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Dedication

 


To CDK, a true hero, and knight in shining
armor O

 


 


 


 


No act of kindness, no matter how small, is
ever wasted.

~Aesop, Greek fabulist and storyteller
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The Sinclair Family:

Callum Sinclair

Edmund (Father – d.)

Ruth (Mother – d.)

Gavin (Brother)

Lydia (Wife)

Dela (Daughter)

Mor (Grandmother)

Elias (Uncle)

Hammond (Cousin)

Hawisa (Cousin)

Ian (Uncle

Clive (Cousin)

Lockie (Uncle)

 


Heroine:

Violet Danvers

Charles Danvers (Husband)

Cora Danvers (Daughter)

Gussy (Friend)

 


Other Sinclair Clan Notables:

Bailey – The Keep’s Cook

Peter – The Gate Watchman

Neil – Commander-In-Arms

 


Other Clans:

Keith Sutherland (ally)

Grady Mackay (ally)

Kieran Mackenzie (rival)

 


Other Notables:

Henry Bolingbrook – King Richard’s
cousin

Sir Nicholas Colfax

Jumpin’ Joe Dunn – Tavern/Inn Keeper

John Dunn - Priest

 


d - deceased


​ Chapter
One

 


 


Girnigoe Castle, Wick

Northern Scotland

August 1388

 


 


A streak of fire brightened the night sky.
Callum Sinclair finished his rounds of training for the day and
walked toward the keep. He peered at the sky in wonder of the
magnificent sight. The ball of fire sent a trail of dust in its
wake and crossed the heavens. His clansmen and women knelt on the
ground with their hands over their hearts. Prayers of salvation
came in hushed tones. He reached the center of the mass of people
who gazed above with wide and fearful eyes. Their woeful words
tightened his chest because they considered the sight a sign of
God’s wrath.

“Clansmen, don’t despair.”

“We’re doomed,” said a man nearby.

“Aye, God is angry. We will perish,” said
another.

He suspected, as did his clansmen, the
fireball brought forth a sign of disaster or change, or perhaps
even the end of existence. Yet, someone had to keep his clansmen
calm, else they’d rally and cause more disorder with their terror.
His brother, the laird, should be amongst the people and needed to
soothe their fears. The laird’s guidance and forbearance would
allay the clansmen, but his brother was nowhere to be found.

Callum took the arm of a man and helped him
to rise. “Fear not. The danger is far from us and we won’t be
harmed. All rise and get off your knees. The fire is in the sky and
cannot reach us here. We’re not in danger and are safe.”

“It will bring pestilence and death,” a
woman said with despair. “We will sicken and die.”

He reached the woman and took her hand, and
clasped it with solace. “It will not. Come, all, rise, and return
to your homes. On the morrow, you will see, all shall be well.
There is no danger.” His clansmen followed his advice. He stood and
peered at the fireball, and hoped his words rang true.

For nights the brightness lent to his clan’s
dismay, and many resigned it was a bad omen, a somber, smiteful
sign of God’s displeasure. As much as he believed his words of
reassurance, he reasoned a great change would come. Callum drew
himself away from the spectacle and entered the great hall. A
gathering crowded the inside, and his brother insisted to celebrate
the foretelling of the calamity. Gavin, his brother and laird,
seemed pleased at the appearance of the fireball. Callum didn’t
know what to make of it. He wasn’t as superstitious as most within
his clan, but something told him to heed the fireball’s
warning.

On his way to the table where his comrades
sat, he snatched a cup of ale from a passing serving lass, and took
the open spot next to his cousin, Clive. He wanted to reprimand
Gavin for not lessening the fears of their clansmen, but he held
silent since it wasn’t his place to rebuke his laird.

Gavin called quiet to those in the hall when
he stood and lifted his hand. He spilled a good bit of ale down the
front of his tunic but disregarded it. “We shall raise our cups.
The great fire brings change, my friends. We rejoice and shall
receive God’s will, whatever it brings. Let us join cups in
acceptance and forbearance.”

Cheers from those inside the hall rose, and
cups clinked.

Why his brother looked pointedly at him when
he made his speech, Callum wasn’t sure. He nudged his cousin’s
shoulder and called to Clive. “What’s gotten into him?”

Clive diverted his attention from their
comrades, Keith Sutherland and Grady Mackay, neighbors from allied
clans, and chuckled. He slapped the table with his massive palm and
bellowed. “He’s sotted. Pay him no mind.”

Keith shook his blondish locks and chortled.
“Aye, he’s taken to his cup early this morn and hasn’t let up
since. I doubt he’ll make it to his bed on his own this night.”

Grady smirked and joined in, “That’s the
fifth toast he’s made since I got here.”

He regarded his comrades, Keith light and
forbearing, and Grady dark and menacing. Both had been his friends
since they’d begun their warrior training. Now that they’d grown,
his comrades visited often, and their keep was more a home than
their own. His comrades traveled with him for three years in their
pursuit of wealth in protecting lords and religious figures across
the channel.

Their employment enriched them, not only
with wealth but also with maturity. They returned with enough coins
to weigh down their horses. Neither Keith nor Grady had cause to
call them home. How he wished he had no responsibilities, but alas,
he wasn’t as free. On his return from their sojourn, he decided it
was best to put youthful pursuits behind him.

“Gavin should be concerned for our clansmen,
not here, carousing with his brethren. When did James Douglas
arrive?” Callum nodded in gesture to another comrade across the
hall. He hadn’t heard James visited, but he’d been on the training
field since sunup. Their comrade from the south rarely came this
far north. There must be a good reason he traveled the great
distance.

“He’s asked your brother to supply him with
a handful of men. James means to raid England’s border again,”
Keith said with a grimace.

“Aye, James intends to show the king we
won’t bow to the English king, with or without his approval. Robert
won’t heed the past wrongs and allows the English to roam our lands
at will. If the king doesn’t show force against King Richard,
they’ll try to overtake us again,” Grady said.

Clive grunted and nodded, and his red waves
covered his eyes. “There’s word the warden is aware of James’s
plans, and he means to thwart him. The Percy brothers foil
Scotland’s raids daily. James is a hothead and wants to take Sir
Percy and his brother on. I doubt it will end well.” He scoffed.
“I’m glad the skirmish will take place far from here. We have
enough worries what with the sighting in the sky.”

Gavin overheard their conversation and
leaned close. “I agreed to help James and selected five of our
seasoned soldiers to join him. You should go, Callum. It might do
you good to get away from our holding. Perhaps you should replace
Keith since he appears not to want to go.”

Keith Sutherland grumbled. “Aye, I’d rather
face my enemy than go on a skirmish with James Douglas, even if I
agree we should show the king we don’t fear the English.”

Callum frowned at the request. “I shouldn’t
leave. Our soldiers need a leader, and I’ve only begun to train
them. They’re just coming around to my methods.”

“They’ll be here when you return,” Gavin
said. “When I allowed you to take over the soldier’s training, I
didn’t mean that you should shirk your other duties to your
clan.”

He suppressed the urge to refuse him, but
nodded. Lately, the peace and unexcited routine wore on him, which
was why he’d requested a more challenging role within the clan’s
militia. The adventurous years of travel with his comrades were
much more exciting than mundane clan life. With his return, he had
to accept his duty, especially being the laird’s brother.

Callum’s gaze meandered about the room, and
his eyes fell on his wife. “I shouldn’t leave Lydia. She has acted
strangely these past months, since my return. I have yet to figure
out why.”

He wasn’t pleased with his wife’s lack of
care, but he’d looked after himself for years and didn’t need a
wife to ensure his wellbeing. They’d only been married five years
and three of those, he’d been absent. Their relations strained.
Callum hadn’t wanted to wed Lydia, but to please his dying father,
he agreed. The woman rarely spoke to him, and when in his presence,
she acted as if he wasn’t there.

Though she was attractive with her long
reddish-blonde hair and winsome blue eyes, Callum found her to be
cold and unfeeling. He thought to petition Father Fitch for an
annulment, but Lydia came to his bed to consummate their union.
Little good it did now, for she hadn’t slept with him since. The
only thing good to come of their one night together was their
daughter Dela, his sweet, bonny lass who Callum adored. At least
Lydia had given him a daughter before she turned her cold heart
toward him.

Gavin grimaced with a glare. “Your wife will
also be here when you return. I’ll look after your family while
you’re gone as I did before. Worry not for them.”

Clive settled back and held his cup, but
didn’t drink. “Mayhap she needs a wee bit of time to accept you, or
get over her ire at your prior absence. Women’s hearts are not
easily given or kept.”

Gavin’s expression turned from jovial to
stern. “One of us should go with our clansmen to support James’s
endeavor. I cannot go since I’m the laird. Besides, your wife
should get used to your absence if you mean to lead our soldiers.”
He turned to their cousin. “You might be right, Clive, for a
woman’s heart grows fonder when she misses her husband.” Gavin’s
laughter turned raucous.

Callum doubted she would miss him for one
moment, but Gavin was right. If he led the soldiers, he had to gain
their trust and set an example. His absence was assured with the
sentry he intended to impose, and he’d be out and about their lands
nightly. Their land needed protection, especially against their
most hated enemy, the Mackenzies. He’d assure its guard and sentry.
The younger soldiers needed guidance on the missions, and he wanted
to make certain the lads kept to their vigilance.

“I command you to go with our men and
represent Clan Sinclair in this scuffle. Do you refuse my order?”
Gavin’s slurred words alluded that he wouldn’t last another hour at
the celebration.

“Nay, I won’t refuse you. I’ll go.”

Keith smiled widely. “You’re a good comrade,
Callum, to take my place. I need to return home soon anyhow. My
da’s been asking for my support. I mean to put him off for a wee
bit longer. But I should find out what he wants.”

Callum nodded to his comrade. Keith shirked
his responsibilities, much like Gavin had, until his brother was
forced to accept the position of their clan’s laird when their
father died. He wondered if Keith’s father ailed too, and Laird
Sutherland needed his son’s return for obvious reasons.

The noise within the hall rose when drink
lifted the spirits of those who celebrated the fireball’s lengthy
stay. Callum agreed to join his brethren on James’s mission, yet he
wasn’t pleased about it. If his brother commanded him to support
the knavish James, he couldn’t say nay. Since Gavin took over the
clan, he had gained little in the way to win over their clansmen.
Callum wanted to support him, and he had to ensure his clansmen
noted his deference to his brother.

All would follow Gavin’s commands as their
chieftain, regardless if they balked at his leadership. He and his
brother couldn’t be more different. Gavin was light-haired,
blue-eyed, lanky, and a foot shorter than he was. Callum bore the
traits of his mother’s side with light-brown hair, almost black
eyes, a muscular build, and height that surpassed most in his
clan.

Their approach to clan matters differed too,
and his brother cared not about the welfare of their clan’s people.
Whereas Callum thought the clan’s laird should be concerned about
housing, winter stores, and spring crops, and to ensure the people
had enough food and clothing. Gavin paid little attention to such
matters and neglected the important necessities.

He returned his attention to the hall, and
considered discussing his view, yet again, with his brother on his
return. Something had to be done or else their clansmen and women
would despair and might even contest Gavin’s right to rule. Their
family had always led the Sinclairs, and their legacy and chiefdom
would continue if Callum had anything to say about it. As a lad,
he’d looked up to his elder brother. But when they reached an age
where their position mattered, he lost respect for Gavin. His
brother acted with arrogance rather than the noble attitude a laird
should bear.

Callum tilted his head to greet James
Douglas who signaled to him. James and his followers made more
noise than all the Sinclairs put-together. He was reputed to be as
wily as his uncle, the renowned James Douglas, The Black, who
fought with King Robert the Bruce for Scotland’s independence from
England. Callum wished he’d existed in their time. To hold one’s
sword in a battle of passion for their country’s freedom was better
than the minor squabbles they took part in now. He’d be in the
thick of the raid and might as well enjoy the adventure while it
lasted. Lord knew there’d be enough strife to settle upon his
return.

Across the hall, his grandmother sat near
the hearth. Her eyes were closed, and she appeared to be asleep.
How she slept in the noisy hall was beyond him. Callum reached her
side and took her hand. She peered at him with her faded eyes and
smiled.

“Oh, my lad, it’s you,” she said and reached
to press her hand on his face.

“Aye, Mor, it’s me. You should retire. Do
you wish me to escort you?” Callum continued to hold her hand and
crouched beside her. His grandmother preferred to be called Mor,
instead of the English version, Sarah. She was a spirited woman and
connected to the land. Often, she spoke bizarre words, mostly about
the spirits of the land and sky. He’d never berated her for it as
his brother had.

Mor rose, pressed back the long gray locks
of her hair, and nodded. “How you resemble your bonny mother. When
I look at you, I see her.”

Callum guided her to the upper chambers, to
the room she used when she stayed in the castle. He allowed her to
hold his arm for support. “Sleep well, Mor.”

She stopped him from leaving when she spoke,
“God sends his message. It is clear in the sky. There are great
disturbances… Darkness… You must accept what is foretold. Can you
do that, my lad?”

“You sound like our clansmen. Worry not,
Mor, the light in the sky shall pass us by. I vow it won’t affect
us.” He opened the door for her.

“Oh, but it shall. Nothing will be as it
was. You, my dear lad, must be accepting.”

He nodded. “I am to leave on the morrow and
I’m unsure when I’ll return. Be well.”

“The journey will change your life. Take
heart, my lad, for it shall end your despair. ” Mor released his
arm and closed the door before she would explain her peculiar
words.

Callum dismissed her. As much as he cared
for his grandmother, she was a wee bit strange. Still, he wouldn’t
discount her words. Perhaps a great change would come.

He returned to the hall and rejoined his
comrades. The rest of the night, he sipped his ale and watched with
disapproval as his clan reveled and drank. His wife stood with
several women whose laughter rose with each drink. He’d hoped Lydia
approached so he might let her know he would leave, but she kept to
the other side of the hall. Callum gave up his vigilance and ambled
home to bed.

When he reached his cottage, he entered
quietly so he wouldn’t awaken Dela. He sent the lass home that
tended to his daughter, and covered his bairn with a warmer cover.
Sleep didn’t come easy as he thought about his mission, his wife’s
abhorrence, his brother’s neglect, and his grandmother’s odd
behavior and peculiar words.

Callum rose early the next morning and
readied to leave. He stood in his cottage and hefted his saddlebag
over his shoulder. Lydia hadn’t returned during the night from the
celebration. She must have stayed at the keep. As he considered
her, she ambled through the door.

“You’re leaving again?” she said in
astound.

He set his saddlebag on the floor and took
her hand. His wife’s blue eyes softened for a moment, and she raked
her reddish-blonde locks that appeared tangled from the night of
revelry. “Aye, I must and I don’t know how long I’ll be gone. I’m
to lead our men in the Douglas’s pursuit.”

Lydia appeared to want to say something, but
she unclasped his hand and turned away. “I look forward to your
return, but I must change and go to the hall. I’ll see to Dela
now.” She hastened away.

He kissed Dela on her head, retrieved his
bag, and left the cottage. On the way to the stable to ready his
horse, he thought Lydia’s reply distant. She hadn’t wished him a
safe return or a fond farewell. Callum needed to face the truth−the
woman didn’t care for him. Many marriages were made amiable with
less care than theirs. When he returned, he’d make certain they
reached an understanding. The thought of taking a lover though
didn’t sit right with him. He wanted to be a faithful husband, but
he wasn’t about to spend his years tied to a woman who loathed sex
or him.

The group of men rode out, and Callum didn’t
speak much to his clansmen or to James’s men in the days it took to
reach the border. He wasn’t close to the men his brother selected
for the mission. They were seasoned Sinclair soldiers, who hadn’t
attended his training sessions. The men were loyal to his brother
and his chosen guardsmen.

They approached Redesdale, and the band of
one-hundred men lay waste to the countryside and reached
Brancepeth. Once at Newcastle, they encamped around the keep’s
walls and prevented the English from taking the field. The constant
skirmishes between their band of men and the Percy brothers,
spurred James to challenge Sir Henry Percy to a duel.

James rode at Sir Percy, and the two
clashed. His lance struck Sir Percy’s armor, and he fell from his
horse. Before Percy gained his feet and retrieved his lance, James
kicked him from behind and caused him to hit the dirt face-first.
Percy rolled on to his back, and James snatched his enemy’s pennon
and waved it in his face.

“I’ll keep this, Percy. Aye, and I will
hoist it upon my tower where it shall be seen from afar by all.”
James chortled, and many of the Scots shouted in support of his
boastful declaration.

James’s followers taunted the Englishmen
with snickers and bellows of hoots and hollers, and their bared
arses exposed from across the expanse of the field.

Percy’s face reddened. “By God, you’ll never
leave this land alive with my pennon.” He shouted a war cry, and
the English army set their battalions. Before the Scots moved in to
thwart their movement from the fort, bands of men rode through the
gate.

The armies clashed and fought for hours.
Many lay dead or injured. The raid wasn’t supposed to turn into a
full-fledged battle. Callum continued to swing his sword at anyone
who came within striking distance. All they’d wanted was to raid
and irk the English, and to remind them they’d claimed
independence.

Callum searched among the field for James
Douglas, or his followers, but they were nowhere near. The fight
waned and most were captured by the enemy, or they’d taken captives
themselves. A call of retreat rose amongst the English, and the
Scots celebrated the hard-fought victory, and hailed off to the
woods to rejoice.

“Victory, finally,” he rasped out. Callum
lowered his weapon and grated from the overzealous exertion. He was
done in, exhausted, and longed to scabbard his sword.

Before he set off to find his comrades, he
fell to his knees and tried to gain his breath. An excruciating
blow struck his arm and again on his shoulder. The attackers
encircled him. His eyes widened at his clansmen who stood around
him. Each held their blades in a threatening manner. Were they
determined to slay him? The question reverberated in his mind as he
tried to figure out how best to thwart them.

Callum had to fight them off, but with his
wounds, it was difficult. He struck one man, and turned to face
another. As he turned about and used his sword to fend off their
attack, he got in a good many strikes, and around him, his clansmen
lay on the ground. From what he could tell, he’d killed at least
two, the other three were wounded. Anger rode Callum, and he yanked
a dagger from his boot. He crawled toward his clansmen and stuck
the blade in the three remaining soldiers’ hearts. They wouldn’t
live to try to murder him again.

Callum fell back on the ground and groaned
at the pain that seared through his body. Blood warmed his arm and
soaked his tunic. His thigh took a hit when it was slashed with his
foe’s blade. Blood sullied his tartan. He forced himself to keep
his eyes open so he might see who would end his life. No final blow
came. The night progressed and the sky darkened. There was no sight
of the great fireball above. It disappeared and left behind its
destructive mien.

Moans from the injured decreased as most
perished from their wounds. He wondered what took his maker long in
coming for him. His wounds were as grave as those who lay near.
Surely his turn would come soon. But he was impatient. Death was
welcomed, and the torment of the pain and that of his life’s
mistakes would abscond once he took his final breath.

He lay with his eyes closed and listened to
the men who roamed the dead for valuables. Callum held tightly to
his sword. If he died, he wanted his weapons sent to the hereafter
with him. It was rather a nostalgic notion, but he wasn’t about to
part with the only thing that mattered to him. Someone shoved his
foot. He moaned.

“Here, My Lord, this one is alive, but he’s
Scots.”

Another man approached.

Callum kept hold of his sword, eager to kill
the English should they try to take it from him.

The man crouched next to him. “Your wounds
need attention.”

He shook his head. “Leave me be.”

“I can’t do that, my friend. All who make it
through must be treated accordingly. I live by the code of honor,
regardless of whether you are friend or foe.”

“But I’m the enemy. For God’s sake, just
kill me and be done with it.”

The man grinned. “You Scots certainly don’t
fear death. I won’t kill you because it would be dishonorable.
Let’s get you to the healer’s tent.”

He took his blade away even though Callum
tried to keep him from doing so. He’d weakened to the point he was
as frail as a newborn bairn. Men nearby set a cover on the ground,
but before they placed him on it, they removed his remaining
weapons. He’d secured a mace slung over his shoulder, one dagger in
his boot, the other dagger from his hand, and a short sword tucked
in the belt at his waist. But they’d missed one, and he felt the
bulkiness of it as he lay on his back.

The man whistled. “You are a fighter who
likes to be prepared, I see.”

“I’ll have my weapons back. There’s no use
in taking me to your healer. I will die. Bury me with my weapons,
or leave me here to rot. I care not which.” Callum wanted to give
in to the lure of the pain, but he wouldn’t let the English take
him, not until he was assured his weapons would remain with
him.

“You’ll not die this night, my friend. Get
him to the healer and be hasty.”

Callum groaned as pain wracked him to an
urgent state. “I’d rather die than be taken prisoner. Leave me here
to die as God wills.”

“We will not take you as a prisoner. Rest
easy. Lift him gently, lads. I’ve changed my mind, put him in my
tent, and have the healer come at once.”

Another man took his legs and shifted him
onto the cover. “Can we keep his weapons, My Lord? His sword is
worth a good sum and well-made.”

The man shook his head. “I’m sure he’ll want
his weapons back when he recovers.”

The men muttered ‘awws,’ lifted him, and
trudged off. He was taken inside a tent and set on the ground. The
inside was dark, but he noted the cots and a small fire. Several
candles lit and sent shadows to the reaches within. Callum moaned
when he tried to roll from the cover. He wanted to flee, but his
wounds rendered his limbs useless.

“Keep still,” a woman’s voice came. “I’ll be
but a moment.”

The leader appeared and spoke low with the
healer across the tent.

Callum twisted his good arm behind him and
tried to retrieve the six-inch dagger he’d strapped to his back
beneath his tunic. He had to stop the pain and wouldn’t end up in
enemy hands. The only thing that troubled him was his maker’s
disownment. But if he ended his life, he’d take God’s judgment
rather than let the English torture him. He held the blade at his
heart. Just as he was about to thrust it, the dagger was plucked
from his grip.

“You’re a resourceful man. I’ll give you
that, Scot. You won’t die on my watch. Remain still or you’ll
further injure yourself. The healer will tend to you soon.”

“Who are you?”

The man ignored his question. “You’ll owe
me, Scot.”

“Highlander,” Callum grated out.

He laughed. “Ah, you’re a wily Highlander,
even better. Your leader, James Douglas, perished on the
battlefield this day. It’s shameful a scuffle led to this. Best you
know, I only aid you because I like the notion of having a Scot
being indebted to me.”

“Why would you…want me…indebted to you?”

“This discord by the border might aid me in
the future. I intend to make friends with England’s enemies, for
one day soon, it may matter. Besides, I admire your Scot’s spirit.
And after a battle, it is best to be respectful of the injured and
dead.”

Callum wasn’t sure how much longer he would
remain coherent. Each second that passed intensified his pain and
decreased his breath. It wouldn’t matter what the man wanted of
him, because he wouldn’t make it to see the morrow. “You…didn’t
tell me…your name.”

“I’m Henry Bolingbroke, Duke of Lancaster,
at your service. Worry not, my friend, my healer is good at what
she does. You’ll be well in no time. There will be no more talk of
death.”

He scoffed and muttered an expletive. “Why
in bloody hell is an English nobleman saving the neck of a Scot?”
But Callum wouldn’t get his question answered at that moment. If he
survived, he might find out. He succumbed to the pain of his wounds
and closed his eyes.


​ Chapter
Two

 


 


Westminster Hall

King Richard’s Residence

December 1388

 


 


The sight of Londontown should have excited
Violet Danvers, but her life was in peril. A nagging sense overtook
her on the journey. It was the first time she’d ever been to
London, and had, until now, avoided the king’s court. London was a
horrid place and smelled rancid. On her approach to the king’s
residence that morning, she’d had to whittle her way through the
crowds. She thought an execution might have taken place because
there seemed to be a mass of town folk gathered. Their good humor
indicated they’d enjoyed the morbid spectacle and entertainment.
Along with the crowded roads, many thieves and knaves set upon the
poor souls who lived there. She couldn’t wait to leave and return
to her husband’s country estate.

Violet arrived at Westminster and was
immediately taken to the king’s hall where she awaited Richard’s
call. Fear brought a tremble to her body and unease settled in her
chest. Why had the king summoned her? Whatever the reason, it
wouldn’t be favorable. For support, she leaned against the wall and
hoped her name wasn’t announced.

The great hall crowded with those who sought
business with Richard. Most would be pleased to be in the king’s
presence, but not her, for she knew well Richard’s temper. Her
husband had spoken about his affinity for brutality and waste.
Several lords rallied against their sovereign’s misuse of his
position and united in support to bring him to justice. Violet
hoped to see Charles, her husband, while in London to ensure
herself he fared well. Her husband hadn’t been home in many
months.

“Lady Danvers.”

Startled, Violet turned and found not the
king’s servant, but Sir Nicholas Colfax behind her. More dread came
and tensed her shoulders. She shivered and pulled her cloak tighter
to ward off the cold that settled within her. He wasn’t someone she
wanted as company. Ladies vied for his attention, but she was aware
of his darkness. As handsome as he was on the outside, within, he
beheld a fiendish soul. His dark eyes peered at her as he loomed
close. The dark-haired knave wore an arrogant expression.

“Sir Nicholas, if you’ll excuse me.” She
tried to move past him, but he blocked her exit.

“I offer my condolences on the death of your
husband, sweet Violet.” He bowed to her with a haughty grin on his
face.

Her eyes widened, and she pressed her hands
against her chest. “Charles is dead?” Tears gathered, and she
hastily wiped her eyes to suppress them. She wouldn’t show emotion
in front of Nicholas, for he was a boorish-lout and would offer her
no comfort.

Sir Nicholas stepped forward and forced her
back to the wall. “Your husband was a traitor to the crown. But I
saved his hand when they quartered him.” He thrust an opened wooden
box at her. The bones of a hand lay inside with pieces of bloodied
skin covering most of it. “Since you preferred his hand to mine, I
thought you might want to keep it as a token to remember him
by.”

Violet gasped and her stomach lurched at the
sight. “Why would you…?”

“You don’t want it?” Nicholas laughed
mockingly. “I shall keep it as a reminder then of what happens to
those who go against me. My enemies never prevail, remember that,
sweet Violet. You are forewarned.” He snapped the box lid
closed.

“I must go, please allow me to pass.” She
tried to reroute around him, but he wouldn’t let her. She avoided
the man, and yet, he persisted to torment her.

“You’ve thwarted me, sweet Violet, all these
years. The day has come when I’ll finally have you. I’ve won. You
were a worthy challenge though.” He took her hand and tightened his
hold. “The king will give you to me as a reward for my service.
You’ll be mine.”

Violet snatched her hand from his and
scowled. “I shall never be yours. I wouldn’t agree to marry you if
you were the last knave alive.”

“You deem you have a choice?” Nicholas
laughed derisively. “No one, even you, sweet Violet, can refuse
King Richard’s order.”

She gasped, for now she knew why she’d been
summoned. “You expect me to willingly marry you after you killed my
father and burned my home? I would rather be imprisoned for the
rest of my days than be yours,” her breath hitched by the time she
finished her tirade. She shoved him out of her way and crossed the
hall to the safety of the older lords.

Sir Nicholas was a lout and had pursued her
since she’d been a young girl. He’d lived in the neighboring
village and used her father’s farm as a pass-through. As a lad, he
taunted her and when she’d reached womanhood, he was even more of a
black-heart. She never encouraged him, but it hadn’t mattered.

God help her. She had to avoid the meeting
with the king. It wasn’t to be though, because Chancellor
Arundel called her name with his
booming voice. Violet approached the dais and stayed standing. How
she did so, she was uncertain because her knees shook with force.
She waited for Richard’s attention and scowled at Nicholas who
stood to the king’s right.

She wanted to faint and succumb to the dread
of losing her husband, but she wouldn’t do so in front of the
horrid men. Her body chilled and her cheeks burned. A fever ravaged
her from within, or the fright at being in the king’s castle
overtook her. She prayed she wasn’t coming down with a malady. As
she waited for his attention, Richard continued a quiet discussion
with the chancellor. A moment later, he called her forward. She
curtseyed and lowered her chin, and waited for permission to
rise.

“Lady Danvers.” Richard’s face remained
impassive as he spoke to her, “Your husband, Charles, Earl
Buckingham and Essex, Duke of Aumale, Lord Danvers, was executed
this morn for treason against me. His action, along with several
other parliament lords, was inexcusable, and I had to punish him
for his misdeeds. His lands have been confiscated and his
possessions taken.”

She wanted to fall to her knees and plead
for her life, because surely that’s why she’d been summoned.
Richard would declare her execution as well. A myriad of death
scenes came to her: imprisonment, starvation, hanging, and
beheading. Violet took a deep breath and shook the images away.
With despair almost leaping to her throat, she remained silent.

Richard continued, “Charles politically
challenged me and lost. I won’t hold it against you, Lady Danvers,
and have given your hand in marriage to one of my knights.”

She pressed her hands together and squeezed
tight, but prayer wouldn’t help her. Violet supposed she should be
grateful for his favor, but that depended upon who he named as her
suitor.

Richard’s bearded chin rose. “You’ll stay at
your home in Cumbria. I hope this pleases you, Lady Danvers. I am
aware you weren’t privy to your husband’s treason and deeds. On the
morrow, you will wed Sir Nicholas Colfax and will be excused from
court.”

Violet fisted her hands and tried to remain
composed. “Your Grace, I appreciate your consideration, but I must
decline. I will not marry Sir Nicholas.”

Richard shifted on his throne. His fair,
rounded cheeks brightened. The king stammered as he was wont when
something vexed him, “What say you? You’ll do as I order. This is
not a request.”

Though he was an imposing figure, Violet
stood straight and kept her gaze on his face. The king was said to
be fairly intelligent and well-read, and he appeared lean and
strong. Yet she refused to be intimidated by him.

“I won’t marry him and I shan’t be forced.
If you punish me, so be it, but come the morrow, I won’t give the
priest my agreement.” She kept her gaze fixed even though she
deliberately defied her sovereign. His wrath would probably call
for her death, but it couldn’t be helped. She wouldn’t marry the
man regardless of the king’s threat.

Richard’s eyes flashed with anger. “You give
me no recourse, My Lady. I won’t punish you as I would like.
Instead, I shall have your daughter kept in my court. She’s already
in my custody and won’t be discharged or returned to you as I had
intended.”

Violet’s heart sunk to her stomach. She
wanted to tell him how wretched he was, to use her daughter to sway
her. She caught the gaze of Henry Bolingbroke’s dark eyes from
across the hall. He shook his head and placed a finger on his lips.
Henry was Charles’s closest comrade and her dear friend. He was
also a cousin to King Richard. She took his silent message to heart
and remained quiet.

The chancellor approached Richard’s side.
“Your Grace, Mowbray insists on your attendance in your private
chambers. He has a complaint to make against Henry Bolingbroke.”
Arundel continued the rest of his discussion in a hushed tone, and
she couldn’t hear what they spoke.

Richard nodded. “I’ll see him shortly. Make
him wait.”

A tense moment passed, and Violet nervously
awaited his rebuke or chastisement of her rejection. As she stood
there, she tried to think of a way to sway Richard to release her
daughter, but nothing came to mind. The king was vile to use her
baby against her. Violet couldn’t let anything happen to Cora, and
she strongly considered Richard’s request.

“Lady Danvers, we are not finished, but I
have other important matters to address. You’ll remain here at
court until I decide what’s to be done with you.”

Dismissed, Violet stepped back and made it
to the wall. Her heart raced, and her hands shook uncontrollably.
She stayed close to the king’s dais in case he called for her
again. Sir Nicholas stared at her with fury and his hands fisted.
She hoped to avoid his anger, but he blatantly scowled.

Henry Bolingbroke drew near Richard, tilted
his head, and his dark hair pitched to cover his face. When he
raised his chin, his expression was emotionless, and she couldn’t
detect a smile from his beard-covered face. “Cousin, you’re a busy
man this day. I haven’t seen the hall this crowded since your
coronation.”

“Nicholas, leave us,” Richard said with a
wave of his hand. “Welcome, Henry.” He signaled to a servant who
brought forth cups of ale. “Join me in a drink. Explain Mowbray’s
accusations that you insist you should receive my favor and not he?
Is it true you challenged him to a duel?”

Henry sat in the chair next to the king’s
and took the offered cup. “As much as you irk me, Richard, I
couldn’t allow him to make treasonous remarks toward you. I won’t
let him slander our family’s honor or name. I challenged him and we
shall settle the matter.”

“I am uncertain if I approve of this duel.
Besides, it is my discretion which will decide who shall gain my
favor, or whether I believe Mowbray’s words treasonous against
me.”

Violet listened to their conversation.
Charles told her of Henry’s involvement in the king’s repellent
assembly. Parliament wasn’t pleased with Richard’s misuse of monies
and thought him a wastrel. They vowed to bring their sovereign to
task for his excessive overspending. Poor Charles was executed for
it, but somehow Henry escaped punishment, or perhaps his relation
to Richard lessened the king’s anger.

She wanted to flee, to go home and find her
beloved Cora there. Her heart ached at the thought that her dearest
daughter was apprehended by Richard’s men. How frightened she must
have been. She was only three in years and too young to understand
what happened or why she’d been taken away. As Violet waited, she
pondered what to do. If she married Sir Nicholas as the king
demanded, he’d be abusive. He’d threatened her often, and if she
refuted him, he would probably kill her. Then where would Cora be?
In the hands of the most brutal man alive, that’s where. Richard
wouldn’t harm a child, at least, she hoped not. They were safer if
she opposed the wedding, or at least, Cora would remain
unharmed.

Henry finished his conversation with the
king. Richard left the dais in a huff and entered his private
chambers. Violet, as well as those nearby, bowed to him as he
passed.

Henry approached and stood before her.
“Violet, I’m sorry. You must be distraught. Charles’s last words
were of you. He gained my promise to protect you.” He twitched a
finger to a lad who stood nearby. “Take Lady Danvers to my chamber
where she might recover from her shock. Wait there for me, because
I must speak with you. I’ll be along as soon as I can. I must
soothe Richard’s temper and deal with Mowbray’s accusations.” He
set off and trailed Richard to his chamber.

She followed the lad, happy to be away from
the hall and Sir Nicholas. Once inside Henry’s rooms, she fled to
the bed and cried her heart out. Her life and her daughter’s was in
even greater peril than she imagined. She sat on the bed for an
hour and tried to reason a way to persuade the king not to wed her
to Nicholas and to return her daughter.

Henry entered the chamber and took her in
his arms. Despair burst forth, and she wept on his tunic. Heart
wrenched dread kept her voice mute, except for her sobs.

“Ah, sweetness, don’t weep. There’s nothing
to be gained by it now.” Henry’s dark eyes held fast to hers. He
appeared as crestfallen as she.

“He executed Charles. Charles was a good man
and a devoted husband. He didn’t deserve to die that way. How did
you escape Richard’s wrath?”

Henry smoothed a hand over her back. “My
relation to Richard saved my neck, but he’s angry with me and my
fate is yet decided. I’ll probably be exiled for who knows how
long. Hopefully, he’ll be lenient and remember how close we were
when we were young. I deem he means to allay parliament by being
somewhat forgiving toward me. And my father negotiated the treaty
betwixt Richard and the lords against him. Surely my father had a
hand in Richard’s leniency.”

She’d heard Lord John was a vital emissary
in settling the matter between Richard and parliament. But Lord
John’s influence hadn’t helped poor Charles.

“I’m sorry, Henry. I should return to the
hall. The king will expect me to be present.”

Henry pulled her back when she stood. “Wait.
Charles told me how he married you to protect you from that knave
Colfax. And what Colfax did to your father and family home. He’s
the devil’s servant and cares not who he crushes. You won’t survive
his torment. Colfax will stop at nothing to have you. He definitely
had a hand in Charles’s execution and easily sways Richard’s ear.
Violet, you cannot marry him.”

“It’s the last thing I want, but I must
think of Cora.”

“Cora will be safe. Richard will probably
send her to a nunnery to be looked after. You must listen and heed
me.” Henry squeezed her hand.

“I won’t risk her safety.” Violet shuddered
inside, and tears threatened to fall again.

“You’re my friend, and I won’t allow you to
be used as Richard’s pawn. You must leave England at the soonest.
Colfax won’t desist and I’ve heard his boasts. He means to bodily
harm you and make your life most miserable.”

“Are you saying you’ll take me with you?
Your wife will have something to say about that.”

“Of course not, and my wife will be
displeased when she learns about Charles’s death and what the king
demanded of you. I must see to your safety, but no, I cannot take
you with me, because I’m unsure where I’ll end up. Richard will
probably send me to the end of the world.”

“I cannot return to Cumbria. The king will
search Charles’s estate.”

“Until I secure Richard’s pardon, I cannot
send you to my estates either. But I know where you can go. There
is a comrade in the Highlands who owes me a favor. You must go to
him. I sent a missive and he expects your arrival. Your maid
readies for your journey and awaits you at my manor in
Lincolnshire. You must make haste and be gone before Richard or Sir
Nicholas finds out your intent. It’s the only way I can keep you
safe.” Henry placed his hands on her face and kissed her
forehead.

Violet closed her eyes as his solace
comforted her. “I’m to leave all and without Cora―”

Henry wrapped her in his arms and leaned his
head against hers. “We will figure out what to do about Cora. It’s
your life that is in peril, not hers. Sinclair is an honorable man.
You should trust him. Whatever you do, don’t return to England. If
you must, entice him, or do whatever it takes to win Sinclair’s
affection to remain there.”

She scowled at his words. “Are you telling
me to seduce him?”

“If that’s what it takes, Violet. Do what’s
necessary to keep from Sir Nicholas’s clutches. You’re the most
tenderhearted, kindest, comeliest woman I’ve ever beheld. I don’t
want anything wretched to happen to you at the hands of that
blighter.”

“But Charles―”

“I am aware of your relations with your
husband. He had several mistresses. You’re entitled to a little
pleasure too. Besides, Charles is no longer here. You’re free to
take a lover or lovers. I wish you were my mistress, but alas that
cannot happen now.”

Violet held him and disbelieved Henry’s
admissions. She’d never suspected his fondness, but his words
alluded that he cared for her. In the years she’d known him, she
secretly held him in admiration too, but they were both married,
and neither would be disloyal to their spouses. At least, she
wouldn’t.

“Sinclair needs you.”

She sighed and lowered her face. “Why does
Sinclair need me?”

He raised her chin and gazed at her eyes
with a serious expression. “He was broken of spirit and in a
sorrowful state when last I saw him. But I trust he’s recovered, at
least, that is my hope. I came to respect him and revered his
strength and gallantry. Sinclair will keep you safe, and I won’t
worry about you. You’ll be well away from London, Richard, and
Colfax. Be sure to
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