but a transgression so long past was best forgotten.

      “But then,” Calum continued. “You already possess a gold coin from a dragon’s hoard.”

      Lothair sniffed at that tale, to which he gave little credence. “It will spend as well as any other,” he said gruffly.

      “Nay, nay!” Calum protested. “It alone can buy back your soul. That was what Marcus said.” He referred to the tavern keeper in Jerusalem who had granted gifts to all of the knights in their company upon their departure. “There is a matter we argued mightily in the stables, for there were those—I will not name them, sir—who insisted you had no soul at all. I know better, of course.”

      “Enough of the coin,” Lothair said tersely.

      Calum, accustomed to such corrections, changed the subject. “To think that the old lord was cured by your potion, sir.” He sighed with satisfaction. “And now, he would reward you for saving his life even though you were not even here! There might be a tale composed of it, sir, one sung in the taverns of this holding and others. Why, you might gain great fame!”

      Lothair shook his head at such whimsy. The potion that he had taught the wife of the miller at Annossy to prepare had done precisely what it was intended to do, to his thinking. It was a mark of her good sense that she had sent some of it to the Lord de Tulley. It was a remedy for a profound cough, learned from a healer far in the north, and it was, in his experience, infallible. That it was so once again was no tale worthy of a bard’s verse.

      He would confirm the lord’s symptoms, though, in case the potion had shown a previously unnoticed efficacy.

      Lothair certainly had not saved the lord’s life himself. Should he decline the reward? To Lothair’s thinking, it was the miller’s wife who had earned a reward. That might grant him a gracious way of declining an unwanted gift.

      They strode past house after house, each as well-tended and comfortable as Lothair recalled, Calum commenting on the fine construction and made note of any miniscule changes in their absence. There was no doubt that the Lord de Tulley’s holding was an affluent one, independent of the contents of his treasury.

      Halfway up the rocky outcropping, there was a spectacular vantage point with views to the north and east, a glimpse of the entire valley sworn to the Lord de Tulley. Lothair slowed to survey it in admiration.

      The mountains rose tall in the distance, their peaks still adorned with snow. He doubted they were ever bare. The fields in the long valley were lush again, the crops growing with vigor, the sun seeming more benevolent in this fertile corner of Christendom than anywhere else he had visited.

      He could identify Annossy in the distance, but just barely, and hoped that his former comrade Quinn was well. Quinn’s wife had been with child when Lothair had left but he could not even think of the inevitable arrival of that infant. He prayed that all had gone well. He spied greenery there and recalled that Annossy was famed for its wine. There was a small party on the road between Tulley and Annossy, one that approached this very keep. For a moment, Lothair thought that he might see his former comrades again, but truly, it could have been a party of merchants or other travelers.

      Sayerne lay beyond Annossy, though it was beyond view. Quinn’s hereditary estate was managed by Bayard, another of their small company returned home from crusade. Of the eight knights who had fought together and left Outremer together, three were currently at Tulley and Lothair would make a fourth for the moment.

      Niall MacGillivray had chosen to remain in Quinn’s service, while their other comrades had ridden onward. Lothair suspected that his former companion, who had a tremendous fondness for the company of women, had truly stayed to persist in his amorous pursuit of Lady Heloise von Idelstein, the Lord de Tulley’s beautiful niece. Perhaps she had already succumbed to Niall’s charms. She certainly had seemed to welcome his attentions. Lothair hoped that she was more perceptive than he believed her to be. He knew Niall would never fix his affections upon a single woman for long. The lady’s romantic choices were not, however, his concern.

      Lothair saluted the gatekeeper who stood beneath the gate to the keep itself. That man bowed, evidently having expected him. They exchanged a polite greeting and Lothair was gestured to the stables. He continued across the bailey, Calum fast behind and momentarily awed to silence.

      The situation would not last, Lothair knew.

      “It is a wondrous keep, is it not, sir?” the youth whispered.

      “Finely wrought, indeed,” Lothair agreed, the strength of the château’s defenses making him fulsome. At his gesture, Calum took the reins of Lothair’s destrier to lead him to the stables. Lothair looked about himself, appreciating how the ramparts seemed to stretch to the very heavens, and liking the fierce blue of the sky overhead. The wind was crisp, and he had the sudden conviction that only a north wind could ensure a man saw clearly. He had time to decide that it was not all bad to return to this holding when a woman spoke.

      “And so you are come, Lothair of Sutherland,” she said and Lothair turned to find Lady Heloise herself watching him from the portal to the keep. His heart leapt as it should not have done, and that was even before she smiled. “My uncle will be pleased.”

      The lady was as lovely as ever and Lothair caught his breath at the sight of her. If ever there had been a woman perfect in every facet of her appearance, it would be Lady Heloise. Her hair was not as pale a blond as his own, but tended to a more golden hue. Her eyes were green and thickly lashed, her brows as dark as her lashes. This gave her a striking appearance, especially with the red of her lips and the flush of pink that routinely touched her cheeks. She was both beautiful and of robust good health, not a maiden who sat idly for hours but one who was active in her endeavors. Lothair told himself that was the source of his admiration but even he recognized that the lady’s allure was due to more than her vitality.

      On this day, she wore a kirtle of deepest burgundy, a hue that favored her own coloring well, which was laced to show her slender figure to advantage. The garment was adorned with gold embroidery on the hems and cuffs, and her chemise beneath was pale gold. He thought it might have been silk given the shimmer of the cloth. Around her hips was a wide girdle thick with golden embroidery, a detail that only drew his appreciative gaze to her narrow waist. She wore no cloak, for the sun was warm, and her hair was braided into a corona. A crucifix of gold set with large garnets gleamed against the front of the kirtle.

      She was a truly glorious woman. It was more than her appearance that had prompted Lothair’s admiration when last he had visited. Her voice was low and her words intelligent. She moved with grace, as if she danced all the time. He guessed that she was some fifteen summers younger than he and knew that her beauty would only increase with age.

      The sole thing that Lothair found unattractive about the lady was her vivacious nature. She was never still. She was always laughing, always talking, always demanding a tale and insisting upon being the center of attention in any gathering. Just watching her wearied him, but her manner also made her attractive to a man like Niall, whose gaze might wander otherwise.

      Perhaps they were well-suited to each other. Indeed, it was dizzying to listen to the pair of them together.

      Her smile broadened and her eyes sparkled as she curtseyed. “As taciturn as ever, I see, sir.”

      Lothair bowed. “My lady.” In truth, he could not think of another word to say.

      “My uncle would greet you in the hall, at your convenience.”

      “I will come immediately, if that is suitable.” Lothair was aware that Calum glanced at him with amazement, and felt the back of his neck heat that he had said so many words in sequence.

      The lady was evidently unaware of her influence. Her eyes twinkled and her voice dropped to a mischievous whisper. “Immediately always suits the Lord de Tulley best,” she confided, then laughed lightly. Even the sound of her amusement prompted Lothair’s smile. Indeed, his exhaustion seemed to vanish in this lady’s presence and his step felt lighter.

      She might have been a restorative balm herself, but one no apothecary’s wares could rival.

      She led Lothair inside, her footsteps almost silent on the stone. Despite her smaller stature, she moved quickly and he did not have to slow his pace at all.

      “My uncle will be gratified that you responded so quickly to his invitation.”

      “Was it an invitation?”

      Again, he was granted that sparkling glance. “You thought it a summons?” At his nod, she laughed again and Lothair found himself enchanted. “You are probably right in that. He does like to see matters his own way.”

      Lothair could believe that readily.

      “I do not doubt that you will notice changes at Château Tulley. We have a new squire in the hall, the grandson of the miller at Annossy. Quentin always wished to become a knight, though any such opportunity was unlikely given his lack of noble blood.”

      “And yet?” Lothair asked when she fell silent.

      “When the miller’s wife brought your potion and the Lord de Tulley recovered, he offered to grant her whatever she desired. She requested that Quentin might enter service and train for his spurs. I believe the Lord de Tulley was surprised.”

      “I can believe as much,” Lothair said quietly. If the miller’s wife had already gained her reward, then he would no longer have an excuse to decline his own.

      “But the detail of import is that he agreed. You might see Quentin in the stables. He is most diligent and shows a rare enthusiasm for his lessons. Uncle may have been skeptical but he has come to believe that Quentin will make a fine knight despite his lineage.”

      “Lineage is not the sole detail of import in a warrior,” Lothair found himself saying, reminded keenly of his own humble origins—and the indulgence of the rich man who had become his patron.

      “I expect you are right,” the lady said. “I know little of such matters, but have always understood the expense of years of training, and the need for both horse and weapon, to make such an apprenticeship expensive. That would seem to be the greater barrier than lineage.”

      Lothair contented himself with a nod of agreement.

      The lady smiled. “Perhaps more taciturn than ever,” she murmured and Lothair felt the back of his neck heat again.

      He cleared his throat. “The Captain of the Guard must be pleased to have such aid.”

      “He was,” Heloise agreed readily. “At least so long as he was here. That is another change, and one most unexpected. The Lord de Tulley dismissed that man from his post but a week ago. It is said he rode for Idelstein.”

      Idelstein. Was that not the lady’s home estate? “To serve your father?” Lothair asked.

      She flushed. “My older brother is Lord von Idelstein in these times. My parents draw breath no more.” She crossed herself and pressed her lips together tightly, a sign to Lothair that she missed them. Perhaps that was why she had come to Tulley. Perhaps she and her brother had disagreed. Indeed, her manner changed so much that he felt a cur for even mentioning them to her.

      “My condolences,” he said gruffly and she flicked a warm glance his way.

      “Thank you, sir. I wager you are accustomed to death, given both of your trades, but I would prefer to see none of it. It seems that I no sooner become fond of some person than he or she must die.” She shivered. “I know that is folly, if not an impossibility, but I would like all to be hale forever.”

      “That is not folly,” Lothair ceded but she did not seem to hear him.

      She frowned a little as a servant bustled past them, falling silent until the older maid was out of earshot. That woman had a shrewd glance and had surveyed them both boldly.

      “Did you hear the tale of Uncle’s illness?” Lady Heloise asked softly and Lothair shrugged, wanting to hear it from her lips. He did not mind that she drew closer to him, no less that the scent of her skin assailed him. An unexpected desire unfurled within him, one that was most unwelcome and yet utterly seductive.

      “He was terribly ill last winter. I feared to lose him,” she whispered, then paused. She glanced up and he saw concern light her eyes.

      “Because you are fond of him,” he guessed and she smiled a little.

      “I am. He is gruff and can be demanding, but his heart is the very best.”

      Lothair wondered at that.

      “The influence of your potion was almost immediate, to my own relief. I thank you for that.” Lothair might have asked for a list of symptoms, but the lady hastened onward. “Uncle was most grateful and declared that you had to be found. He has insisted that a reward is due and that he will not shirk his responsibility.” She smiled. “Perhaps you do not know his resolve, but I assure you, it can be considerable.”

      Lothair already had the impression that the old lord was determined in his views.

      “If my knowledge had any part in his recovery, I am gratified,” he said with a slight bow. He cleared his throat, intending to ask for those symptoms, but the lady stepped even closer to him. Her sudden proximity both startled and pleased him, and any words died on his lips.

      “As am I!” she whispered, touching his arm quickly. The chain mail of his hauberk covered his arm to the wrist, the leather gauntlet of his glove also covered his forearm, but he felt the slight weight of her fingertip all the same. Lothair’s heart leapt, but she had already turned away.

      Truly, he had been alone too long. He had no right to find a noblewoman like Lady Heloise alluring, and he knew she could possess no interest in him.

      She admired Niall, after all, and there could be no man alive more different from Lothair.

      His future was one of solitude, as a healer, and he reminded himself that he was glad of it. One wife had been more than sufficient for him.

      Meanwhile, the lady hastened into the hall ahead of him, moving as quickly as a butterfly. “Uncle! Here is Lothair of Sutherland, the knight summoned at your request.”

      Lothair followed, bowed, and considered the great hall. It was large and well-constructed. The ceiling was high and the supporting beams were both painted and carved most artfully. A massive stone fireplace nigh filled one wall, so large that Calum could have stood within the space with three squires, and a fire blazed upon it, even given the season and time of day. Near the fire was a great carved chair of dark wood, and upon that chair sat the Lord de Tulley, tucked beneath furs and velvets.

      That man raised a hand in greeting and Lothair saw immediately that illness had taken a toll. The older man looked both smaller and more frail than he had just a year before and when he rose to his feet to greet Lothair, he was less steady than once he had been. His gaze was still sharp, though, his blue eyes snapping, and the force of his will could not be denied.

      “I hope you did not ride too far,” he said, a sign to Lothair’s thinking that this reward would not be excessively generous.

      Lothair dropped to one knee before the older man, who sank again to his great chair. Heloise retreated, though she remained in the hall. Lothair ensured that his gaze did not follow her, for he knew that the Lord de Tulley would not miss his apparent interest. “I was in Provins, sir.”

      “Provins? Is that not a small burg of no import? South and east of Paris, I believe.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      “Why there?” The older man’s tone sharpened. “A woman?”

      “An apothecary, sir, with much experience in the medicinal use of roses.”

      “Roses?” the old lord scoffed.

      “Roses! How wonderful to have such knowledge,” Heloise said with a smile. “It is a gift, indeed. You should plant a garden of your own, one with all the healing plants.”

      “Perhaps one day, my lady.”

      “We have a garden,” the Lord de Tulley said gruffly. “You will not have seen it on your previous visit. My grandmother had it planted, though it has languished of late.”

      Heloise, to Lothair’s surprise, caught her breath. “It is all weeds, Uncle. No guest would find it as beguiling as you and I do.”

      “But once it was a wonder. People came to see it and the apothecary in the village used its bounty. You should look at it.” The Lord de Tulley nodded at Lothair. “You of all men will see its beauty.”

      “But, Uncle, our guest has only just arrived,” the lady protested. “He has had no refreshment.”

      Lothair had the sense that Heloise did not wish him to see the garden, which made no sense.

      “He can partake of some later. You have the key, Heloise. Show him.”

      Something flashed in her eyes that surprised Lothair, but it was gone so quickly that he might have imagined it. He bowed to the old lord. “I welcome the opportunity, sir.”

      “Heloise will take you there immediately,” the Lord de Tulley said, clearly granting a command. “You should know that I invited your former comrades from Annossy as soon as you were spied upon the road. We will feast together on this night to celebrate your assistance and my survival, and your reward will be granted to you before the entire company.” The older man’s gaze sharpened. “I trust this is acceptable?”

      Lothair bowed again, wondering anew at this reward. He began to fear it was some item he did not desire—and his former comrades would see the truth. He was not a man who managed to hide his reactions well when he was surprised, let alone one who could successfully feign enthusiasm. “I am at your disposal, sir.”

      “Excellent. Heloise, escort our guest to the garden. Then you may ensure that he has a light meal to restore him after his journey. The ostler will see to his horses and squire.”

      “Of course, Uncle.” The lady looked to be slightly irked, which prompted Lothair’s curiosity.

      The Lord de Tulley sighed and settled back in his chair, his eyes closing. “Go then,” he said, his voice markedly weaker. “I will speak with you again this evening.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Of course, Uncle.” Heloise tucked the covers and furs more securely around the older man, for they had been dislodged when he rose to greet Lothair. By the time she was done, the older man’s eyes had closed. His lids flickered when she kissed his cheek. “Such a good girl,” he whispered.

      Her throat worked when she turned away and she exchanged a glance with the châtelain who stood attentively near the portal to the kitchens. Lothair did not doubt that between the two of them, they kept vigil over the older man.

      “He still recovers,” she said to Lothair, forcing a smile. “But he grows stronger each day.”

      Lothair did not reply. He guessed the opposite was true and that the Lord de Tulley faded. He followed the lady and wondered who would inherit the holding. He had assumed that Lady Heloise was the older man’s sole relation, but she had herself admitted to an older brother. Why had the Lord de Tulley’s former Captain of the Guard gone to Idelstein? Did he seek a post, or had he been dispatched on an errand. Perhaps the old lord meant to avert a war over the rich prize that was Tulley by surrendering it to his nephew early.

      Lothair did not ask, for it was not his concern.

      He was curious about this garden—not to mention the lady’s reluctance to show it to him. He waited with a measure of impatience as she discussed arrangements with the châtelain, ensuring that there would be a meal for himself and Calum shortly, then followed her from the hall.

      As they walked, Lothair acknowledged that he was curious about more than the garden.
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        * * *

      

      Had she ever met a man so disinclined to speak? Tall and taciturn with all the emotion of a pebble found in the river, Lothair of Sutherland was inscrutable. He was also formidable, a warrior who moved with power and confidence. The scar on his cheek was sufficient indication that he knew of war.

      His eyes were as pale a blue as Magdala recalled, almost the hue of ice, and they seemed to note every detail. She did not doubt that he knew how many logs burned on the hearth, how many planks were laid on the floor, how many rings the Lord de Tulley wore on his fingers—and what their relative value might be. She wondered whether he missed any nuance and guessed that he also knew the Lord de Tulley to be dying.

      Dying. Magdala could not bear to think of it.

      Beyond the question of the Lord de Tulley’s demise—and the world being a little less interesting without his grumpy commentary, impatient demands, and determination to ensure that all ended well for every person beneath his command or influence—there was the question of what she should do. She had never intended to linger at Château Tulley. She had certainly never intended to deceive anyone. She had planned to tell of Heloise’s demise, then depart from the holding, but once mistaken for her former mistress, she had lingered another day and then another. She had not had the heart to disappoint Tulley’s elderly lord, when that man had expressed such joy at the arrival of his beloved niece.

      Having no destination contributed to her indecision, but the greater factor was that she liked both the Lord de Tulley and the holding itself. She admired the heavy stone of the keep and the way its towers seemed to touch the sky. She savored the crisp wind and the view over the valley.

      She liked the sense of safety, as if living in a fortress meant no one could even impose upon her, let alone do her injury. Magdala knew enough of the world and its ways to be afraid of what might befall her if she was alone and undefended. More than once she had eyed the length of road that led from Tulley to Beauvoir and thence to the convent to the south of the mountain pass, and shivered at the prospect of making such a journey on her own. She doubted a maiden without defenders would even manage half the distance alone.

      She feared she was destined to find out.

      As for the Lord de Tulley himself, he was by turns stern and surprisingly mischievous. He surprised her and though he strove to hide any inclination to be generous—dismissing his actions as ‘only good sense’ or some such—he was the kindest man she had ever known. He seemed to regard all of those living upon the holding of Tulley as the children he had never had, and was as demanding and appreciative a father as could be found in any realm. Magdala, who had never known a father, thought him wondrous.

      But what of Lothair? He was as different from the men she knew as possible. While the Lord de Tulley was gruff and grumpy, he at least spoke. While the knight Niall MacGillivray was garrulous and charming, his gaze sparkled as he admired her and coaxed her laughter. Lothair of Sutherland evidently possessed no interest in gaining her approval and was disinclined to speak at all. The man might have been carved of stone and was as likely as a rock to begin a conversation.

      Was that why Magdala found herself so very curious about him? It seemed that a man disinclined to speak must have a thousand secrets, none of which he wished to share.

      As they walked through the corridors, she became keenly aware of his silence behind her, though he could never be overlooked or forgotten. The solid tread of his boots was a sign of his presence, but more than that, he emanated a force of will that could not be ignored.

      What was he thinking?

      And why had the Lord de Tulley granted her this errand? That man often had an agenda and she could not help but wonder whether he schemed for some future connection between herself and this newly arrived knight.

      The prospect made her tingle in a most unexpected way, though the notion was absurd. No man would match his niece with a stranger newly arrived.

      Magdala recognized good sense when she heard it but still she had an uneasy feeling that more was afoot than she realized.

      Perhaps her churning emotions were solely because she resented this errand. The garden was not her place, however she might consider it as much. She had no claim to it, regardless of how she had come to think of it as a haven. The garden belonged to the Lord de Tulley and if he bade her show it to this man, Magdala should be glad to do as much.

      Save that she was not. She did not want this warrior there, in the place where she could find solitude and be herself. She did not want any other soul there, but particularly not this keenly observant man. She did not want him looking at it, perhaps finding fault with her one small choice. She did not wish for his judgement or his assessment or his intrusion.

      Although—she cast a slow glance over her shoulder to find him as disinterested in her as might have been expected—there was one merit about him in this matter. Heloise had been a charming woman, a delightful companion with a merry laugh and a great fondness for attention. Magdala was the utter opposite. She preferred to be quiet, even solitary, to be useful. But though Heloise had not visited Tulley in the decade prior to Magdala’s arrival and no one realized that Magdala was not Heloise, all recalled Heloise’s merry nature. Magdala had felt obligated to maintain the illusion of being Heloise by mimicking her manner, but the task was exhausting.

      This man, to his credit, did not care. Lothair was not charmed by her, even when she pretended to be Heloise. He was not fascinated. He did not seek her favor or her commentary. He was utterly disinterested in her companionship, save that she had access to the garden. He likely cared more about the thoughts of the bees Magdala could hear in the garden than for her own notions.

      Which meant she could ignore him.

      The garden was a walled refuge on the southern and western face of the château, one that wrapped around the keep. It was higher than the great hall, but lower than the floor with her own chamber, and certainly below the solar at the summit of the peak. They climbed the stairs from the great hall in silence, then proceeded along the corridor. They reached the garden gate without having uttered a single sound and Magdala turned the key in the lock, aware that the knight’s attention sharpened in anticipation.

      Nay, it had to be the healer who was intrigued by the garden’s promise, not the warrior. How interesting that he had interest in both, though she supposed that anyone who had been wounded might wish to know of the treatment of injuries.

      The hinge creaked as the metal gate was opened and the sunlight in the garden beyond was dazzling. Magdala had to blink several times to let her eyes adjust before she could truly look upon this beloved space.

      By that time, Lothair had stepped past her. His presence was incongruous, for he was clearly a man of war. His mail hauberk hung to his knees, the tops of his high leather boots vanishing beneath its hem. There was a mail coiff gathered at his neck, which she knew could be raised as a hood, and the sleeves of his mail hauberk fell over his hands. His sleeveless tabard was deepest green with a curious insignia on the chest, one that looked like a spiral embroidered in gold. His sword belt was heavy leather, slung around his hips, his sword tip almost reaching the ground. She did not doubt that he carried more weapons, perhaps hidden by the leather gloves shoved into his belt, perhaps guarded by his squire along with his destrier. He stood in the middle of the garden, slowly turning as he surveyed it all wordlessly.

      Doubtless he would be able to recite an inventory by the time his perusal was done.

      Though she knew the space well, Magdala found herself doing the same. The outer wall was as robust as ever, this garden being below the keep’s highest wall yet not as low as the road some distance below. It was marvelously quiet, sealed away from the bustle of the town. The sounds of wagons and people haggling, the ring of the hammer from the smithy, were familiar yet so distant that they might have carried from another realm. Here, the hum of the bees seemed to be the loudest sound. On this glorious day, those diligent insects were at work, as were the butterflies. There was only a light breeze and Magdala felt the tension ease from her shoulders.

      She was always reminded of the abbey and her days beneath the instruction of the abbess, and even now, she smiled in recollection.

      The garden was divided into four quadrants, with stone paths between them all and a circular stone reservoir in the middle. The paths were slightly angled toward the reservoir and there was a trough cut in the middle of each so the rainwater would gather. There was another path around the perimeter and gardens planted between it and the walls, mostly with taller plants. Most of the beds were thick with healing plants and the many weeds mingled with them. Wattle fences should have held the larger plants back, but they had been engulfed by the enthusiastic growth. It looked chaotic and disheveled—save for the neat borders of calendula.

      Magdala found the spot where she had left off her labor and crouched down. She had created borders of the low-growing flower around the perimeter of each bed. It was the one plant she knew well, and she thought the orange and yellow flowers were pretty. Though the calendula grew from seed each year, by this point of the year, they were flourishing. She weeded a section quietly, ignoring Lothair, then broke apart a seed head and pushed the seeds into the soil to fill some gaps. The quiet seemed suddenly more intense and she looked up to find him watching her with that curious pale gaze.

      “The garden is untended.”

      “Aye,” she agreed, dropping her gaze to her labor. “It is said that the gardener passed four years ago, and the Lord de Tulley remains unconvinced that any other has the skill to tend the garden.”

      “He is fond of it?”

      “It was planted by his grandmother and he considers it a legacy.”

      He nodded once and fell silent again, the weight of his gaze still upon her. Magdala felt her cheeks heat as she worked, but she neither looked up nor strove to encourage a conversation.

      “You know this plant,” he said finally. There was no question in his tone and she felt her cheeks heat yet more.

      Why should she not know it? It was sufficiently common.

      “Calendula, named so by the Romans
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