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

      

      
        
        1. The Wolf & the Witch

        (Maximilian and Alys)

      

        

      
        2. The Hunter & the Heiress

        (Amaury and Elizabeth)

      

        

      
        3. The Dragon & the Damsel

        (Rafael and Ceara)

      

        

      
        4. The Scot & the Sorceress

        (Murdoch and Nyssa)
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            The Hunter & the Heiress

          

          Blood Brothers #2

        

      

    

    
      Nothing could be further from Amaury de Vries’ expectations than joining his half-brother’s company of mercenaries in the wilds of Scotland. A knight and a champion at the joust, he expected to inherit a holding—until the man he has known as his father revealed a terrible truth and disavowed him. Left with nothing, Amaury rides to Kilderrick, where he loses his heart to a beautiful noblewoman in the forest. A practical man, he knows he has no right to court the lady, but when she is abducted, Amaury follows, determined to fulfill his knightly duty by aiding a damsel in distress.

      Elizabeth d’Acron has been a pawn and a prize, pursued for her father’s wealthy holding, and wants only to be desired for herself. Seized again, she vows she will surrender to no man—even the handsome knight who comes to her rescue. And truly, there could be no one more vexing than this confident yet inscrutable man, so concerned with duty that he could be wrought of stone—but Elizabeth soon learns that she can trust Amaury to defend her at any cost. She does not expect the seductive fire awakened by his touch, much less his conquest of her wary heart—but has she fallen in love with a man whose affections are already claimed?

      Snared between duty and passion, Amaury finds himself beguiled by the lady who challenges his every expectation, but knows he has little to offer her. But when Elizabeth is threatened by a former suitor who will not be refused, Amaury risks his all in her defense, hoping it will be enough. But can he intervene in time? And will love alone convince Elizabeth to place her hand in his for all time?
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      The Hunter & the Heiress is the second book in my Blood Brothers series of medieval romances, in which the heroes are all sons of a notorious mercenary. The Wolf & the Witch, book one in the series, is Maximilian de Vries’ story—the oldest of the sons, Maximilian was the most likely to be his father’s heir. When he is not, he returns to Scotland to a holding called Kilderrick that he seized in his father’s name years before. Once he learns that the daughter of the house survived that attack and lives in the forest with a group of women believed to be witches, Maximilian—also known as the Silver Wolf—is convinced they should wed. Alys, who blames this mercenary for the loss of so much, disagrees and their battle of wills ensues.

      

      When I first planned the Blood Brothers series, I didn’t include the story of Amaury, the son who is astonished to learn of his parentage at the mercenary’s funeral. Raised in privilege, Amaury is a knight and utterly unlike his mercenary half-brothers. When his inheritance is swept away from him, though, he has more in common with Maximilian than he would prefer and joins the company destined for Scotland. He becomes the hunter for Kilderrick, ensuring that the ever-growing company has enough to eat, but knows he didn’t train for years to become a knight only to serve as a huntsman. His one consolation is the sight of a noblewoman who lives with the women in the woods. Amaury recognizes Elizabeth as someone from the world he misses. He also is struck by her beauty. With one glimpse, he surrenders his heart, and when Elizabeth is abducted, Amaury knows it is his knightly duty to rescue this damsel in distress.

      

      The Hunter & the Heiress begins with that pursuit and rescue. This story was great fun to write because Amaury and Elizabeth’s perspectives seem to be completely at odds. Amaury insists upon the merit of logic, particularly when it comes to marriage, and is much concerned with responsibility. He is convinced that Elizabeth’s uncle must have made a good match for her and insists that she fulfill that pledge to her betrothed. Elizabeth trusts her instincts and is mightily annoyed by this inscrutable knight who will compel her to act against her own desires in the name of duty. Amaury recognizes quickly that Elizabeth holds love in high esteem, and concludes that he must hide his own feelings from her. He is determined to protect her and deliver her to safety, but cannot offer more: without a holding or an income, he believes he can’t take a wife. Their battle of wills is entirely different from that of Maximilian and Alys, as Elizabeth tries to find the heart in her defender who is seemingly wrought of stone. Elizabeth has endured a great deal and distrusts men, but since Amaury apparently has no desire for her and is entirely principled, she trusts him—that allows her to heal and regain her confidence. I loved watching her blossom from a fearful maiden to a woman unafraid to speak her mind, and to see Amaury fall more deeply in love as she challenged each and every one of his convictions of how women should be. I hope you find their romance as potent as I do.

      

      The Hunter & the Heiress, like The Wolf & the Witch, is available in ebook, trade paperback and a hardcover collectors’ edition. As I write this, the audiobook is being recorded by Tim Campbell and I know he’ll deliver another wonderful performance. Next in the series will be Rafael’s book, The Dragon & the Damsel, coming this fall. Rafael is a mercenary who specializes in Greek fire, a weapon mentioned often in medieval treatises and feared mightily. Its formulation was a closely guarded secret, and scholars still aren’t certain what it contained. I always like heroes who have secrets, and this is only one of Rafael’s. He has already crossed swords with Ceara, another of the women who took shelter with Alys, and Ceara was triumphant. Rafael isn’t the kind of man who forgets either a slight or an intriguing and beautiful woman. Ceara certainly isn’t interested in being claimed or tamed. You’ll get a glimpse of Ceara at the end of this book and the past she has left behind. I’m looking forward to writing their story. Pre-orders are available at some portals for Rafael’s book—you’ll find links at the end of this book or on the landing page of my website for The Dragon & the Damsel. The fourth book in the series will be The Scot & the Sorceress, Murdoch and Nyssa’s story, but I’ll tell you more about that next time.

      

      You can, as always, find additional resources on my website. There is a list of characters in the series, which is updated after each book. I have a Pinterest page for the series—there’s a link on the Blood Brothers tab on my website—which is a work-in-progress and will give you a glimpse of my inspiration. There are also a number of blog posts, linked on each book’s landing page, about my research for the series. Here’s the page for The Hunter & the Heiress.

      

      And of course, you can sign up for my medieval romance newsletter, Knights & Rogues, to receive an alert when I have a new release, and to hear my news as well as any special offers or sales. There’s also a link on my website under the Newsletter tab. You can also follow me at many portals—those links are on the About Claire page.

      

      Until next time, I hope you have plenty of good books to read.

      All my best

      Claire

      http://delacroix.net
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        Annandale, Scotland—November 26, 1375.

      

      

      

      Captive, again.

      It was thoroughly vexing.

      To Elizabeth’s thinking, she had endured more than her share of men and their earthly demands. If this grim pair of warriors, who had seized her from Kilderrick against her will, believed that she would cede readily to any demands, she would compel them to reconsider the matter. She would take a lesson from Alys Armstrong, who had granted her shelter for the better part of a year, and surrender only what she wished to give.

      These two would have nothing, even if the price of defiance was her life.

      Enough.

      Elizabeth ached from head to toe; she was soaked to the skin, chilled to her marrow, hungry and uncomfortable. Only anger—and the inspiration of Alys—kept her from yielding to the temptation of closing her eyes and never opening them again. Once, she would have ceased to fight, but no longer.

      Not long ago, she had been weak, but Alys had fought back and earned an enviable love, as well as a devoted husband. That was more than sufficient inspiration to make a change.

      Fortune’s smile, it was clear, had to be earned.

      It had been almost a year since Elizabeth had fled Beaupoint, her beloved childhood home. Upon her father’s death, her uncle had claimed the holding and Elizabeth’s fate had changed. Uncle James had made an agreement for Elizabeth to be wed to Calum Moffatt—against her own desires. Her uncle refused to break the agreement despite her protest, so Elizabeth had fled Beaupoint. She had thought to make a protest, to take refuge in the next town, but she had erred. Elizabeth had been seized by reivers, and ultimately saved by Alys, only to live in the forest without comforts. Now, she was seized again, but no longer meek or accepting of her fate.

      One lesson she had taken in this past year was that men had little in common with the honorable knights in the troubadours’ tales—well, save for one. Her heart warmed in memory of Amaury de Vries, the handsome warrior who had arrived at Kilderrick with the Loup Argent. He had brought her a hot meal after she had sheltered his lost peregrine falcon. Later, he had carried her to safety when she had fallen in the forest. She had been afraid of his expectations, but he had treated her with courtesy. Was he different or had he been biding his time? It mattered little, for she was unlikely to ever see him again.

      In hindsight, Elizabeth regretted never speaking to him, not even when he had sat vigil outside her hut at Kilderrick. She would never forget his silhouette as he guarded the door, silent and as likely to move as a great rock.

      Had he guessed that she found his presence reassuring?

      Given a second chance, she would do better, she vowed. She would be bold and speak to him. But that eventuality seemed unlikely in this moment. She might not have much of a future at all, unless she could escape her captors. Elizabeth had nothing left to lose, which bolstered her determination to fight.

      These two scoundrels were dirtier than most of the men she had encountered in the past year, which said little good in their favor. They were roughly dressed, unshaven and crude in their habits. If one of them spat again, she might find a way to kick him. Their speech was rude and foul, though Elizabeth pretended she could not understand their Gaelic. She had overheard their plan, though. They meant to deliver her to Caerlaverock and collect the bounty Calum Moffatt offered for the return of his betrothed.

      Thus far, avarice had kept any lust in check. She did not expect that situation to last, even in her current sorry state. Such men could not be particular about female companionship.

      Elizabeth was slung over a pony’s back, ankles bound together with rough rope, hands tied behind her own back, gagged to silence with her hair falling loose to obscure her view.

      She would be delivered like a filthy sack of grain.

      She wondered whether that would influence Calum’s interest in the match.

      Of course, all was about Beaupoint. What a marvel it would be for someone to have interest in her for her own self, but Elizabeth would not hold her breath waiting for that moment.

      It had begun to rain just after they had left Kilderrick. As the evening fell and the skies darkened, the rain became colder. The onslaught was turning to sleet, tinkling in the trees, drumming against Elizabeth’s wet back. One man rode with her, the weight of his massive hand upon her back to steady her. The other rode his pony close enough that her head bumped the beast’s flank on occasion, though neither captor noticed.

      The ponies were as dirty as their riders, their flanks caked with mud, their manes and tails tangled. Doubtless there were vermin living in their fur, for they were not well tended at all. She could feel the bones of this one’s spine, rubbing against her own ribs, for her captor rode without a saddle.

      They were barbarians.

      She recalled Amaury’s destrier, a chestnut stallion with a white star on his brow, and even the memory lifted her heart. The horse had been brushed to a gleam even when the knight rode to hunt, glossy with good health. There was a horse. He was pampered and fed well, brushed down and tended like the prize he was.

      She remembered her first sight of Amaury in Kilderrick’s autumn sunlight, his falcon on his fist, the reins in his other hand, his every move filled with purpose. He had been garbed simply, in dark clothes with a chain mail hauberk and boots, but only a knight could possess a horse of such splendor—his spurs revealed the truth. The mercenaries might steal such a horse, but they would never ride to hunt as Amaury did. The sight had reminded Elizabeth of former days, of her lost life and sacrificed dreams, and she had felt an odd kinship with the handsome stranger—before fear had made her flee.

      She would be timid no longer.

      Her captors began to argue about the best route to Caerlaverock while she had a wondrous view of the muddy path. If her belly had not been so empty, she might have been ill from the motion. Hunger, in this case, was a blessing.

      “I told you we should have taken the larger road,” said the one riding behind her. He was blond and the other was dark, but there was little other difference in their appearance. They both had bushy dark beards. “’Tis more direct and thus quicker than following the coast. We should have been within sight of the keep by now, instead of miles away and deep in mud. We might be by the fire, our reward in our purses and ale in our cups, instead of riding ever onward in rain and darkness.”

      The ponies’ hooves made a sucking sound in the mud and Elizabeth could smell the familiar salt-tinged breeze from the firth. Beloved Beaupoint, on the opposite side of the firth, could have been as distant as Jerusalem itself.

      “Oh, aye, and there would not have been a soul on that busy thoroughfare who would have questioned the woman’s presence? Not a one who would ask why we carried a bound noblewoman as our captive?” His companion was sarcastic. Elizabeth had already noticed that he believed himself to be the clever one.

      “No one would know she was nobly born. We could say she was a runaway slave.”

      “With golden embroidery upon the hem of her dress,” scoffed the other.

      “It could have been a cast-off from a former mistress. Or stolen. ’Tis so dirty and worn that no one would take note of it.”

      “You have less respect for keen eyes than I do,” said the companion. “We should have found ourselves before a sheriff by now, if not in some laird’s dungeon, obliged to give an accounting of the situation. You may be sure that she, given the chance to speak, would spin a tale that made us villains in truth.”

      “We are scarcely innocent,” ceded the first after a moment’s pause. “We did steal her from Kilderrick.”

      “We are collecting her,” corrected the second, his tone stern. “We are delivering her to her nuptials, that she might fulfil her guardian’s pledge and wed Calum Moffatt. Collecting a bounty is honest labor and marriage agreements are binding upon all parties. If she is in discomfort, it is her own fault for trying to evade her duty.”

      Elizabeth narrowed her eyes in annoyance. She tired of talk of duty, to be sure. Men were vermin, all of them. They took what they desired, forced their decisions upon all, then blamed women for the result.

      “How did she come to be in Kilderrick?” mused the first. “That is a long way from her uncle’s holding. Beaupoint is west of Carlisle, across the firth.”

      “And therein lies its value. Whoever holds Beaupoint can watch traffic on the water. Perhaps they mean to take a toll from those who would use the old weths.” The one who thought himself clever chuckled. “The Moffatts are no fools, to be sure. Calum would advance their fortunes with such a match, building their influence.”

      “I do not understand.”

      “Because you know naught of English politics. The old Lord de Beaupoint was Warden of the West March on their side of the border. It is a position of power and influence, but also one that would offer many opportunities for a reiving family like the Moffatts.”

      “What manner of opportunities?”

      “Sanctuary, if naught else.”

      “But how did she come to be at Kilderrick?”

      “Perhaps she stole a horse,” said the other with impatience. “Perhaps she had another aid her escape. It matters little. What is of import is that we have her and we will collect the bounty. It will see us settled for the rest of our days and nights.”

      The first one laughed. “Aye! I will claim that hut on Islay and take the MacGregor’s lass to wife…”

      “You should be so lucky for her to accept you,” the other retorted, pulling his pony to a halt. “Is this not the River Annan?” His companion stopped beside him and Elizabeth could see water flowing around the ponies’ hooves. Drops fell into the darkness in a steady pattern. The tide was in, by the depth of the water.

      “Aye, it must be, though I have not crossed it so close to the firth before.” The first man, whose hand still rested on Elizabeth’s back, sighed. “You are one to risk the water at high tide, given your family’s fondness for swimming.” He said this as if it was an incomprehensible habit. “But I have not the taste for it in the dark. There is nary a slice of moon this night!”

      “There are clouds,” the other noted with disdain. “No moon shines through clouds so thick as these.”

      “There are times when the moon does shine through the clouds…”

      “But the darkness aided our escape,” said the other. “And that cannot be worthy of objection.”

      “Aye, there is that.”

      “And better yet, if this is the Annan, then the old keep is upstream and abandoned. We might take shelter there and arrive at Caerlaverock at first light.” Of course, that one knew more. Elizabeth fancied that he believed he knew all.

      “There is an old keep?” asked the other.

      Even Elizabeth felt a tweak of interest at even the possibility of dry shelter. Could these two kindle a fire?

      Would she be able to escape them?

      Or would they assault her? She halfway wished they would ride on, but no one—as usual—asked for her view.

      “The de Brus family built it years past. My father used to talk of it. They built it tall and fine, a motte-and-bailey, but the river changed course and it flooded. They built Lochmaben further upriver instead. Come along. It cannot be far, for they used to defend the river near the firth.” He, of course, knew the entire history of Annan and began to recount it. He turned his pony and rode to the right as he talked, Elizabeth’s captor following.

      They had not ridden a dozen steps when a bird called in the forest behind them. Elizabeth’s heart stopped at the familiarity of the cry.

      It was a falcon. She knew it well.

      Just as she knew no falcons would breed in this lowland. There was no keep for miles, and no cause for a nobleman to hunt at this hour in such foul weather.

      Hope made her heart skip a beat.

      Her captor halted his pony and glanced back. “What was that?” he whispered.

      “A bird,” said the other with disdain. “Have you lost your wits in the dark?”

      “It sounded fearsome.”

      The other scoffed, drawing further ahead of them. “A thrush cannot sound fierce.”

      “It could have been a crow,” said the first, touching his heels to his pony’s side so that he rode alongside his companion. They both quickened the pace of their mounts. “Or a raven come to tear our innards or peck out our eyes.”

      “A thrush,” insisted the other, his tone dismissive even as he urged his pony onward.

      But it was not a thrush, Elizabeth knew. Neither was it a crow or a raven. That had been the cry of a peregrine falcon. And the sole man she knew in the vicinity who rode with a hunting falcon was Amaury de Vries.

      Could he be riding to her aid, following the villains, like the hero in a tale? Could he be a knight in the trade of aiding damsels in distress?

      Or would he seek a reward of his own for doing her such service?
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      Amaury rode relentlessly in pursuit of the fiends who had captured the lady who held his heart. He did not know this land and he did not comprehend the native tongue, but he no longer cared. Indeed, the abduction of Elizabeth d’Acron was a gift in an odd way: it gave him a quest. He could not stand back and let her be stolen and possibly abused, especially given his conviction that she had endured much already.

      And that gave him purpose. Every champion in every tale had a quest and Amaury would not fail in the completion of this one.

      Even better, his noble quest took him from beneath Maximilian’s thumb.

      Amaury had ridden to Scotland in partnership with his half-brother, but not out of any true desire to do as much. He had never wished to ally himself with mercenaries and less ambition to abide in this hostile northern land. But, abruptly disavowed by the man he had believed to be his father, left with only his steed, his dogs, his hawk and the garb upon his back, Amaury had not known what to do. No holding, no coin and no alliance meant he had no means to survive.

      Save following his half-brother, Maximilian.

      He had let emotion guide his choice, momentarily forgetting to let duty and honor be his guide. He had impulsively accepted Maximilian’s suggestion, shaken by Gaston’s betrayal.

      He knew now that he should have ridden to his uncle’s abode, Château d’Evroi, and pledged himself to that man’s service.

      Just as Uncle Raymond always insisted, emotion led a man astray.

      Amaury would never forget that again.

      Of course, it had been a negotiation with Maximilian. For a mercenary like the Loup Argent, no agreement was about honor or justice, or even familial loyalty: it was solely about the exchange of advantage. Amaury was a competent hunter and that meant he was useful to Maximilian’s party. Every company had to eat and Maximilian had—as ever—strategic reasons for making the offer.

      But Amaury had not trained for a decade to earn his spurs then spent fifteen years winning tournaments to become a huntsman, providing for the table of Maximilian’s remote Scottish abode. He tired of owing all to his half-brother—and he knew that a lifetime of service would not set him free from this bond.

      Amaury had resolved to leave before the maiden had been abducted. The rescue of Elizabeth gave him the opportunity to leave Kilderrick as well as to fulfill a knightly duty—and no one knew yet that he had no intention of going back.

      The unfortunate fact was that he and Oliver, the squire granted to his service by Maximilian, were hours behind the lady and her captors. Amaury knew they might fail. He could arrive too late.

      He might already be too late.

      He had to succeed for the sake of the maiden who had snared his heart with a glance. Elizabeth was so lovely, so undefended, so very gentle. In another time or place, he might have offered for her hand himself, but Amaury understood his lack of prospects all too well.

      Even destitute, she deserved better than he could offer—but he could nobly serve her and ensure her welfare. That was a knight’s choice.

      He gave Zephyr his spurs, oblivious to the cold slant of rain or the mud splashing under the stallion’s hooves. His dogs ran alongside him, Grise and Noisette on his left and Bête on his right, tongues lolling as they kept the pace. Persephone perched on his fist, hooded, her jesses tight in his grip. Oliver rode behind Amaury on one palfrey, leading two more with Amaury’s considerable baggage. The rain pounded down upon them, soaking them all, as they rode in grim silence.

      Darkness had fallen by the time Amaury found the trail.

      He had guessed the captors would take the coastal road, for it was less traveled, and he nodded with satisfaction at the hoofprints in the mud that proved him right.

      “Is it them?” Oliver asked.

      Amaury nodded. “Not far ahead, by all appearances.” The imprint was so clear in the mud that he knew a pony had stood in that spot recently. He listened but could discern no sound. He could not see them either no matter how intently he peered into the shadows.

      “Then we have caught up,” the boy said. “How? They were far ahead of us.”

      His suspicion was not undeserved.

      “Their ponies might be slow.”

      The squire nodded, his gaze flicking. He had hunted with Amaury at Kilderrick and was keenly observant. “I do not hear them,” he confessed.

      “Nor do I, yet they cannot be far.” Amaury considered his surroundings. The lady’s captors had halted, it appeared, before a river that wound down to the firth. Evidently, they had considered their options, for the ponies overstepped their tracks, as if held in one place for a while. They had to have debated their course. By all accounts, Caerlaverock lay ahead, further west along the coast of the firth. What was located upstream, on this river? Amaury could not see a glimmer of light.

      “Why halt here at all?” Oliver asked.

      “’Twas an odd choice,” Amaury said, surveying the river. “They could have readily forded the river here.” He turned back to the boy. “Were we not told that Caerlaverock was close to the water as well?”

      Oliver nodded. “Perhaps they sought shelter.”

      That offered little good for the lady’s prospects, unless there was a town or a tavern—but that would make it harder to aid her escape. The tracks from the ponies led to the right, following the riverbank as it rose to the north.

      Amaury set the dogs upon the trail and it took Bête only a moment to find the scent. The big black dog trotted back and forth, nose to the ground, tail wagging in the excitement of the hunt. He was the largest of Amaury’s dogs and the best tracker. When Bête disappeared into the shadows on the right, Noisette was close behind him. She was a sleek brown female of sweet disposition and the youngest of the three. Grise trotted alongside Zephyr, her long grey fur so wet that it was slick to her body, alert as ever. She spared Amaury a glance, her bushy eyebrows so expressive that he almost could guess her thoughts.

      Aye, a fire and a bowl of stew would be most welcome, but Amaury knew they were unlikely to find either soon.

      What if he succeeded in this quest? He might be spared a coin for finding the lady. He might find another mission thereafter, earning his way back to France by following the principles he admired instead of those of a mercenary pursuing only his own advantage. But in the rain and darkness, the world he knew seemed very far away.

      They followed the tracks in silence, Bête cantering in front, Oliver behind. The dog stopped suddenly, growling as the hair bristled on his neck, and Amaury slowed his horse.

      Ahead of them, on a mount, was what looked like a ruin. Even in the poor light, he could see that it was large, with considerable earthworks and a moat both broad and deep. Amaury had a moment to wonder how they would enter a fortress and what tale they might tell before he realized that the palisades were broken or missing around the bailey. The design was that of a motte-and-bailey: there must have once been a central mound with a palisade around it, then a bailey, also fenced, surrounding that. The moats were deep on the eastern side, evidence of the earth that had been moved to build the mounds, but the barriers had vanished on the river side, on the left.

      Was it abandoned?

      Amaury might have thought that the villains had ridden onward, but he smelled the sharp tang of smoke.

      Someone strove to light a fire within the ruins of the motte.

      The possibility of success rose slightly.

      He exchanged a glance with Oliver, who shrugged. The boy did not know the land either or evidently the name of this place. A motte-and-bailey was usually built with just one entry since it was a defensive structure. Amaury could only hope this one followed the usual plan. He motioned to Oliver to remain behind him and called back the dogs with a murmured command.

      The party rode silently and slowly into the old bailey, peering into the shadows lest there be opposition. There was none. The wooden palisade remained only on the right side, and even there, it was broken down in some places with entire sections missing. On the left, there was no barricade, only a cliff and the sound of the river. The ground was broken, as if the protective wall had been washed away by a flood.

      What had happened to the occupants? Amaury saw no signs of fire, no stains from copious blood.

      The bailey was simply empty.

      It must once have been round and of goodly size, with palisades all around it, that moat dug deep to encircle it. It would have had a pleasing symmetry and been imposing upon the bank. But the river had stolen the western side of it. The people and the laird who had built it must have moved elsewhere, taking what they could.

      It was eerie to ride down what had once been the road from the gate of the bailey to the gate of the keep on the mound. The horses’ footfalls seemed unnaturally loud, though the sound of the rain hid any evidence of their arrival from another. Amaury glimpsed hearthstones and thatched pallets within the shadows of the huts that remained. He heard the scuttle of small wild creatures, roused by the presence of the dogs, but rode steadily toward the motte.

      When they approached the steep path to the motte, Amaury spied a thin ribbon of smoke rising ahead. He heard the guttural laughter of two men and knew he had found his prey.

      There was a larger hut to one side of what had been a road and it was in better condition than most. Amaury rode into it, struck by the size of the portal, then the smell of ash and iron told him that it must have been the smithy. The dogs circled and sat at his gesture, Bête quivering to continue the pursuit, Grise less enthusiastic but attentive. Noisette sat for only a moment, then curled up in a ball in a corner, eyes open. Amaury knew she would leap to her feet at his gesture, should he give it.

      “You will remain here while I see what transpires.” Amaury dismounted and surrendered the hawk to Oliver, who took her on his fist. The boy brushed the rain from Persephone’s feathers and found her a perch where she shook. Then he tethered the reins of Zephyr, rubbed the stallion’s nose that he might be silent, and waited in the shadows, as diligent and attentive as any squire Amaury had known.

      In the darkness, preparing to confront two villains who were likely inclined to violence, Amaury regretted the gaps in his knowledge.

      “Remind me of all we know,” he invited Oliver in an undertone.

      The boy folded his hands behind his back, as if reciting a lesson, but kept his voice to a murmur. “The lady is Elizabeth d’Acron. The king said she fled an arranged marriage with Calum Moffatt, a match made after her father’s demise by his brother and heir. The king said also that the lady had been raised at Beaupoint, on the south coast of the firth. Calum has offered a reward for the delivery of his betrothed to Caerlaverock.”

      Amaury nodded, for this was what he recalled as well. The lady was English and noble, thus the arrangement of her marriage. “Is Calum the lord of this Caerlaverock?”

      Oliver frowned. The boy was tall and slender, having seen perhaps sixteen summers. He had ridden with Maximilian in the Compagnie Rouge and obviously had earned Maximilian’s respect, for he had been included in the smaller group headed for Scotland. Most of the Compagnie Rouge had remained on the continent. “No one said as much, sir.”

      “Nay. No one did. And that tempts me to believe he is not.” It also revealed that Beaupoint could not be a rich holding or of much value in itself. If the lady was an heiress, it was not to great riches. “Why then has he a desire for a noble bride? Was his lineage her objection to the match?”

      Oliver shrugged. “Then why would her guardian have arranged it? The man must have some asset.”

      “One she does not see.”

      “Perhaps she wished to choose a husband for herself.”

      “Perhaps. I doubt as much.” Amaury was dismissive of this. “Noble women wed whomever they are told to wed, at least the first time. There must be some detail about Calum Moffatt, one that her guardian thought irrelevant but which changed all for the lady.”

      “Perhaps he is unattractive or aged.”

      This time, Amaury shrugged. It was possible, but seemed a feeble reason to flee the luxuries of her father’s home and live in the forests of Kilderrick, without any comforts at all. He had noticed that the lady’s clothing had once been fine. He reviewed the exchange with the king and did not think that man took this Calum’s side in the matter either. The king would not have directed Amaury to Caerlaverock if so. It must be a matter of politics and alliances, another matter about which he knew little. “Perhaps she has no legacy herself and the match was made where it could be.”

      Oliver nodded agreement.

      “What do we know of her captors?”

      “Precious little,” the boy replied. “They are two, having arrived in Kilderrick in the company of Godfroy Macdonald. They abandoned his cause when they seized the lady.”

      “Tempted by the reward promised by Calum Moffatt,” Amaury murmured. “That is simple enough.”

      Oliver cleared his throat. “May I ask your intention, sir?”

      “To rescue the lady, of course.”

      “And after that, sir?”

      Amaury turned to confront the squire. Oliver had straight brown hair that hung to his collar and eyes of such a clear hue of green that they seemed to glow. Amaury always felt that the boy’s gaze was uncanny, as if he could read the thoughts of others. He also found the boy more outspoken than squires previously of his acquaintance—in another time and place, he might have called it insolent. No doubt the boy had learned this attitude in Maximilian’s service, where rules were more lax than a noble court.

      “Why?” he asked, his tone discouraging a confession.

      Oliver was not daunted. He surveyed the palfreys loaded with baggage. “You have brought all you possess, sir. All your baggage. All your hounds. All your armor. Even the peregrine, though it is not good for such a creature to be abroad in such weather when there is no promise of shelter and warmth ahead.” He confronted Amaury, fairly challenging him. “I suspect you did not leave so much as a pin behind at Kilderrick.”

      In truth, Amaury had not. “And so?” he invited, wondering how much the boy would say.

      “I fear that you do not intend to return there, even in triumph.”

      “There would be no triumph in returning to Kilderrick. There I am no more than a huntsman obliged to serve the Loup Argent.”

      Oliver held Amaury’s gaze steadily. “Where, then?”

      Amaury glanced toward the shelter. “’Tis not the time for such discussion.”

      “On the contrary, ’tis an ideal time for such discussion,” the squire countered with the audacity that still caught Amaury unawares. He was accustomed to squires being silent and obedient. “I am pledged to the service of the Loup Argent,” Oliver continued. “Thus, while I am assigned to serve you on this quest, my fate is not yours to determine. Further, it would be a wise strategy for you to ensure that I will defend your back.”

      “What else would you do?” Amaury asked, startled by this blunt discussion.

      “I might return to Kilderrick as soon as your attention is diverted, of course. I might return the palfreys to my commander and tell him you had ridden onward.” The boy held Amaury’s gaze in challenge.

      “I would call that disloyalty and a betrayal.”

      Oliver smiled, something in his expression reminding Amaury of Maximilian. “Another might call it prudent,” he said without remorse. “Unless I know your plan and find it compelling, I cannot pledge that I will remain and aid in it.” He bowed his head slightly, aware that he had been sufficiently outspoken to astonish Amaury. “Sir.”

      Amaury felt a surge of irritation that he was to be reminded in this moment that he did not even have a squire and that this one could desert him by choice at any moment. He reminded himself that emotion was no good master.

      What inducement could he offer for Oliver to stay?

      He could reply to the boy’s question and not much else.

      “I mean to rescue the lady,” he repeated tightly.

      “And then?”

      “I will escort her to Caerlaverock that she might wed her betrothed as promised.”

      “And then?”

      Amaury felt that his own plan sounded foolish when uttered aloud. “And then I will find another quest and another, until I earn sufficient coin to pay my passage back to France.”

      The boy’s brows rose. “I thought you meant to claim the lady yourself.”

      “I have nothing to offer a lady of good birth.” Yet, Amaury amended silently. He had need of an heiress, even if he did find Elizabeth most alluring. His situation demanded practicality, much as he might have wished otherwise. “She should wed this Calum Moffatt, as was arranged. It is her duty.”

      “Your admiration was undisguised.”

      “Marriage is not a matter of sentiment,” Amaury chided. “And I would not dishonor the lady with any other suggestion.”

      Oliver nodded slowly. “And me?”

      “You may do as you wish. I have need of at least one squire, but will find another if you prefer Kilderrick’s charms.” He doubted he would find another squire in these parts, but he would not owe more to Maximilian than he already did. He would manage somehow. “I would ask you to remain with me until this lady is safe, if that is not too much of a request.” Oliver said nothing at all. “I intended to discuss this with you after the lady’s safety was assured. I assumed you would not ride this far without witnessing the resolution of the tale.”

      “Indeed, sir, I would not. I do, however, prefer to have matters clear.” He had learned that from Maximilian, as well.

      “And once the lady’s welfare is assured?”

      “I will return to Kilderrick, sir. I have no inclination to return to France, ever.”

      Amaury wondered at the boy’s conviction but his steady gaze did not invite more questions. Truly, being raised by mercenaries had left Oliver without social graces that Amaury understood—and the boy’s choices, once their ways parted, were scarcely his concern. “You may leave now, if that suits you better.”

      “Nay, sir. I will linger as the Loup Argent would expect as much.” Oliver inclined his head slightly, even Amaury was a little galled that his brother’s expectation would trump his own, even at such a distance. “I have your falcon, sir, and will protect your possessions.” His hand dropped to the dagger on his belt. “And I will guard your back.”

      For the moment. That implication was clear.

      They tethered the palfreys in the shelter, working swiftly together as if they were comrades rather than knight and squire. If Amaury had stood aside, as once had been his habit, the tasks would have taken too long, and the lady’s welfare was tantamount.

      Amaury took his crossbow and a fistful of bolts, loading one. He commanded the dogs to remain where they were and they settled in place, though Bête’s nose still quivered.

      Then he left the smithy, climbing the muddy trail to the gates to the motte, aware of the weight of Oliver’s gaze. He glanced back once, verifying that his small company remained hidden from view. All he could see was the gleam of Bête’s eyes in the darkness, but it could have been a wolf taking shelter from the elements.

      Another wolf howled in the distance as if to reinforce that thought. There had been plenty of them near Kilderrick and that holding was not so distant as that. It was a savage land, to be sure.

      It was no place for him. The sooner he completed this quest, the sooner he could take another—and the sooner he would return to familiarity.

      This night, he would hunt.
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      Two men argued in the darkness ahead, though Amaury could not understand their words. The rain slanted down, making the climb to the motte most slippery. It also disguised small sounds. He reached the summit, hiding in the shadows on the right beside the remnant of the wooden palisade. On the left, the motte was undefended, with the lip of a cliff overhanging the flowing water.

      There was one decrepit structure ahead on the far side of the clearing, a fire burning fitfully before it. The shadows within were impenetrable, making him fear for the lady’s situation. The two captors were silhouetted before the fire, and it was clear they disputed some matter. Their agitated conversation covered any slight sound of approach, but Amaury moved slowly all the same. He eased into the shadows on the inside of the palisade, taking advantage of their inattention to move closer.

      Two ponies were tethered partway along the palisade, their pale rumps gleaming in the darkness. They had been left in the rain, which was no kindness to a creature. That also meant they could likely be encouraged to flee. Amaury eased behind them, stroking the side of the closest one to soothe it. The creature blew out its lips and nickered, but did not shy. Amaury crouched behind the ponies to watch the men.

      The pair of warriors were burly, dressed like those who had accompanied Godfrey in furs and boiled leather. Their beards and hair were long—one was dark and one fair—and they were of formidable size. Each had multiple knives on his belt. They stood before their fire warming their hands, claiming all the heat it generated as they bickered.

      Amaury could guess the subject of their dispute, but he could not see the lady.

      Surely, they had not killed her or cast her over the cliff? Nay, nay, she was worth more to them alive than dead. But still, once he had the thought, Amaury could not readily dismiss it—or the uneasiness it fed within him.

      The fair man poked the other with a heavy hand, then pointed back into the shadows of the structure. The dark-haired man shook his head, his voice rising as he made his point. He also gestured toward the shelter. Amaury peered into the shadows there, wondering whether he discerned any movement. The lady had to be there. There was no other place she might be hidden.

      And they argued about…what? Her fate? Her location? Who would savor her first? Curse his inability to understand them!

      They raised their voices yet more in annoyance with each other.

      Whatever the root of their dispute, Amaury had to believe that one or both of the captors had realized that all the coin would be better than half of it.

      Could he feed their inevitable distrust of each other?

      If so, the odds of his triumph would be vastly improved, but without speaking their tongue, that was unlikely.

      Nay, he would simply have to eliminate them, one at a time.

      He watched closely, his bow at the ready, awaiting his opportunity.
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      The rope finally began to fray.

      Elizabeth sat against the outer wall of the wooden shelter where she had been dropped, grateful to be both off the pony and out of the rain. She was yet more relieved to have spotted a sharp stone and managed to move so it was hidden behind her. She braced it against the wall and sawed the rope that bound her wrists against it as hard as she could without revealing what she did. Her cold hands were numb but she dared not stop.

      She had to have been wrong about the falcon, for no one followed them into the ruined keep. She had only herself to rely upon, so she had to work her hands free. The rope was thick and the knot tight, but she persisted.

      Her two captors had lit a fire and now argued beside it. The fair one had not wanted to stop at all, but the dark-haired one had been adamant. It seemed he had ideas about her that the first did not find acceptable.

      “She must be a maiden when delivered,” insisted the fair one who had ridden with her. “Lest the bounty be sacrificed.”

      “Who would know?” demanded his companion.

      “She would tell.”

      “And who would believe her? They already know that she fled the match. She is scarcely a willing bride and might seize on any excuse.” The dark-haired one cast a glance over his shoulder toward Elizabeth, one so lustful that her heart skipped a beat. She froze, then when he smiled and turned back to his companion, she rubbed the rope against the stone with greater vigor.

      She might not be able to escape, but she had to be able to fight back. Desperation gave her strength.

      “I think it a bad idea.”

      “I do not care.” The dark-haired one gave the other a prod in the shoulder. “I will take what I desire and you will follow. No one will know the difference.”

      “I think it folly,” insisted the fair-haired one.

      “Because you are a coward,” charged the other with disdain. He turned toward Elizabeth then, ogling her, and missed the flash of anger in the eyes of his companion.

      “You will cost us all!”

      “And you will deny us a ride,” the dark-haired one had time to say before his companion seized his shoulder. He was spun around, his fair-haired warrior’s fist collided with his nose, and he staggered backward in shock.

      The pair froze, staring at each other. The dark-haired one raised a hand to his face in apparent disbelief and Elizabeth saw the blood on his hand.

      “You struck me,” he said in astonishment.

      “I defend my earnings,” insisted the first, and the second dove at him with a snarl.

      Elizabeth sawed the rope against the stone furiously. She felt one ply snap, then the rock must have cut her skin, for her hand was slick with blood. She glanced over her shoulder in terror, fighting against her bonds with all her might.

      A second ply of the rope snapped.

      The two men grappled with each other, battling for supremacy. Blows were landed and there were grunts as they scuffled back and forth across the motte. Both had bloody noses now, and one had a cut lip. Elizabeth worked the rope against the stone in a frenzy, no longer concerned about them realizing what she did. They were fully occupied with each other.

      The third ply broke and she looked up, fearful they would discern the truth. The dark-haired one punched the fair one in the gut, then in the face, and his opponent doubled over before he fell hard to the ground. There was no other sound than the tinkle of the icy rain and the dark-haired one’s heavy breathing. He kicked his companion and spat upon him, then wiped the blood from his face as he turned that simmering glance upon Elizabeth again.

      Her blood ran cold.

      She knew that expression all too well.

      “To the winner go the spoils,” he growled, smiling slightly as he surveyed her. Elizabeth’s heart leapt in her chest, then raced with terror. She gripped the stone, determined to do him damage before he made any claim. “Aye, you can scarce wait,” he murmured with what he obviously thought was a beguiling expression. “’Twill be worth the small delay, I promise you, wench.”

      Instead of approaching her, he headed for the cliff overlooking the river and endless darkness. Elizabeth could hear the flowing water, and judging from their climb to the motte, it had to be quite a drop from the cliff. What was he doing?

      When she saw the spray of urine, Elizabeth knew.

      She did not have much time.

      While his attention was diverted, she managed to unknot the rope binding her ankles together, though her fingers were cursed cold. She hid her feet beneath her skirts and kept her hands behind her back, holding fast to that stone as she resumed her pose. It was too far to run across the motte and escape him, and she was not certain she could trust her feet to carry her. Surprise would have to suffice. She yearned to spit out the dirty cloth that gagged her to silence, but that would reveal that she was free.

      She had to endure it, just a few moments longer.

      Her captor wiped his hands on his breeches, taking his time, perhaps savoring the prospect of pleasure ahead.

      Elizabeth would have to strike him down. She would have to await her moment and land a lethal blow. She would have only one chance and she had to make it count.

      Her breath was coming quickly when the dark-haired man turned to face her. He smiled and started toward her with resolve.

      Then, against every expectation, there was a clear whistle. Her captor glanced toward the ponies, who surely could not whistle. Elizabeth jumped along with her captor when he was struck in the throat by the bolt of a crossbow. The force of the blow sent him staggering backward.

      In that same moment, the ponies nickered and scattered, fleeing toward the gates.

      A man was revealed, one who had been hidden in the shadows behind the beasts, his expression so grim that he might have been an avenging angel.

      Amaury de Vries.

      The half-brother of the mercenary Maximilian.

      Elizabeth wanted to shout for joy.

      But he had changed. There was no kindness in the knight’s expression this time, no protectiveness or hint of noble intention. His features might have been set in stone and he moved with a grim purpose that she did not recall. Given his demeanor, Elizabeth was not certain she should be relieved by his presence. His hair was wet and looked darker than the deep golden brown she knew it to be. Still, he was the most handsome man she had ever seen. He carried a crossbow and leisurely loaded it with another bolt as she watched.

      Did he mean to kill her?

      Meanwhile, blood flowed from the throat of the dark-haired captor as he tried to grasp the bolt embedded there. The bolt was slick with dark blood and he was staggering as he struggled to remain on his feet. He pointed at Amaury and made a horrible gurgling sound, then retreated one step too many. His expression turned to alarm when his foot found no purchase, then he vanished over the lip of the cliff.

      There was a splash far below.

      Amaury strode toward the place from which the man had fallen. He scuffed his boot in the dark stain from the spilled blood, then peered down at the water. When he turned, his brow was darker.

      Why? Had he not expected the man to die? Was that his opinion of the man who would have attacked her? Or did he think the fight had been disappointing? Elizabeth could not say.

      She would have liked to have seen relief light his eyes, but he spared a glance toward the gate. Who did he await? Did he ride alone or with another? Where was his destrier? Elizabeth could not believe he would have left it tethered and alone.

      Then the fair-haired assailant stirred. Elizabeth caught her breath as he rolled over, proving that he had been watching the knight, and saw his knife flash in his hand. Amaury pivoted, perhaps hearing the small involuntary sound she had made, and immediately loosed a bolt. His aim was as true as before. The knife fell to the ground from the man’s hand and he fell backward with a grunt as the crossbow bolt buried itself in his chest.

      Impassive, Amaury strode toward his victim. Elizabeth tried to ease backward, but her back was against the wall. She was cornered. The knight slung the crossbow over his shoulder, taking his time, then picked up the fallen knife. His fleeting expression of disgust revealed his opinion of the blade, then he cast it aside. He pulled his own dagger as the fair-haired captor made helpless sounds, then efficiently finished what he had begun.

      Still he showed no emotion, neither remorse nor relief. He was a hunter. It did not matter what or who was his prey. He made a plan and executed it with impressive accuracy.

      Elizabeth was certain he would hear the thunder of her heart. She shivered when he glanced toward her, fearing his plan for her.

      Though the second captor was motionless, Elizabeth was far from certain that she was safe. This knight had been kind to her at Kilderrick, but that might have been a ruse. Had she been his captive at Kilderrick or Maximilian’s? She doubted it would have mattered in the end.

      Men all demanded the same price.

      Alone in this place, this man would take his due of her.

      He must have followed their party for a reason, after all.

      This was no troubadour’s tale.

      But he could be surprised, as well.

      Elizabeth gripped the stone behind her back, maintaining the illusion that she was still captive. Amaury pulled something from the corpse and wiped it on that man’s garments. She realized it was the bolt from his crossbow when he tucked it into his purse with care. Then he hauled the corpse to the cliff and cast the villain after his companion.

      He nodded with satisfaction at the resulting splash, then turned again to Elizabeth.

      She could not take a breath as he approached her with steady footfalls, his gaze locked upon her, his mouth drawn to a relentless line. He looked wet and tired and utterly without emotion. This was the moment of reckoning. He might have been stalking her. Elizabeth was keenly aware of how much bigger he was and how much more powerful—just as she was resolved to never be abused without a fight again.

      She would mar his handsome face before she surrendered to his demands.

      Amaury squatted down beside her in silence as she watched him warily. He was too far away for her to strike and she had to believe that was no accident.

      She had to wait.

      His eyes were so very blue, and he was more alluring than a man had any right to be. Her heart fluttered at his proximity and the intensity of his regard and she dropped her own gaze as if modest. In truth, she did not want him to guess her desperation. His good looks tempted her to dismiss her suspicions, but a handsome face could readily disguise a dark intent. She reminded herself of his half-brother’s reputation, for the Loup Argent was known far and wide as a ruthless mercenary. They were kin. They had to have traits in common. They were warriors both and she had just witnessed how readily Amaury could end a life. She braced herself to make her one chance count.

      Her heart fluttered like a caged bird and she had never been so afraid before.

      “They will not do you injury again,” he said in Norman French, his voice deeper and more reassuring than she had expected it to be. “I pledge it to you.” Her grip faltered that he would promise her such a thing and she wanted to believe him—but it could be a ploy to disarm her.

      She would not cede willingly to any man.

      When she made no sign that she understood, Amaury reached for the rough cloth that had been used to gag her. “How badly are you hurt?” he asked, his gaze flicking over her wet kirtle. “When did you last eat?” Though he asked such questions, his tone was not filled with concern. He simply sought information from her, perhaps the better to pursue his own course.

      Elizabeth struck while his attention was diverted, driving the sharp edge of the stone against him. She aimed for his throat, the bit of skin unprotected by the coif that had fallen around his neck. But he moved in the last moment and the stone collided with his shoulder, striking his tabard and halted by the chain mail hauberk beneath.

      The blow was wasted.

      Elizabeth saw his eyes flash as his hand moved like lightning, seizing her wrist so that she was compelled to drop the stone. His hand was warm, his grip firm. She struggled against him even as she spat out the gag, and tried to strike him with her other hand. She would have clawed out his eyes or scratched his face, but he caught that wrist easily and stood, drawing her to her feet and holding her captive before him. He did not hurt her but she was helpless—by his design.

      To her surprise, he did not press his advantage, merely stood, holding her, and waited. The rain drummed on the roof overhead. The shadows claimed one side of his face, but she could not look away from the bright gleam of his eyes.

      The corner of his mouth twitched, as if he would smile, but his gaze remained cool and that smile never appeared. Elizabeth was infuriated at even the hint that he thought her defense amusing. “You have a curious way of expressing gratitude,” he noted and she aimed a kick at his groin. He stepped out of range and she twisted in his grip, helpless and frustrated.

      Vermin. They were all vermin.

      “You will not possess me easily,” Elizabeth vowed. “I will fight you to the last.” She tried to kick him again but Amaury guessed her intention. He swung her into the air as if she had no weight at all, spinning her around so she ended up captive against him. Her back was against his chest, his arms locked around her and holding her arms at her sides, her legs trapped between his. She seethed with fury even as she bucked against him. He was as immovable as a tower of stone.

      “I like my women willing,” he murmured in her ear, his breath launching an army of shivers over her flesh. Again, she was tempted to believe him and again, she called herself a fool.

      “I wager you like them any way at all.”

      He scoffed, a mere breath of sound. “After a month in these lands, you might be right.”

      His jest, if it was one, did nothing to reassure Elizabeth.

      “Wretch!” She twisted against him, flailing in her effort to free herself, but made no progress at all. She was aware that her buttocks were rubbing against him, but thought only of escape until he spoke.

      “Did you fight him thus? Is that what put seduction in his thoughts?” he asked and Elizabeth froze.

      “I did not tempt him,” she retorted.

      He spoke evenly, his tone reasonable, as if his conclusion could not be doubted. “’Tis clear that you did, whether you meant to do as much or not.”

      Infuriating man. She gritted her teeth. “The situation is not my fault.”

      “Nay, it is not, but you may have made it worse with your choices.” He spoke as if he argued with a child, and Elizabeth was outraged anew.

      How dare he?

      She drove her heel into his knee and was pleased by his resulting grunt. “Let me go!”

      To Elizabeth’s astonishment, Amaury did just that, and released her so quickly that she stumbled. Her feet were cold and numb, but she managed to gain her balance and flatten herself against the wall. She spun as she straightened to her full height, facing him, wary and ready to fight. He towered over her, though she was not short, and had to weigh twice what she did. She would not even consider how much stronger he was than she, or that he was defended by a mail hauberk and she wore only a wet kirtle.

      Amaury bent and picked up her stone, considered it, then with a flick of the wrist, he threw it into the river. The distance was considerable, but he made the throw look effortless, and Elizabeth resented even this sign of his prowess.

      Then he folded his arms across his chest to consider her, still impassive. God in heaven, he had the face of an angel. Even the shadows could not hide that. “Is this how you thank those who come to your aid?”

      “Aye, when I do not know their price.”

      His eyes narrowed slightly but that was the sole sign that he might be insulted. “I have no price.”

      “All assistance comes at a price,” she said bitterly. The fair-haired captor’s knife was still on the ground in the rain, its blade glinting. Elizabeth shivered then eased away from the wall, as if she headed for the fire. “All men desire a reward for their efforts and most demand the same one.”

      Amaury
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