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There are three acts in a mans life which no one should advise him either to do or not to do. The first is to get married, the second is to go to the wars and the third is to go to the Holy Land. These things are all good in themselves, but they may turn out ill, in which case he who gave the advice will be blamed as if he were the cause of it.
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Prologue





Taagaria
 A small kingdom adjoining Byzantium


Well? Queen Adara asked in nervous anticipation as her senior advisor drew near her throne.


Xerus had been her fathers most trusted man. At almost three score years in age, he still held the sharpness of a man in the prime of his life. His once-black hair was now streaked with gray and his beard was whiter than the stone walls that surrounded their capital city, Garzi.


Since her fathers death two years past, Adara had turned to Xerus for everything. There was no one alive she trusted more, which didnt say much, since, as a queen, her first lesson had been that spies and traitors abounded in her court. Most thought that a woman had no business as the leader of their small kingdom.


Adara had other thoughts on that matter. As her fathers only surviving child, she refused to see anyone not of their royal bloodline on this throne. Her family had held the royal seat since before the time of Moses.


No one would take her precious Taagaria from her. Not so long as she breathed.


Xerus shook his head and sighed wearily. Nay, my queen, they refuse to allow you to divorce their prince. In their minds you are married and should you try to sever ties to their throne by divorce or annulment they will attack with the sanction of the Church. After all, in their eyes they already own our kingdom. In fact, Selwyn thinks it best that you move into his custody for your own welfare so that they can protect youas their queen.


Adara clenched her fists in frustration.


Xerus glanced over his shoulder toward her two guards who flanked her door before he drew closer to her throne so that he could whisper privately into her ear.


Lutian, her fool, crept nearer to them as well and angled his head so that he wouldnt miss a single word. He even cupped his ear forward.


Xerus glared at the fool.


Dropping his hand, Lutian glared back. A short, lean man, Lutian had straight brown hair and wore a well-trimmed beard. Possessed of average looks, his face was pleasant enough, but it was his kind brown eyes that endeared him to her.


Speak openly, she said to her advisor. There is no one I trust more than Lutian.


Hes a half-wit, my queen.


Lutian snorted. Half-wit, whole-wit, I have enough of them to know to keep silent. So speak, good counselor, and let the queen judge which of the two of us is the greater fool present.


Adara pressed her lips together to keep from smiling at Lutian. Two years younger than she, Lutian had been seriously injured as a youth when hed tumbled from their walls and landed on his head. Ever since that day, she had watched over him and kept him close lest anyone make his life even more difficult.


She placed a hand on his shoulder to silence him. Xerus couldnt abide being made fun of. Unlike her, he didnt value Lutians friendship and service.


With a warning glare to the fool, Xerus finally spoke. Their prince-regent said that if you would finally like to declare Prince Christian dead, then he might be persuaded toward your causeat a price.


Closing her eyes, she ground her teeth furiously. The Elgederion regent had made his position on that matter more than clear. Selwyn wanted her in his sons bed as his bride to secure their tenuous claim to the throne, and the devil would freeze solid before she ever gave herself over to him and allowed those soulless men to rule her people.


How she wished she commanded a larger nation with enough soldiers to pound the arrogant prince-regent into nothing more than a bad memory. Unfortunately, a war would be far too costly to her people and her kingdom. They couldnt fight the Elgederions alone and none of their other allies would help, since to them it was a family squabble between her and her husbands kingdom.


If only her husband would return home and claim his throne, but every time they had sent a man for him, the messenger was slain. To her knowledge none of them had ever reached Christian and she was tired of sending men to their deaths.


Nay, twas time to see this matter closed once and for all.


Send for Thera, she whispered to Xerus.


He scowled at her. For what purpose?


I intend to take a lengthy trip and I cant afford to let anyone know that I am not here to guard my throne.


Your cousin is not you, Your Grace. Should anyone learn


I trust you alone to keep her and my crown safe until I return. Have her confined to my quarters and tell everyone that I am ill.


Xerus looked even more confused by her orders. Where are you going?


To find my wayward husband and bring him home.













One





Withernsea, England


Christian of Acre sat in the aleroom of the towns only inn, finishing his supper in solitude while the rest of the inns occupants ate and drank noisily around him. It was dark inside, with most of the light coming from the fireplace, on the hearth, where a portly stout woman roasted venison and pork.


Hed been here for the last four days, waiting for Pagan and Lochlan MacAllister to meet him. The plan was for them to join forces.


They were all on the trail of a friends murderer who was said to have headed this way with his brothers. If Lysanders killer was anywhere nearby, Christian would find him and make him pay for what he had taken from them. And if Lochlan happened to learn anything helpful about his missing brother Kieran MacAllister, then Christian would rejoice even more.



But at the end of the day, the only thing that mattered to him was putting Lysanders soul to rest. The man had been a good one, and as a member of the Brotherhood he had been invaluable. His murder sat ill with all of them. The Brotherhood members hadnt survived hell to return home and be slain over nothing more than sheer meanness.


Drinking the last of his ale, Christian left money on the table, then got up to go to his rented room.


Times like this, he almost hated that he traveled alone. Especially since Nassir and Zenobia were newly departed from his company. They had left just the day before, on their way back to Outremer.


But then, Christian had chosen of his own free will to live his life alone.


It was better this way.


He had lived for almost six years sequestered in a monastery cell where the brothers forbade any chatter at all. They had used their hands to speak to each other. Never their mouths. So silence and solitude were nothing new to him.


After living with the monks, Christian had spent another six years imprisoned in the squalid twenty-foot cell of his enemies. He had no desire to ever again be chained down by anyone or anything.


For the first time in his life he was free, and he fully intended to stay that way.


If solitude and loneliness were the price of his freedom, so be it. It was only a trifle compared to the blood and bone hed paid for far lesser things.


Christian reached his room at the end of the hallway and pushed open the door. He pulled up short as he caught sight of the lone figure waiting there beside a small table where an oil lamp flickered brightly.


Slight of stature, the unknown person was robed in a long black cloak that gave him no indication of gender or nationality.


Did you perchance enter the wrong room? he asked, thinking maybe it was another traveler who had lost his way.


The figure turned toward him.


That depends, she said, her voice smooth and erotic, and tinged with an accent he couldnt place. Are you Christian of Acre?


He stiffened at the question, especially since he had recently come from Hexham, where assassins looking for him and his brothers-in-arms had abounded.


And some of those assassins had been female


Who seeks him?


The woman moved forward and boldly pulled at the thin gold chain around Christians neck where his mothers royal emblem had rested since the hour of his birth. She turned it over to see on the back another engraving of a crest of a kingdom hed only visited once as a small child.


Aye, she said, letting it fall back to his chest on the outside of his black monks robes. You are indeed the one I seek.


And you are?


Her elegant hands came out of the dark folds of her cloak to unclasp the catch. Before he could even draw a breath, she let the whole of it fall to the floor with a rush of wind and a heavy thud.


Christians jaw went slack as he saw her standing there with not a single stitch adorning her dark beauty. Long black hair cascaded over her shoulders, obscuring her breasts as the ends of it tickled the dark triangle at the juncture of her thighs.


She was beautiful and his body reacted wildly to her brash nudity.


Who am I? she asked in that wickedly erotic voice. Im your wife and Im here to claim you.


Completely stunned by the unexpected words, Christian felt his jaw go slack as she reached for him.


He stepped back immediately. I beg your pardon. I have no wife.


She stared up at him with dark soulful eyes from under her long black lashes. How I wish it true, but alas, my lord, you most certainly do, and I have no intention of leaving your side.


Christian forced himself to close his gaping mouth. Twas obvious the woman was mad. He retrieved her cloak from the floor and quickly wrapped it around her nude body, even though part of him screamed out that he was an utter fool to turn her away.


How often did a man find a woman like this offering herself to him in such a bold manner?


It definitely wasnt often enough.


My lady, you ap



Adara, she said, interrupting him. Remember me now?


Christian opened his mouth to deny it, but before he could, an image went through his mind of a young girl from his childhood. All he remembered of her were two large brown eyes that had reminded him of a gentle fawn as they studied him with great curiosity. Shed been shy and quiet, certainly not the type who as a woman would bare herself to a complete stranger.


But those large brown eyes


They were the same and every bit as enchanting now as they had been then. More so, point of fact.


I can see that you do. Her exotic voice whipped through him with power. And I remember you as well.


Adara grew quiet as the memory of the boy Christian went through her. The first time she had seen him, she had been entranced by his fair coloring. In her kingdom, blondes were exceedingly rare. Handsome ones even more so.


Hed come to their palace on their wedding day wearing the finest of silk, which had floated around his body like a dark blue cloud. Barely seven years of age, she had stared at him from her window, curious about the fairness of the eight-year-old boy who was to be her husband.


Now she was enthralled by the man before her. Extremely tall and handsome, he was well muscled and had the bearing of a man well used to commanding everyone around him. He was exactly what she sought. A man who could send his usurper scurrying away from their kingdoms with his tail tucked firmly between his legs.


Not to mention he was far kinder on her eyes than she had ever dared to hope.


His long golden hair hung just past his shoulders and he had a small, well-trimmed goatee that added a fierce air of masculinity to him. His blue eyes were searing and intelligent. He held the kind of face that was compelling in its manly beauty, the kind of face that a woman couldnt help but stare at in awe and with desire.


We were only betrothed, he said in a deep, resonating voice that somehow managed to send a small shiver through her every time he spoke.


Nay, Christian, we were married that day. I have the papers to prove it.


Show me.


Ignoring the challenge of his tone, Adara refastened her cloak to her before she moved to the corner where she had left her small parcel that contained two simple gowns and enough gold to see her safely home again. In the bottom was the leather pouch that held the proof she needed.


She pulled it out, then handed it to the doubting man whose regal presence seemed to fill the entire room. This was not going the way shed planned at all. Lutian had assured her that the instant she bared herself to her husband he would fall down on his knees in gratitude, then consummate their marriage immediately.



As she watched Christian, she doubted anything on this earth could make a man this proud fall down onto his knees.


It would certainly take more than a mere womans nudity.


Christians eyes narrowed as he opened, then read the document he could barely recall from his childhood. It had been a warm summer day not long before his parents deaths. Adara hadnt spoken a single word to him as her father had led her into the throne room so that the two of them could meet before they signed the betrothal contract.


She had merely glanced up at him, blushed, then signed the vellum document and ran away, not to be seen again during his two-day stay at her palace.


Now, as he scanned the Latin words and their childish handwriting, his vision turned dark. Deadly. The queen was right. This was no betrothal. It was indeed a contract for marriage.


I was duped, he snarled. Nay, not entirely true. Had he studied Latin more strenuously as a child and been more attentive, he would have been able to read it then and protest its contents.


Even as a child, he should have known better than to trust another human being with his future.


No one could ever be trusted.


Sadness and confusion mixed on her brow, gifting her face with a somber expression that was somehow no less lovely. I see, she said quietly. But that changes nothing. We are legally married and I need you to come home with me and be crowned king.


He shook his head in denial. I will have this contract dissolved immediately.


Nay, she snarled at him. You will not.


He scowled at her insistence on the impossible. Are you mad, woman? I have no intention of going to Elgedera. Ever.


She straightened. Her dark eyes snapped fire at him as her cheeks mottled in anger. And I have no intention of allowing you your freedom while I need you to be husband. I am virgin still, but if you walk from this room, I shall find myself the nearest willing male and swear by all that is holy that you were the only man I have ever known and I will drag you home in chains if need be.


He saw red at her threat. Truly her audacity knew no limits. You would jeopardize your immortal soul to keep me bound to you?


Nay, but I will sell my soul to the devil himself to keep my people free from the cloying hands of your cousin, and if bearing false witness is the only way to save my kingdom, then aye. I shall do whatever is necessary.


Christian couldnt breathe as he stared at her. She was unbelievable. You dont even know me.


Since when are men so discriminating? Can you honestly say that you have never taken a woman to your bed that you barely knew? I am your wife and our union needs to be consummated.



Christian didnt answer her question. He refused to.


Her gaze drifted over his body and the robes of a Benedictine monk that he wore. Her face turned completely pale. Have you taken holy vows? Oh, please tell me that I didnt just bare my body to a monk! Ill burn in eternal torment for it, surely.


It was on the tip of his tongue to say aye, but he couldnt bear to lie. He had suffered the lies of others far too many times in his life to ever deal that to another human being.


Even an insane one.


Nay. I have not.


Her face and tone softened and a smile played at the edge of her well-shaped lips. You are indeed a good man, Christian of Acre, not to lie to me about this.


He narrowed his gaze at her. Make no mistake, my lady, I am never a good man and I have no intention of seeing this marriage met.


His words cut through her. Nay, this was not what shed planned. Shed expected her husband to be more cooperative.


And deep inside, in a place where she dare not look, was disappointment that he hadnt remembered her at all, while there had never been a day since their marriage that she hadnt thought of him and wondered where hed been, fretted for his welfare.


But that was something she would never let him know. A pining, sentimental buffoon she might be inwardly, but outwardly she was still queen with a heavy burden to bear. She might not have much, but she did have her dignity.


It is not a marriage I want from you, either. I only want a few weeks of your time to secure my borders. After that, you shall be free to live out your life in any manner you choose.


He cocked his head at her untoward words. What say you?


She took a deep breath before she spoke to him in a calm, even tone that belied the maelstrom of anger, desire, and fear she felt. I have no need of a husband to rule my lands. I am more than capable of seeing to my people. I need only your presence so as to appease your people so that your usurper cannot force himself upon me any longer.


My usurper?


Aye. Basilli. Do you remember him at all?


He shook his head. I know no one by that name.


Do you at least recall his father Selwyn, then?


Christian recalled the mans hawkish features quite well. A cold, unfeeling man, Selwyn had been the one to tell him about the death of his parents when he was a boy. Selwyn had been callous and vicious as he told him to stop crying and be a man. Life is tragedy, boy, you might as well accept it and grow accustomed to it.


Little had Christian known at the time just how true those words were.


Aye, I remember him.


Then you might want to know that he is a snake out to claim not just your throne, but mine as well. He and his son must be stopped at any and all costs.


Christian frowned. If that is true and his son wishes to marry you, then why has Selwyn been writing to me to come home and see our betrothal met?


She scoffed at that. Begging you home to murder you, most like, my lord. As they would murder me if I were ever foolish enough to wed Basilli.


You lie.


She gave him an arch look. Think you so? Tell me, have you ever once thought about how odd it is that your parents died together in a fire while you were safely tucked away? That they hid you so as to save you from their fate?


Christian struggled to breathe as her accusation ran through his mind. Could there possibly be any truth to it?


As a child, hed been too torn apart by grief to think of it. As a man, hed done his best never to dwell on the past at all.


For that matter, havent you ever wondered why your inconsequential monastery in Acre was attacked and destroyed by thieves, and why no one from your own family ever came to see if you lived? Youre the sole heir to an important throne and yet they left you to rot. Why would no one ever try to find you? Could it be because you were supposed to have died with the rest of the monks and that is what they told everyone?


Christian paused at her words. To his knowledge no one had ever checked into his welfare while he had been imprisoned. He had been the one to send a letter home to tell them of his fate once he was freed.


Selwyn had written back immediately to beg him home while Christian had recuperated from his injuries in an Italian monastery. Christian had refused, then made his way to France with several other Brotherhood members. In the years since, he and his uncle had passed brief letters through designated monasteries a few times every year.


Selwyn has known for years that I live and he knows where I travel.


And over those years, there had been countless attempts on his life


Her dark, sincere stare burned him. Selwyn dares more than you know. He is an evil man who rules your people as a tyrant. Unlike you, I will not allow my people to suffer while I do nothing to help them.


Her words rang in his ears and ignited his temper. He had lived the whole of his adulthood on a quest to help the downtrodden, and now this woman dared to tell him his own people suffered while he did nothing to help them?


It was preposterous.


Wasnt it?


How do I know youre not lying? he asked.


I am here, arent I? Why else would I have traversed hostile lands to come to a country so far from my own unannounced?


And how is it you found me?


A hired tracker.


Christian was surprised by her words, though why that should surprise him, given the rest of her ludicrous accusations, he couldnt imagine. A tracker? How could a tracker find me when you have no idea who or what I am? For that matter, you had no idea what I looked like.


She hesitated, then looked uncertain. My younger advisor found him for me and the tracker said that he knew who you were and that you should be near the Withernsea Abbey in England this time of year.


Adara paused as a bad feeling settled over her. Shed been so focused on finding her wayward spouse that those questions had never entered her mind.


Indeed, the tracker hadnt even asked for a description of Christian.


And before that thought could complete itself, the door to the room crashed open.


Adara looked past Christian to find five soldiers rushing into the room with swords drawn.















Two





The men paused in the doorway as they surveyed her in the cloak and Christian in his monks black robes.


Adara felt ill that she had allowed herself to be so easily duped. Where are my men? she asked the tracker. Most importantly, where was Lutian?


Dead. All of them. Her tracker laughed as he looked at her and Christian. An unarmed queen and a monk to kill. He tsked as he moved closer. Thisll be the easiest money Ive ever earned.


Adara grabbed her parcel as Christian drew a sword from beneath his monks robes. He whirled toward her and handed her their marriage contract.


Excuse me, he said politely before he placed himself between her and their attackers.


The eyes of the shortest of the men widened as he saw Christian swing his sword to ready it. Sierus, he said with a gulp, I dont think hes a monk.


Her heart hammering, she watched as Christian engaged the men with a skill that was deadly and precise.


It was a beautiful, macabre dance as the five men sought to kill Christian and he deflected their blows with a manly grace and ease. Shed never seen anything like it. The sound of steel echoed loudly in her ears while they each fought for their lives.


Suddenly one of the attackers took notice of her.


He lunged.


Adara jumped back an instant before Christian whirled and caught the man with a blow to his back. As the man fell, three more came through the door.


They were doomed!


Christian grabbed his bed and flipped it over, toward the men. He whirled around, kicked open the window, threw his sword out, then grabbed her up in his arms.


What are you doing? she asked, clutching her bag even tighter.


He said nothing.


Two rapid heartbeats later she found out as he jumped from the window with her firmly cradled in his arms.


Adara gasped as they fell, then landed in a haystack down below. His weight was crushing, as was the pain of her body from being slammed into the hay.


It was all she could do to breathe from the agony of it.


Christian didnt hesitate before he sheathed his sword, then grabbed her hand and hauled her toward the stable that was just across the way.


She blushed profusely as she realized what she must look like as her cloak kept parting to expose her naked body.


Why had she thought to play Cleopatra to his Caesar and meet her husband this way?


But then how was she to know her hired men would try to kill them? In the future, she would never make either mistake again.


Provided she had a future, anyway.


Christian entered the stable, where she saw the bodies of her two guardsmen lying dead in the first stall they reached. Grief tore her heart asunder as Christian moved to the next stall and was confronted by another knight.


Lutian? she called, knowing he, too, must be dead. But without his body being there, she thought mayhap hed escaped somehow. Her fool could be most wily at times.


But Lutian didnt answer her.


Consumed by guilt and anger over the senselessness of his death, Adara picked up a pitchfork and launched it at the knight, who tried to dodge it while he fought her husband.


It caught him in the shin. He yelped as Christian parried his sword stroke.


She seized the pitchfork and went for the knight again, only to have Christian kill him before she could. Still she lunged for the fallen knight.


My lady, hes already dead.


Not dead enough! she sobbed. He killed my men. Andandpoor, helpless Lutian.


Hello?


Adara couldnt breathe at the sound of the wonderfully familiar voice. To her immediate relief, Lutian stuck his head up from a pile of hay. Pieces of straw were stuck and tangled in the brown locks of his hair, even in his beard.


It was the most precious sight shed ever beheld. Oh, thank the Lord and His saints for their mercy! she cried as she ran to him and embraced him without decorum. Youre alive!


Only a fool would be fighting them, my queen, and though I am a fool, Im not that foolish.


Before she could speak, Christian seized her from Lutians arms, then swung her up onto the back of a solid black horse. This is no time for chatter, he growled at them.


She barely had time to cover herself and settle her bag before he joined her.


He looked at Lutian. Grab a horse if youre able and keep up.


Christian spurred the horse from the stable.


You cant leave Lutian! she snapped an imperious tone. Go back for him. Now.


Death waits for no one, Adara. Even so, Christian wheeled the horse back toward the stable until they saw Lutian headed out behind them on her brown mare.


Adara was impressed by Lutians abilities. Normally Lutian rode an ass. Twas the first time shed ever seen him on a horse, and he rode with remarkable skill.


Christian reversed direction again. They flew through the small town, while people scurried to get out of their way. By the time they reached the edge of town, arrows began to whiz past them.


Stay low, Christian said in her ear as he wrapped himself around her to protect her.


Adara didnt argue. Stay down, Lutian, she called to her friend she could no longer see. Dont fall behind.


She latched on to the horses neck and kept herself huddled there while Christians heavy breathing filled her ears. She prayed that they all made it to safety. Terror pounded through her veins. How could this be happening?


But then, she should have known. What better way to take her throne than to kill both of them together? Then there would be no one left to contest Basillis rule.


Perhaps she should change places with Lutian and let him rule her kingdom. Surely he wouldnt be so blind or stupid.


They rode onward until her entire body was cramped from her uncomfortable position. The bag bit harshly into her stomach, but she didnt move. She wasnt sure if anyone still followed them or not. However, she didnt dare look. Better she should be huddled over for eternity than dead.


Christian glanced behind to see no one in pursuit. He slowed his horse ever so slightly as he tried to hear something other than the horses hooves and his own heavy heartbeat.


I think we lost them, he said, slowing even more.


Lutian kept pace with them as he looked behind as well.


Adara lifted herself up with a small groan. Im sure by now you must have guessed that the first man through the door was the tracker who led me to you.


No doubt paid to put us together so that we could be murdered, Christian said with a disgusted breath.


Aye, Lutian concurred. I was fetching a nice leg of lamb in the inn when I saw the Elgederion soldiers enter the stable. Even before I went to the stable to find your men dead, I knew them for villains.


Oh, and what made you think that? Christian asked sarcastically. The swords in their hands?


Adara ignored him. She was grateful that at least Lutian had survived. You hid?


Not at first. I started back to the inn to tell you what theyd done, but they were headed to your room and I had hoped your prince would be prince enough to champion you. If not, I was going to chop them up in the stable when they returned for their horses, which I let loose out the back.


That would hardly have helped her had they slain her in the room, Christian growled.


Adara grimaced at him. Christian, please be kind to him. Lutian isnt quite right.


Quite right, how?


Lutian knocked a fist against his skull. Not right in the noggin. I took a tumble in my youth and scrambled my brains.


Christian frowned. Is he right enough to know how many men are after us?


Aye, Lutian said. I can count with the best of them. There were half a score of men who came to the stable, but I overheard them speaking and there is a full garrison of them who have been following us since we left Taagaria. The tracker was apparently leaving them signs to let them know which way we were heading until the two of you were together.


Adara rubbed her head to alleviate some of the pain that was beginning to throb just over her brow. I cant believe I was so stupid as to trust that tracker. Why didnt I stop and think that it was unlikely he would find you so soon? My poor guardsmen. I cant believe I was such a fool.


You had other things on your mind. Christians charitable response surprised her, especially since he, more than anyone else, had plenty of reason to agree that she was a nitwit in this matter.



Perhaps, she said as she adjusted her cloak to conceal her body more effectively. But I should have known better. My court is riddled with spies.


And my life is ever riddled with enemies.


Christians bland tone told her much about his life and his view of it. It didnt appear that enemies concerned him much.


But they definitely concerned her.


So what are we to do now? she asked.


Christian turned his horse north. Lutian followed suit, riding just behind them.


First we need to find quarter and then think with clear heads. Christian passed a look over his shoulder to Lutian.


No clear head here. See? He knocked against his skull again. This one is thoroughly dense.


Lutian, she said gently. Please give us a few minutes to talk. She looked at Christian after Lutian rode up ahead. I doubt any place is safe now that they know were together.


The Scot will see us safe. No one has ever breached his castles walls.


She frowned. The Scot?


An old friend.


Adara fell silent as the horse picked its way through the dense forest. She still couldnt believe this had happened to her. How could Selwyn have known what she planned?


And if he knew she was leaving


Oh, Lord, she breathed. He must know Im not on my throne.



Christians arms tightened around her. Easy, Adara. There is nothing you can do.


Still her panic swelled as she twisted to look back at him. But what if hes harmed my cousin Thera? I left her there to pose as me until my return. Think you hes killed her as well?


I dont know, but I doubt that he would. Killing her would serve no purpose until hes certain you are dead.


How do you figure?


Who is next in line after you?


Thera.


And if she dies?


There is no one to take the throne.


Then why would he kill her if he could rule the throne through her?


She settled down a bit at that, hoping he was right. So you think shes safe?


As long as you live, aye.


Its true, Lutian chimed in. He would not dare harm her until hes sure of your fate or lack thereof. To kill her would make everyone mad, especially the lady Thera. She would be most put out to find herself dead by their hands.


It was a small hope, but one she seized gratefully. Are you completely certain?


It was Christian who answered. Nay, not truly. But if he intends her harm, theres no way to get to her in time. We can only hope for the best.


Adara wanted to cry as pain engulfed her. She loved Thera and had never intended to put her in harms way.


Damn Basilli and Selwyn for this. And damn herself for being so foolish. When she returned home, she would make certain the beasts paid dearly for their treachery.


Provided she made it home again


Thank you, Christian, she said quietly.


For what?


Saving my life.


Christian inclined his head to her, but didnt speak.


As they rode, Adara glanced down to his hand that held the horses reins. Tanned and scarred, it was a large, strong hand, well-shaped and masculine. It was obvious his werent the hands of a courtier or prince. They were the hands of a capable warrior who was unused to pampering or mollycoddling. And yet the sight of that hand warmed her greatly, far more than any soft, gentle hand that she had seen on other noblemen.


His was the hand of a rugged man.


He turned his hand slightly so that she could see the back of it. Adara frowned at the sight of what appeared to be a crescent moon and scimitar branded into his tanned flesh.


Without thinking, she reached out and touched the raised mark. What is this?


Christian couldnt speak as bitter agony assailed him. He glanced down to his hand where the permanent reminder of his past mocked him daily, just as his enemies had intended.


Tis nothing, he said, unwilling to share that horror with a stranger. Even if that stranger was his wife.


What had gone on during his captivity was no ones business except his and those friends who had escaped with him.


There in the deepest pit of the Holy Land, he and his friends had banded together to survive the unimaginable and return home.


Then again, not everyone had gone home. Some had been unable to face those theyd left behind. Since their escape, like him, they wandered constantly, trying to outrun the demons of their past.


But then, it wasnt that he couldnt face his past, his cousin, or his people. It was more that having lived in hell, hed only wanted to save others like himself. Something he couldnt do while enslaved to a throne.


Kings and princes were never free to do as they pleased. They were politicians who must curry favor and make treaties.


The only treaty Christian wanted was the one he had with his sword. If someone got in his way, he removed him. He owed no one anything and he lived only to serve his brothers-in-arms.


As a king, one wrong step wouldnt just endanger his own life, but the lives of everyone in his kingdom. It was a burden hed never wanted.


Hed spent the whole of his youth in captivity being told when to speak, where he could go and how to live. Those days were long past. His life was now his own and he intended to keep it that way.




Adara tried a few times to engage Christian in conversation, but he made it readily apparent that he wasnt willing to speak as they traveled through the foreign countryside.


By nightfall, she was exhausted. Christian refused to stop.


Your horse is tired, my lord, as am I.


We will reach a village within the hour.


For the first time since their mad dash from the inn, she felt a modicum of relief. Will we stay there this night?


Nay. I will leave you and your fool to eat something while I trade my horse for another, and then we shall continue onward.


With no rest?


He shrugged. I have no desire to give our enemies time to catch up to us. Do you?


We cant fight them if were exhausted.


Youd be amazed, my lady, at what you can survive and how hard you can fight with no sleep whatsoever.


Adara hesitated at his dour tone of voice. There was something in it. A hidden piece that she could sense he didnt want to retread. And what have you survived, to feel so confident?


Life, my lady. Sooner or later, it does make beggars and pawns of us all.


Lutian applauded. Spoken quite well, my prince. Quite well.


Adara opened her mouth to contradict him, then caught herself. He was right. Here she was, a queen of great renown, far from home and being hunted like a frightened rabbit, and all because of one mans lust for power.


She was a pawn


And a fool.


You have a wise prince, my queen, Lutian said from beside them. I would give him my fools scepter, except that I no longer have one, since I left it at home so that no one would know I was a fool. He pulled a piece of lint from his tunic and held it out to Christian. Take this as a token of my esteem.


She half expected Christian to scoff and mock Lutian, as most people did.


Instead, he took the lint, thanked him for it, then put it on his shoulder as if it were some kind of prize.


She smiled at his actions, which made him even more handsome to her. And he was a handsome man who held her. One who made every feminine part of her feel alive and on edge.


How long have you been on your own, Christian? she asked him.


He didnt respond.


Nay, he was a man of few words. A brave man who had left behind everything hed ever known to travel about for reasons she could only guess at.


It must be awful to be a stranger in foreign lands.


I can still feel the sting of my fathers death, she said, confiding in him what she had seldom confided in anyone else. He was a good man. A competent, merciful king who always placed his people first and lived his life in service to them. There is not a day that goes by that I dont think of him and wish I had his guidance and strength. I cannot imagine losing both parents so young as you di


Enough, he said, cutting off her words. I dont care for idle chatter, my lady. It plagues me.


It was the underlying hurt she heard in his voice that kept her from being stung by his sharp tone.


You travel alone? Lutian asked.


I have my horse.


Adara sank her hand in the coarse black mane of the beast that carried them effortlessly. Hardly a fitting companion for a prince.


True, he would be more fitting for a king or emperor.


She smiled at that and was struck by the thought that she was currently traveling with her husband. A man she had spent countless nights trying to imagine.


But the prince holding her was so much more than the pale, gallant man shed envisioned in her mind. She had imagined him as a polite, courtly youth like the ones in her palace. A man of poetry and culture.


This one was real. He was hard and serious. Deadly. Rugged.


Dangerous.


Christian of Acre was nothing like the other nobles shed known who were pampered and frail. He lived his life like a pauper. Denied himself the luxuries he could have at home.


And yet he still carried himself with all the commanding presence of a king.


Do you ever miss Elgedera? she asked him.


He clenched his teeth before looking down at her. Why do you persist in asking me questions?


Because Im curious about you.


Why?


You fascinate me. I can think of no other noble who would refuse his destiny or a throne. Most men spend their entire lives trying to gain the very things
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