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“WHAT ARE YOU AFRAID OF, PRINCESS?”

Blazing black eyes filled her vision and the world caved in around her as his mouth came down on hers.

Shana was too shocked to protest, too shocked to do anything but endure, and indeed, he left no room for anything else—his lips were like a searing brand against hers. She had but one thought—that this kiss, stark and hungry and raw, was unlike any in her experience.

In desperation she sought to twist away but the effort was futile. His body lay hard and heavy over hers. A low whimper broke from her throat, and then, in the instant between one breath and the next, something changed. His kiss no longer ravaged with blatant intent. Nay, it was as if he sought to taste her sweetness instead, exploring with breath-stealing thoroughness.

Deep within her, a pervasive, lulling warmth began to unfurl ...
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Prologue

Wales, Summer 1282

The battle had scarce begun ere it was over.

For Shana of Merwen, no passage of time was ever more immense.

When the cry of alarm went up, her father had thrust her into the arms of his knight, Sir Gryffen. Gryffen wasted no time herding Shana and the women of the household to the cellar. Twice Shana had sought to push past him; twice he blocked her way.

“There is naught you can do, milady!” His eyes pleaded with her. “Would you have me break my sworn vow to see to your protection? Your father would never forgive me were I to let any harm befall you, and I would never forgive myself! I pray you, milady, you must remain here until the fray is over!”

And so she huddled against the wall, arms banded tightly around her chest, her gaze fixed tirelessly on the trap door high in the ceiling. The air was cold and damp, but Shana did not notice. High above, the ground reverberated with the thunder of hooves and footsteps. The ring of steel against steel was unmistakable. Though muted and far away, she could hear men shouting and yelling—and screaming in agony.

Her limbs were trembling, though it was not fear for her own safety that rendered them so. Dread abounded in her heart, for her soul was in terror for those she held near and dear.

Then all was silent.

The chill that swept through her turned her veins to ice, for the quiet was even more terrible than all that had gone before.

Shana leapt to her feet. “Gryffen, you must let me pass!” she cried. “I must know what has happened!” Gryffen did not try to stop her; he slipped the ladder in place and followed behind her.

Seconds later, the young girl burst through the door of the ancient keep. With long, golden hair streaming behind her like a banner in the wind, she lurched down the stairs and out into the evening stillness.

The stench of death was everywhere. Blotches of crimson puddled the ground. Revulsion roiled inside her like a churning sea. Swallowing the bitter taste of bile, her feet carried her across the valley floor, weaving among the dead and the dying. Bodies lay strewn across the earth like fallen trees flung from a mighty hand above. Villagers had been struck down where they stood, planting corn in the field, drawing water from the well.

With a gasp she drew to a halt. Her gaze chanced to fall on a man who lay nearby—the oxherd. She bent forward, thinking he yet lived, for his eyes were wide open. But the vacant emptiness she encountered struck her like a blow.

Shana had seen men wounded in battle, but nothing like this ... never like this!

With a choked cry, she picked up her skirts and ran. This was not war, she thought sickly, this was slaughter, foul and fetid.

And then she spied her father.

She fell to her knees with a sob. “Oh, merciful God in Heaven, this cannot be!” She cried out in desperate entreaty. “Father, you have done nothing to deserve this—nothing!”

His eyelids opened slowly, as though weighted with lead. Kendal, youngest son of Gruffyth, grandson of Llywelyn the Great, the first prince of Wales to be so recognized by the King of England, beheld the features of his only child.

Her hands touched his breast. Her fingertips came away bloodied and stained. She paid no heed as she fumbled with the hem of her white linen undershirt, tearing away a strip. With shaking fingers she pressed the wad of cloth to the gaping wound in his chest.

“Oh, Lord, Father. Who dared to do this? It was the bloody English, wasn’t it?” In her heart she knew she was right. Once again the drumroll of rebellion—the cry for independence—had rolled across the land.

“They were English, aye,” her father rasped. “I did not recognize the pennon they carried—blood red with a black, fierce, two-headed creature of the deep. But I have cause, daughter, to believe they came from Castle Langley.”

“Langley! But ... the Earl of Langley passed on some months ago!” The Earl of Langley had been a powerful Marcher lord. He and her father had had several run-ins, but they’d managed to settle their disagreements without taking up arms against each other.

“Aye, daughter. But I received word only yesterday that some brave Welsh soul has been stirring up our own along the border—making fools of the English knights—a man who distinguishes himself by wearing a mantle of scarlet and calling himself the Dragon.”

The merest trickle of breath soughed through lips that were nearly bloodless. “Ah, Shana. I have erred greatly, I fear. For now King Edward seeks to put an end to the Dragon—and the threat of rebellion. He has summoned one of his earls to Castle Langley to snuff out the fires here.” His sigh held a world of regret. “The English will not be satisfied until we are beaten into the ground. I truly thought they would leave us in peace, if only we did the same. Now—now it is too late.”

Shana shook her head furiously. “Do not speak so! You will be fine, truly ...”

“Nay, Shana. ’Tis my time, and well we both know it.”

“Father!” A painful ache constricted her chest, an ache she was afraid to acknowledge. With her fingertips she wiped the grime and dirt from his cheeks.

He smiled slightly. “You have the fighting spirit of our ancestors, daughter, and the courage of your Irish mother. I brought the two of you here to this valley to shield you, but I can no longer protect you. You must look to Barris, for I know he will make you a good husband.”

His hand clutched at hers. “All my life I have believed there was no greater measure of a man’s worth than his honor and loyalty. My brothers warned me the English would not be satisfied until we were broken. I had hoped they were wrong, but alas, it is not so—I was the one who was wrong, Shana. I only regret that I did so little to help unite this land I so love. Only now do I realize how selfish a choice I made.”

Shana defended him staunchly. “Nay, Father, you have never been selfish! You fed the village when the harvest was meager. You gave them shelter when the rains washed away their homes. The people of Merwen love you dearly. Surely you know this!”

“I prayed that it was so,” he admitted. Then his expression grew bleak. “But the winds of change are blowing, daughter, and I cannot predict what lies ahead. All I have is yours, but you alone must decide if you follow Barris and your uncle Llywelyn, or if you trod your own path. But above all, Shana, be true to yourself above all others, for your heart will never forsake you.”

She cradled his head in her lap. Tears slipped unheeded down her cheeks.

He summoned the last of his strength and gazed upon her face, anguished now, but as lovely as ever. He knew that this was the vision he would take with him to his grave.

His chest heaved. He drew a gasping breath. “Remember these things, daughter. And remember me ...

The words were his last, for he had already fled this world for another.

A sob tore out of Shana’s throat, a sound that held all the pain and despair shredding her heart. “You shall not die in vain,” she cried. “I will find the man beneath whose pennon this foul deed was committed ... his retribution shall be swift and just.” Deep inside a burning rage began to flame and swirl, a rage that spiraled along with her voice.

“Your death will be avenged, Father! This I swear by the Holy Rood. I will not rest until I have found this blasted English earl and he lies dead at my feet.”

Only then could the fiery thirst for vengeance be quenched ... only then.


Chapter 1

He was called the Bastard Earl.

But not a man in the whole of England would dare to say it to his face.

The sheer power of his presence was such that it wrought first silence, then whispers to the fore, whispers that had little to do with his heritage—or lack of it. His size alone inspired no little amount of awe. It took naught but a look to strip many a brave man of courage and will.

But on this particular warm spring afternoon, Thorne de Wilde sat his steed with bone-stiff weariness. He’d been at Weston when King Edward’s summons had come. Edward and the Welsh princes had signed the treaty of Aberconway more than four years past. For a time there had been a cautious peace. But of late, skirmishes blazed anew along the border Marches—’twas for that very reason that Edward had called him to London.

There Thorne learned he was to join forces with Geoffrey of Fairhaven, Lord Roger Newbury, and Sir Quentin of Hargrove at mighty Castle Langley. Newbury’s lands adjoined the late Earl of Langley’s, while Sir Quentin had been a vassal of the old Earl’s. Thorne had spent mere hours in London before continuing on to the Marches and Castle Langley. Indeed, he could scarce recall the last time he’d had a proper night’s rest. With a grimace of relief, he swung from his destrier, weariness plainly etched on his features.

The inner bailey of Castle Langley was teeming. Geese and ducks dipped lo and about, flapping their wings wildly to make way for the stream of men and horses filing through the gate. High above, a parade of soldiers patrolled the wall-walk.

A young groom scurried out to greet him. Thorne tossed his reins to the boy, while another horse and rider drew up alongside him. He waited as Geoffrey of Fairhaven, a baron from York, leaped to the ground beside him.

Though the two were well matched in height and breadth, Geoffrey was as fair as Thorne was dark. Like Sir Quentin, Geoffrey had also been a vassal of the Earl of Langley. Thorne had visited Geoffrey’s manor many times, and it was Geoffrey who had helped Thorne draw up the plans for his own castle. Thorne was pleased to call Geoffrey his friend, for Geoffrey was one of the few he was certain judged him on his own merit.

“I hope you fared better than I,” Geoffrey said, greeting him. “Mine was a wasted trip if ever there was one. The Dragon is a crafty foe, indeed.”

Thorne’s mouth thinned to an ominous line. There had been no respite from the troublesome Welsh of late—it appeared they were hell-bent on rebellion. Edward was furious. He was determined to put the stubborn Welsh in their place once and for all, and so he had placed Thorne in command of the united forces at Langley. But their task here was twofold. He and the others were to seek and stamp out the pockets of resistance in the border lands—and roust out this elusive, scarlet-mantled brigand the Welsh hailed as the Dragon.

He suspected it would be no small task.

Though Edward’s patience was worn thin, he had recognized the storm clouds brewing ahead. He had concurred with Thorne’s request to proceed with caution. Thorne was determined not to flood the region with his troops, for needless bloodshed would only antagonize the Welsh further. In time, a mighty show of force might well be unavoidable; for the moment, Thorne was determined to maintain the delicate balance that existed up until now.

To this end, he’d divided the troops among the other lords gathered here at Langley. Their first charge was to ferret out information about the man known as the Dragon, and those who aided him.

In truth, Thorne longed for the day this campaign was over and done, so that he might make haste back to Weston. A stab of regret pierced him. Weston was his pride and joy, indeed his greatest accomplishment. His tenants had proved themselves loyal and true, for he had shown himself to be a strong but just overlord. It was there, high upon a hilltop overlooking the sea, that he’d built his castle, grand and sprawling and uniquely his own. It was forged from his own hand, the product of years of toil and sweat ... but he’d spent precious little time there since its completion three months ago.

If the bend of his mind was a trifle bitter, it was little wonder. Providence had not seen fit to cast a blessed eye upon him. He knew not who his father had been; if his mother had known, she had kept it to herself. Thorne remembered litile of that heartless woman who had left him alone in the midst of a frigid winter night, when he was but a lad ...

His mind resurrected all too keenly the taunts and curses heaped upon him in his youth ... Bastard ... little bastard whoreson ...

So it was that as a child, Thorne had naught but the rags on his back; there was scarce a night he’d slept with a roof over his head, living in filth and squalor as he had. As a man, he’d spent most of his life in the saddle with only the ground for a bed. He was a soldier by choice, a knight and lord by the grace of the king. He would never forsake his king, but he yearned for the day he could return to Weston and live his life in leisure.

And these days no one dared to call him a bastard.

Thorne’s laugh held no mirth. “Did I fare well? From the sound of it, no better than you.” A scowl darkened his expression as he glanced at Geoffrey. “I take it you learned nothing about the Dragon.”

“Oh, I heard a theory or two. One man said he’s a farmer from the north who forfeited his land to taxes. Another said he’s the grandson of an old Welsh chieftain. Still another claims he’s King Arthur the Pendragon, cast off his cloak of death and come to rescue his people from the scourge of the English.” Geoffrey sounded disgusted.

“Then you did better than I, my friend. Why, they all stared at me as if I were the devil himself—and my men the legion of doom. They vowed they knew nothing about these raiders—that they’d never even heard of their leader, let alone a man called the Dragon. And all the while they swore from here to the heavens above, you knew they wanted nothing more than to spit in your eye and stomp your soul into the furthest reaches of hell.”

He brooded for a moment. “These Welsh,” he muttered aloud. “I’ve never seen a more silent lot of people in my life! ’Twould seem he has many friends, this man who calls himself the Dragon.”

They both fell silent, then at last Geoffrey clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “I have a remedy for what ails us, Thorne.” Geoffrey’s warm brown eyes had taken on an unmistakable gleam.

A reluctant smile lined the hard edge of Thorne’s mouth. He sighed. “Geoffrey, you are remarkably predictable.”

“And you are ever as willing as I. As I always say, a man has but three necessities in life—bread, ale, and the warm embrace of a woman for the night.” He grinned wickedly. “What do you say we share a spot of ale, and then set our sights on a wench—aye, maybe even two!”

Thorne shook his head. “My necessities are just a little different than yours, my friend. A hot bath and food for my belly come first, I’m afraid. And the only embrace I wish right now is the embrace of a soft mattress clinging to my weary bones.”

“Oh, come now! Why, I’ve been told numerous times—and by numerous sources, I might add—that you’ve the stamina of an ox. I’ll refrain from making another comparison,” he went on brashly. “Although I could, and that on good authority, too!”

Thorne laughed, his exhaustion of the moment forgotten. “Geoffrey,” he began, “were I the type to boast, I could tell you tales that would make even a man of your ilk blush hotter than an untried lad.” Nearby there was a shout. Thorne broke off, the grin wiped clean from his lips.

Geoffrey turned as well. Across the bailey, the body of a man was being dragged through a doorway. Thorne was already halfway across the bailey. Dust swirled around his heels as he strode to where the body had been dumped upon the ground. He crouched low and pressed two fingers beneath the man’s jawline.

“Won’t do ye no good, milord,” piped a voice behind him. “We tried to save him, but he was already gone.”

Thorne swore silently, staring down at the man’s blood-spattered chest. He whirled around to face the straggly line who had gathered behind him. “Who is this man?” he demanded. “How did he die?”

One of the men stepped forward. “He’s one of Lord Newbury’s troops, milord. They had a skirmish with a band of raiders the eve before last—as did some of Sir Quentin’s men. Lord Newbury thought we might be able to save him, but alas, the good Lord willed otherwise.”

Thorne clenched his jaw in anger and frustration, yet even as he stood there, an eerie foreboding prickled his skin. First blood had once again been drawn between England and Wales. He had the uneasy sensation the land would run crimson before peace reigned anew.

“Milady,” Gryffen pleaded, “'twould serve no purpose if you were to go to Castle Langley. I know ’tis vengeance you seek, but shouldn’t such matters as this rest in the hands of your betrothed?”

Shana’s mind sped straight to Barris of Frydd, whose lands butted her father’s to the west ... her beloved, her betrothed. If only he were here, she thought, a yearning ache spreading throughout her breast, even as his image filled her mind. He was tall, with hair as black as ebony and eyes of gold, the handsomest man she’d ever laid eyes on. She knew an overwhelming urge to see him again, to seek comfort in the haven of his embrace against the pain of her loss. But perhaps it was a blessing after all that he was in Gwynedd, for what if Merwen’s attackers had gone on to lay waste to Frydd as well?

But even as she directed a fervent prayer heavenward that his people had been spared, a brittle determination sealed her heart.

“Barris is in Gwynedd,” she told the old knight. “He is not expected back until several days hence, mayhap more. And ’twas not his father who was slain, Gryffen. ’Twas mine.” Shana’s calm was deceiving; her eyes sparked with fire and fury. “The responsibility is mine ... nay, the duty is mine!”

“But milady, you cannot take on the whole of King Edward’s army!” Gryffen thrust his hand through his iron-gray hair. In the space of just minutes, he seemed to have aged years.

Her delicate chin tilted. “That is hardly my intent, Gryffen. But I will find the man who dared to attack Merwen.”

Gryffen rubbed a hand against his leathery cheek, clearly in a quandary. “Milady, I fear for you if they should discover you are Llywelyn’s niece!”

In truth, her uncle Llywelyn, named for his grandsire, was the reason her father had taken up residence here at Merwen those many years past. Though he seldom said so, Shana knew her father considered his elder brother domineering and stubborn. Kendal had wanted no part in the squabbles between his brothers; he harbored no hunger for land or power. Indeed, most of his people had known him only as Lord Kendal.

But although Kendal had chosen to distance himself from his brothers, shunning his princely lineage and retreating to this mountain vale to live his life as he would, he loved his country and the Welsh people deeply. The blood of the Cymry flowed strong and swift in his veins.

And he had passed on to Shana the same pride in their heritage. Like her father, Shana had little tolerance for her uncles’ pettiness.

But mayhap it was time she joined the battle for her people.

“We have kept to ourselves here at Merwen, Gryffen. Though my father saw me well-skilled in the English tongue, why, in all the years we’ve lived here, not once have we shared our table with an Englishman.” Nor, she resolved darkly, would they ever.

“Nay,” she went on. “My identity is safe. Not a soul at Castle Langley knows me, and I’ll not give myself away.” With that, the matter was settled. Neither Gryffen nor the other knights could sway her, though they tried in earnest. Nor did they dare to stop her, for even as a child, their princess was ever staunch, ever decisive; she had grown to womanhood no less determined. They had also sworn to protect her ... and so they would.

She left for Langley the next morning, with half a dozen of her father’s men-at-arms as escort.

Although the journey was not an easy one, neither was it grueling. The mountains gradually gave way to fold upon fold of lush rolling hillside. They passed through several villages, where they heard tales of English soldiers further north who “razed hill and vale, plundering and burning without mercy!”

It was a solemn party indeed that forged a path toward Castle Langley. Late in the day, they crested a small rise. Below them, the land was smothered in thick green forest.

Shana could not appreciate the beauty set out before her. Her gaze was bound by the massive gray structure that dominated the horizon. She scarce noticed the tiny village huddled in its shadow.

Sir Gryffen came up alongside her mount. “Castle Langley,” he said quietly. It was truly a sight to behold, with towers and turrets that swept high into the sky and crowned the treetops.

To Shana, it was naught but a jutting pile of cold gray stone, a loathsome symbol of the English stranglehold upon Wales.

No one spoke a word as they forged onward. They had nearly breached the edge of the forest when Shana called a halt in the midst of a small clearing. She turned to the group and bid them listen.

“Mark this spot well, for ’tis here I will return come nightfall.”

A low murmur went up. “Milady, you cannot think to enter Langley alone!”

“I must,” was all she said.

“Milady, ’tis too dangerous! At least take one of us!”

Shana was adamant. “With two there is twice the risk. We’ve lost enough lives as it is. I’ll not chance any more. Should trouble befall me ...”

“’Tis exactly what we fear!” Sir Gryffen’s countenance was like a thundercloud. He dismounted and stood at her side, glowering up at her beneath shaggy gray brows, much as he had when she’d misbehaved as a child.

She sighed. “You, of all people, should know I’m hardly a meek and helpless maiden. You forget, Gryffen, that you yourself taught me to hunt and ride and shoot. And ’twas you who boasted to Father’s knights that my aim with an arrow was as straight and true as any of theirs.”

Gryffen muttered under his breath. Only now did he wish he’d kept such lofty pride to himself; never had he thought his young charge would toss his boast back at him so. For all that Shana played the role of great lady with dignity and aplomb, as a child she’d been a hell-raiser. Lord Kendal had not been pleased that Gryffen had so indulged his only daughter in such an unseemly sport. It wasn’t that Shana had been so damnably insistent, though in truth she had ... nay, it was more that he’d never been able to resist a tearful plea from those huge silver eyes. Were he her father he’d have said her nay and that would be the end of this foolishness. But alas, he was only her servant and proud to be so honored.

Still, Gryffen could not keep his silence. “I wonder,” he said slowly, “how well milady has thought this through.” He paused. “You may well gain entrance to Langley and find the man you seek. But what then, milady, what then?”

A faint smile graced her lips. “I have a plan, Gryffen, a simple one, I admit, but one that should be most effective.”

“I’d be more heartened if I knew what this plan was.”

“Very well then, I will tell you. The English seek the man called the Dragon—the villagers we spoke with today confirmed this. And so,” she said lightiy, “I shall give them what they want.”

“What!” A cry went up among the men. “But you don’t know who he is, nor do you know where he is!”

“Nay,” a laugh spilled out, as sweet and pure as the tinkling of a chime, “but they don’t know that, do they?”

A moment later, she bid them farewell. “Let us meet here again at nightfall. If I am to be delayed, I will try to send word.”

“What if you’ve not returned by nightfall on the morrow?” someone asked worriedly.

Shana hesitated. “Then you must return to Merwen.” Her voice rang out low but clear. “Under no circumstances are you to storm Langley, either now or later. I’ll have no more bloodshed.”

With that she touched her heels to her mount. Not a sound was heard as she disappeared from sight. Fear for their mistress thrust a weighty burden on their shoulders. It was madness to think that she, a princess of Wales, would seek entrance to Castle Langley without fear of discovery!

That was exactly what she did.


Chapter 2

Shana found there was little need to attempt to conceal herself. Carts of hay weaved across the drawbridge. Tugging the drape of her hood forward ever so slightly, Shana guided her mount around them. Chin high, eyes cast forward, she trotted her horse briskly through the gates as though she’d done so every day of her life. Her heart was pounding so that she could scarcely think, but she’d done it! She was inside Castle Langley!

Inside the bailey, she slid from the saddle. Soldiers and horses and servants milled about. Across the way, servants hurried to and from the kitchens, great platters of food on their shoulders in preparation for the evening meal.

A young groom darted over. “I’ll stable your horse, milady.”

Shana pressed the reins into his hands with a murmur of thanks, then set about her business. Ignoring the curious glances thrown her way, her gaze restlessly scanned her surroundings. High above the main watchtower, the Langley flag fluttered in the breeze—white with ornate lettering emblazoned in the center. Her eyes flitted to a building across from the well, soldiers’ quarters judging from the look of it. It was there she spied a triangular pennon, bright purple with a crouching lion, and behind it another ... Saints be praised, there it was, the one her father had described—blood red with a fiercesome, two–headed creature of the deep!

In her eagerness she took an involuntary step forward; a slight weight stumbled against her. Shana glanced down just in time to see she’d tripped a small boy. He sprawled flat on his belly even as she watched.

“Oh, pray forgive me!” she gasped. “I did not mean to trip you.” Without a second thought she reached down and grasped the boy’s elbow, pulling him to his feet.

He didn’t bother to dust himself off. Warm brown eyes flashed up at her. “No harm done,” the boy said with a shrug. “I wasn’t watchin’ where I was goin’.”

She smiled. “Nor was I.”

The boy was young, no more than eleven or twelve. Dirt smeared his cheeks and his tunic was torn and ragged, ripped at both shoulders. Strips of linen bound his feet. With a faint tug on her heart, she realized he was probably a poor youngster from the village.

It gave her a start to realize his own appraisal of her was no less curious, but far more frank. “I haven’t seen you here before, have I?” he asked.

Shana shook her head.

“You’re a lady, aren’t you? I mean, a ... a real lady.”

She laughed. “I suppose you might say that.” She bobbed in a tiny curtsy. “You may call me Lady Shana, if you like.”

“And you may call me Will—Will Tyler.” He swept her an exaggerated bow. When he straightened, the grin had reappeared, quite audacious this time. Urchin or no, there was something quite endearing about this boy.

“I wonder if you might help me, Will.”

“If I can,” he stated promptly.

She gestured toward the blood-red pennon. “That pennon, Will, the one with the two-headed creature. Whose pennon is it, do you know?”

“’Course I do. Tis the Earl of Weston’s.” He eyed her as if she were the strange creature from beneath the sea, then half turned. “That’s him yonder, there near the entrance to the stable, with Sir Geoffrey. The earl’s the one with the black mantle.”

Shana’s gaze cleaved sharply toward the stable. Sure enough, there were two men, one with hair as gold as a field of ripened wheat, the other with hair as dark as the midnight hour.

A simmering fury stoked her ire. So this was Edward’s mighty earl, the sword of England. Ah, but he would be the one brought low, she vowed. She’d bring the Earl of Weston to his knees if it were the last thing she did.

“You haven’t heard of the earl, have ye?” demanded the boy.

She shook her head. “I’ve been ... away in Ireland for a number of years and am only just now returning to my home.” The excuse was a lame one but all she could think to say.

“The earl first caught the king’s eye when Edward went on crusade in the Holy Land—he was a groom for one of the lords who fought with Edward there,” Will went on. “'Course, Edward was only a prince then, and the earl only a boy, why, not much older than me. And when his lord was struck down, the earl took up his sword and fought as well as any of Edward’s royal troops! ’Twas then that Edward decided to take the earl as his own squire. And not a year later, ’twas the earl who slayed the assassin who sought to put an end to the king ... Why, if it weren’t for Thorne de Wilde, King Edward wouldn’t even be here. It’s no wonder he’s such a hero!”

The earl was still deep in conversation with his companion. From the corner of her eye, Shana watched as he pivoted, one arm sweeping high aloft in some grand gesture. Ah, these swaggering English and their egos! she thought scathingly. He postured himself as one whose opinion of himself far exceeded his true worth.

It was all she could do to keep the bite from her tone. “I trust the king rewarded him amply.”

Will chuckled. “That he did, milady. He granted him an earldom! And now the king has chosen the earl to lead his forces here!”

Shana silently scoffed. Hero, was he? Why, Thorne de Wilde, Earl of Weston, was naught but the king’s puppet!

But to hear the boy tell it, the Earl of Weston was the stuff of which tales were made. According to him, children gaped when he rode by. Men and women alike strained to catch the merest glimpse of him.

“... fond of the ladies, if you know what I mean. But not half as much as the ladies like him, so they say.”

So he had an eye for a lusty maid, did he? Shana’s opinion of the earl sank ever lower.

“They all swoon for the chance to be his chosen one. Why, it don’t matter none at all that he’s ...”

His words were lost in the clatter of hooves. Shana stepped quickly aside, pulling the boy back with a hand on his shoulder. A frown marred the smoothness of her brow, for beneath her hand, he was naught but skin and bones.

She glanced at the deep violet fringe of twilight that had begun to gather to the west. “The village isn’t far, Will, but you should be on your way before it begins to grow dark. Your mother is probably waiting your supper.”

To her surprise, he hesitated. “I don’t live in the village, milady,” he said at last. “And my mother passed on when I was but a lad.”

And what did he think he was now? The comment nearly slipped out before she could stop it. Shana heeded her tongue just in the nick of time, for Will’s thin shoulders had gone rigid with what could only be called pride. She dared not ask after his father, for she suspected she already knew the answer.

“Have you no guardian, Will?”

Her tone was sharper than she intended. She knew it when flashing eyes rose to appraise her. “Got no one but me,” he stated clearly, “and that’s all I need, milady.”

“Where do you sleep—and eat?”

“I get scraps from the kitchen sometimes. And there’s a lady in the village gives me meat pies whenever her husband butchers. And I sleep wherever I can find a place to lay my head.” He gestured toward the stable. “Most times the stablemaster lets me sleep in an empty stall.”

A helpless indignation rose inside her, she who had known only coddling and indulgence every day of her life. Why had fate blessed her with so much, yet chosen to be so cruel—to one so young yet? This was no life for a child, no life at all!

“You needn’t look at me like that, milady. I get along better ’n most.”

Shana did not argue, for it was clear Will neither wanted nor expected pity. Instead she untied the pouch at her waist and held it toward him. “Here, Will. Here’s bread and cheese, enough for your supper and to break the morning fast. And when that’s finished you’ll be able to buy more with the coin inside.”

His pointed little chin went up a notch. “I only beg when I’ve need to, milady,” he said stiffly.

“You did not beg,” she stated crisply. “And now there will be no need to.”

The pouch dangled between them. He stared at it, brushing the shaggy hair from his eyes, but he made no effort to take it.

Shana’s lips pressed together. “Take it, Will. Call it a gift, or a payment if you would. You’ve enlightened me greatly, and for that I thank you.” Her tone was just as stubborn as his. She seized his hand and dropped the pouch into it, curling his fingers around the leather tie with her own.

For the longest moment she feared he would refuse yet again. She sensed he wanted to say something, for his unsmiling regard meshed with hers endlessly, oddly piercing for one so young. Then, ever so slowly, he began to inch back, retaining his hold on the pouch. At last he wheeled and darted away.

Shana’s hand slipped back to her side. She watched him lunge across the bailey ... straight toward the Earl of Weston. With no more ado the boy grabbed a fistful of his mantle and tugged insistently. With a horrified inevitability, Shana realized Will had snared the earl’s attention. The boy said something and gestured.

Then he pointed directly to her.

Geoffrey had no regrets about turning his affection to matters other than war, especially one as lovely as this. He let a broad smile snare his lips. “Sweet Jesus, but she looks to be a beauty, eh, Thorne? I don’t recall seeing her when we arrived. How about you?”

Thorne had turned as well. Nay, he thought, for he’d have remembered a woman such as this one. She was elegant of stature, tall and slender, clad from head to toe in folds of deep green velvet. She was too far away for her features to be presented in detail, but the lovely profile she portrayed promised beauty untold.

“The boy was right,” said Geoffrey. “She must be passing through for the night.”

Thorne raised a brow. “She could be wife to one of the men here.”

“Saints forbid!” Geoffrey’s laugh was low and suggestive. “But I’m about to find out. If it’s a bed for the night she’s after, I’ll gladly share mine.”

Thorne shook his head as Geoffrey crossed the bailey. The woman was no camp follower, that was for certain. Even from here, he had no trouble discerning the richness of her clothing. And she carried herself like a woman accustomed to having others do her bidding. But Geoffrey was a man of the times. He loved fighting, hunting, drinking, and wenching ... but at least when his pursuits ran to the latter, he never forgot he was a gentleman.

“Milady, it seems someone has neglected their duty.” Geoffrey blessed her with his most dashing smile. “I am Sir Geoffrey of Fairhaven, and I apologize that none has greeted you before this.”

He bowed low over the hand she extended, bringing her fingers to his lips. “Sir Geoffrey,” she murmured. I am—Lady Shana.” Shana held her breath, afraid he might ask from whence she came.

Praise the saints, he did not. “Milady, your young friend mentioned you are on your way home from Ireland. I hope your journey has not tired you overmuch.”

“Not at all, milord.”

“Do you need lodging for the night, mayhap?”

For all that he was English, his eyes were warm and kind, his manner gracious and genteel. She decided to throw caution to the wind. “In truth, Sir Geoffrey, I am here to seek audience with the Earl of Weston.”

Bloody hell! Geoffrey uttered a silent curse of good-natured vigor. What was it about Thorne that so drew the female of the species? He eyed her curiously. “Milady,” he murmured. “Do I dare ask why?”

She lowered her gaze. “It concerns a private matter, my lord.”

Geoffrey sighed. Whether the matter be business or pleasure, it seemed he would have to concede this beauty to Thorne. “In that case, milady, I’ve no choice but to aid you in your cause.” He offered her his arm.

Thorne had watched the pair from the corner of his eye. He could only guess at their conversation, but he’d seen Geoffrey’s charm thaw the iciest of maidens more than once, thus he was mildly surprised when he saw the pair approach.

“Thorne,” Geoffrey greeted. “The lady here has expressed a desire to make your acquaintance. Lady Shana, may I present Thorne de Wilde, Earl of Weston.” With a flourish he transferred her hand from his elbow to the earl’s. “Milady, I deliver you into Thorne’s hands, with the utmost regret, I might add. But I wish you well on your journey home from Ireland.”

With that Geoffrey was gone. Shana found herself perversely wishing he had stayed. Her heart was drumming so that her chest hurt. Such forwardness was hardly like her, but only now did she consider what interpretation the earl might apply to her conduct. Would he think her loose or wanton? God forbid!

He was broader than he looked from afar, yet still lean. His skin was weathered bronze from wind and sun. Shana had not thought to find him handsome, yet he was, and wickedly so. His jaw was square, ruggedly configured. His eyes shone brilliant and hard, as black as his heart, she decided with no little amount of rancor.

He did not kiss her hand, as Geoffrey had done, but he held her fingers far longer than she liked—and she had the feeling he knew it. It was all she could do not to jerk away from his hated touch.

“Lady Shana, ’this a pleasure indeed to be sought out by one so fair as yourself. In truth, ’tis usually only my enemies who single me out.”

His words gave her a weighty pause, for he hit dangerously close to the truth. The merest of smiles lurked about his mouth, but there was a cruel slant to it that made her want to flinch. She quelled it swiftly, for already he’d proved he’d not be an easy one to fool; she must be ever wary and watch her step.

“Your enemies, my lord? Are there so very many then?”

Still he smiled—a devil’s smile, she decided, yet his voice was chillingly soft. “A wise man once told me one should discover all one can about one’s enemies. However, I can scarce believe one as lovely as you could harbor ill toward anyone. And yet, I wonder why you should so honor me.”

She wasted little time in her reply. “There is little to wonder about, my lord. Tis said you are King Edward’s arm, come to conquer the Welsh. Why, your name is on everyone’s lips—I daresay, in every household.”

There was naught but silk and honey in her tone, but her words, so pleasant to the extreme, grated on him like iron scraping rock. A curious tension sprang up between them, for he sensed her words were almost a challenge, a challenge he did not fully comprehend. He leveled on her a gaze of probing intensity, yet her own never faltered. After a moment, he decided he was mistaken.

“You know these Welsh,” he said with a lazy shrug. “Their fondest wish is to stir up trouble.”

Aye, thought Shana with a fervid prayer. The more, the better.

His gaze, dark and depthless, rested upon her. “Where did you say your home is, milady?”

“As I recall, milord, I did not.”

Once again Thorne’s eyes narrowed. If this was a game she was about, she’d find that two could play as well as one—and she’d find herself well matched.

“But you’ve journeyed all the way from Ireland?”

“Aye, milord.” A flicker of disquiet ran through her. Had she aroused his suspicion? He asked so many questions and that was something she’d not counted on. “My home,” she hastened to add, “is nearly a day’s ride from here. But before I venture on my way,” a strange jolt went through her as she laid her hand beseechingly on the sleeve of his tunic, “I must speak with you in private, on a matter most urgent.”

The touch of her hand went through Thorne like a brand. He remembered well the feel of her hand lying in his. It was dainty and soft, small and supremely feminine; it proclaimed to the heavens—and to him—that she was a woman who had never known a hard day’s work in all her days. Was she the pampered paramour of some nobleman, mayhap? One who had been cast aside in favor of another?

She was too lovely to remain unclaimed for long, that was for certain. Indeed, so close at hand she was utterly exquisite, even more than he’d imagined. Her features were finely sculpted and flawless, her lovely mouth hued with the palest of rose. Wide gray eyes, clear and translucent as a rushing mountain stream, gazed mutely into his. All that was male and primeval within Thorne clamored to the fore. A surge of desire, potent and unchecked, heated his veins. He damned the concealing hood that hid the glory of her hair; what little he could see was rich and tawny-gold.

But she wanted something from him, he realized curiously. And all at once he wondered just how far she would go to achieve her purpose ... whatever that purpose might be.

So it was privacy she craved, was it? Nay, he decided with a touch of cynicism, in this he was not averse to obliging her. Nor would she be the first to ply her body in exchange for some small favor. Privacy would indeed suit what he had in mind.

“Come,” was all he said. A single movement flattened her hand against the crook of his elbow. With the pressure of his palm, he fettered her to him as surely as a shackle encircling her wrist. He paused only for a word with a young serving girl. Another twenty paces took them to a tower door and through. Before she knew what he was about, he was leading her up and around a winding stair, through yet another door and into a large chamber.

The door swung shut behind them with a dull thud.

There Shana gaped in shock, the beat of her heart wild and rampant. Her gaze skimmed the huge curtained bed, then the shield propped against the far wall—it bore the same two-headed beast as his pennon. Mother of Christ, this was his private chamber! She’d been prepared to come face to face with a savage lion. She had not been prepared to face the lion in his den.

She dare not stay with him here, a man with his reputation yet! With a gasp she pulled free. “This is your bedchamber!”

“You would berate me for honoring your wishes? Milady, you wished to speak with me in private. This is the one place where we may achieve at least a semblance of privacy.”

Without further ado, her hood was plucked from her head. She could only stand in shocked disbelief as warm fingers deftly freed the brooch that held her cloak in place. She felt it whisked from her shoulders and then he raked her with a glance so unabashedly brazen it stripped the color from her cheeks. It lingered on the shining coronet atop her head, the thrust of well-rounded breasts beneath her gown, the sweep of gently rounded hips.

No man had ever dared to gaze upon her thus—as if she were a common strumpet—and by God, none would ever do so again!

Both his gall and his utter calm were maddening.

“Milord,” she chose her words carefully, “I fail to see why we cannot conduct this meeting elsewhere.”

“And I fail to see why we cannot conduct it here. Or do you fear I will think you make advances no proper lady should make?”

Fire sparked in her eyes. “’Tis not my conduct I question!”

Jet brows shot up. “What! You question mine? Lady Shana, surely you cannot think my intentions less than honorable.”

Less than honorable. Aye, he had that right! But his mockery kindled a ready indignation. “You mistake my reasons for accompanying you here. ’Tis not for such—” to her horror she felt herself falter, “such sport as you may think.”

His parry was swift and unrepentant. “And why should I think thusly? After all, milady, might I remind you, ’twas you who sought me out. Though I must say, I do wonder that you dared to come to Langley unescorted.”

Shana flushed. She could find no words to refute his, for he was right. Usually only a woman of questionable virtue dared to travel alone.

“Indeed, milady, it occurs to me that mayhap you are in need of a protector ...”

Her chin came up and she fixed him with a glare both challenging and defiant. I fear no one,” she stated clearly, “least of all any man. And I have no need of a protector.”

No, Thorne thought slowly. She did not. Her annoyance did not escape him. She was, he realized, not used to being questioned.

He was both piqued and irritated, though he knew not why. The color of her hair was unusual, a dark gold, shot through with copper, rich and gleaming. Her beauty struck him like a blow to the gut. But the Lady Shana also projected a surety of herself that was rare in a woman. Her posture was coldly dignified, her demeanor one of haughty pride. Why, she acted as though she were the queen herself!

Thorne found himself possessed of a sudden, ruthless desire to see her tumbled from her throne.

“If I wanted you, mistress, I’d not hesitate to say so. But lovely as you are, at this moment I fear your charms escape me. I am too tired and hungry to partake of ...” he smiled benignly, “such sport, as you call it.”

Ah, but he was bold! Fury wrapped its stranglehold around her. The man was a beast, with no manners whatsoever. She opened her mouth to deliver a scorching retort, but as if on cue, there was a knock on the door. He bade a young maid enter. The girl carried a tray laden with food which she deposited on a small table before the hearth. She curtsied, then left.

The earl crossed to the table, then turned to her, as if she were no more than a troublesome afterthought. “Will you join me, milady?”

Shana took a deep, calming breath, secretly glad she’d curbed her wayward tongue. She dared not antagonize him, not yet. She let him seat her, then serve her, all the while faultlessly polite. And all the while Shana thought secretly that he need not bother. He disliked her. He disliked her intensely—she could feel it with all that she possessed.

She accepted only wine and a small portion of herring. The earl attacked his meal with relish; clearly her presence did not hinder his appetite. Shana chafed restlessly and wished he would hurry; she was anxious for this encounter to be over and done with.

He sliced a tender morsel of roast lamb and offered it to her. The tempting aroma teased her nostrils, yet she hesitated. She wanted the tidbit, she realized, but was loath to take it from his hand. She chided herself impatiently, wondering what madness seized her. It was usual for a man to carve for a woman; she’d often eaten thusly from Barris’s fingers, so why was she so reticent?

She shook her head. There was a subtle tightening of that harshly carved mouth. Had she given herself away?

At length he pushed aside his trencher. “For a woman who professed the need to speak to me on a matter most urgent, you are remarkably silent, milady.”

His voice held all the warmth of a winter wind blowing from the mountaintops. It seemed, Shana concluded grimly, that he played at pretense no more.

“I merely wished to let you eat in peace,” she said coolly. “But if you are ready to tend to business, I shall gladly oblige.”

“By all means, please do so.” His expression was distantly aloof.

Shana took a deep breath. “You have come to Castle Langley in order to bring the Welsh to heel, have you not?”

“I’ve made no secret of that, milady.”

Her heart began to beat with thick, uneven strokes. “I believe you’ve also come to roust out the rebel known as the Dragon.”

He went as still as a statue, yet she sensed a rapier-sharp alertness which had not been there before.

“And you, Lady Shana—” his lip curled, “you profess to know the Dragon’s whereabouts, is that it?”

His scorn stirred her anger. “I did not say that I know, milord. I am, however, acquainted with a man who does know.” She gathered every scrap of her courage and went on boldly, “A pity you would refuse my help, milord. Because no man’s sword is all-powerful—I daresay, even yours.”

“So you are wise as well as beautiful. Milady, I begin to wonder what treasure I’ve stumbled upon.”

His sarcasm cut deep. She bit back an impotent cry of fury and despair. She could never hope to lure him from the castle—never! She had thought herself so clever, but alas! she was not clever at all, for she had just gambled greatly and lost.

She rose to her feet and blindly turned, her every intent to flee this chamber ... this devil’s lair! But she hadn’t progressed more than three steps than he was there before her, tall and commanding, as formidable as a fortress of iron.

Only now no mockery dwelled in his countenance. There was only a silent probe of eyes that cut sharp as a blade.

“This man, milady. Who is he?”

“His name is Davies,” she lied. “He is kin to one of my housemaids, a freeman who has proved his loyalty to my family countless times over the years.” A stab of guilt sheared through her, even as she spoke—a part of her was appalled at how easily the lie came to pass. But she had only to remember how she had held her father’s body, all bloodied and dirty, limp and prone and lifeless ... and once again, bitterness sealed her heart.

“And how does he know the Dragon?”

“The Dragon sought him out for his skill in bow-making. He is to meet Davies several days hence.”

“Where?”

She shook her head. “I do not know. Davies thought it best not to tell me.”

Thorne’s eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t he come to me with this information?”

“He is Welsh, milord, though he married an Englishwoman. He does not wish to have his identity known for fear of being branded a traitor by his people. And he dare not come to Langley for fear of being branded a liar. He will meet with you at a clearing in the woods. But he bade me tell you it must be this very night, otherwise it may be too late.”

She held her breath and waited. Her story was well thought out—indeed, her mind was filled with little else on the long ride here.

Thorne stared at her in silent speculation. Did he dare believe her, considering the outrageous stories he’d heard these past few days? He found himself admitting he could find no fault with her explanation, and yet ...

“Your motives, Lady Shana, elude me. Indeed, I must ask myself why you should so trouble yourself.”

Lord, but he was a crafty one! She assumed an outrage that was not entirely feigned. “You forget ’tis I who oblige you, milord!”

“And I say again, there must be some reward for you.”

Shana tried not to panic, for he stared at her with scorching intensity; those devil’s eyes never once strayed from her face. He unnerved her, she realized, as no one had ever done. And for all that he was but a man, it was as if he were a wall of stone. She sensed no softness in him, none at all.

“You are right,” she said, her voice very low. “My reasons for coming to you are not without selfishness.”

Ah, so now the tale would finally be told. Thorne arched a brow and waited.

Her lashes lowered, shielding her expression. “I ... I recently lost someone very dear to me, milord ...”

“Who?”

“My husband.” She wet her lips nervously and uttered a silent prayer that the Lord would not strike her dead for such blasphemy. “The Dragon himself was responsible for his death.”

The earl’s silence was never ending. Shana’s nerves were scraped raw. She dared not look at him, for fear she would give herself away and he would discover her deceit. At length he spoke, and there was neither pity nor condemnation in his tone, only a curious whimsy.

“Somehow you do not strike me as a grieving widow.”

Shana thought wrenchingly of her father. “I spend my grief in vengeance,”—she spoke with quiet fervor, for God above knew it was the truth—“a vengeance only you can satisfy, milord.” At last she looked at him, and it was all there in her eyes, the bitter ache of her loss.

Something ... a tingle of warning ... prickled up his spine. It whispered that all was not as it should be. For all that she chanced to meet his gaze with earnest regard, she was cloaked in mystery ... veiled in secret allure.

But her distress was genuine; the pain that shadowed her face was real. And so Thorne dismissed the flicker of disquiet within him, for she was but a woman. Of a certainty she could do him no harm.

He turned and swept her cloak from the chair, then held it out for her with an arrogant arch of jet-black brows.

Shana could hardly believe her good fortune. “You’ll come with me to meet Davies?” Even now, her steps carried her blindly forward. She turned so that he could set the cloak upon her shoulders.

Rich green velvet caught her snug in its enveloping folds. “Aye, milady, I’ll go with you,”—husky laughter reverberated at her back—“and mayhap we’ll soon catch ourselves a dragon.”


Chapter 3

Shana did not like the sound of that laughter. It hinted at an arrogance that revealed Thorne de Wilde as a man who knew little of defeat—and much of triumph. Try as she might, she couldn’t quite banish the feeling that she, not he, was the one about to ride straight into a trap.

It didn’t take long for several grooms to saddle their horses. They left the gates behind within minutes. Several times Shana cast a discreet but distinctly wary glance over her shoulder, anxious to make certain Thorne had not given orders that they be followed.

The purple haze of twilight spread its veil across the land. Birds and insects ceased their strident call; there was naught but an almost unearthly stillness. She shivered in spite of herself. Behind them, Castle Langley jutted into the sky, looming like a silent sentinel.

At last they breached the sanctuary of the forest. The earl’s mount, a massive gray with a coat like polished armor, kept pace alongside her own. They forged ever deeper through a luxuriant undergrowth of trees, shrubs, and wildflowers. Her pulse began a clamoring rhythm, all through her body. Soon they would be there. Soon ...

“Wait.” A gloved hand intruded into her line of vision, seizing her mount’s bridle and thus calling a halt to her progress. “How much further?”

Shana was quick to note his air of watchful awareness, yet there was naught in his tone to alarm her, neither suspicion nor worry. But her heart was thudding so she feared he might see as well as hear it. “Not far,” she said quickly. “There is a clearing nearby, just beyond those bushes.”

He released her bridle, yet his eyes continued to hold her in thrall. His pose was almost lazy; one lean hand rested casually on the pommel of his saddle. A faint smile lurked about his lips. She stilled her apprehension and glanced toward the clearing.

“We should hurry, milord ...”

“In time, milady. In time.”

He dropped to the ground in one fluid move. Before she knew what he was about, those steel-gloved hands swept aside her cloak and settled on her waist. He lifted her effortlessly from the saddle. There was scarce time to draw a startled breath than her feet touched the ground.

Shana stepped back as if she’d been scalded, her movement purely instinctive. She did not want him to touch her—yet it came as a shock to realize it had nothing to do with the fact that this man was responsible for her father’s death.

Her reaction did not go unnoticed. There was a subtle hardening of the plane of his jaw.

“I fear I’ve been remiss, milady. Indeed, it occurs to me it might be wise to demand some form of goodwill on your part—a forfeit, if you will.”

Shana stiffened, for though he smiled as he spoke, his smile was wolfish, his regard almost leering. She gathered her cloak about her like a shield. “I am not averse to that,” she said coolly. “My family is wealthy.”

“Oh, I’ve no need of your coin, Lady Shana. Nay, milady, I should prefer something else entirely.”

He indulged himself with a thorough inspection of her form, lingering with blatant interest on the sleek coil of her hair, the slender arch of her throat, the merest hint of breast beneath her cloak. Another time, another place, and she might have dared to slap the insolent smirk from his features. She was not entirely ignorant of a man’s base desires—not all men were kind and gentle like her father and Barris! Many took their pleasure where they pleased, and if that pleasure included having their way with a woman, so be it.

Nay, there was neither admiration nor adoration in the earl’s gaze. Indeed, she was well aware he deliberately mocked her, yet she sensed a ruthlessness about him that almost frightened her.

A shiver played over her skin. He made her feel weak and uncertain, terribly aware of him as a man, and in a way she had never felt before, even with Barris ... a way she was not entirely comfortable with. His was a strong, intensely masculine presence, a presence she could scarcely ignore.

She was suddenly anxious to be quit of him, to be quit of the unwelcome sensations he aroused in her, no longer caring if she had her revenge or no. She attempted to step past him but he blocked her way. Her chin climbed high as she summoned all her dignity. “Let me pass,” she said quietly.

His teeth flashed white. “Milady, may I remind you that you’ve yet to yield your forfeit?”

“And may I remind you that you demanded no forfeit?”

“Only because I hadn’t yet decided on it. But now—” his gaze lowered to settle on the fullness of her mouth, “now I have.”

A frisson of panic trickled up her spine. She masked it by loosing the full force of a chilling gaze upon him. “My lord earl, it is not an hour since you made it a point to tell me my charms escape you.”

“It seems I’ve changed my mind.”

“But I, milord, have not!”

He had moved so close that they stood but a breath apart. Shana’s pulse began to throb as his eyes traced slowly over her features, coming to rest once again on her parted lips.

“You are a beautiful woman, Lady Shana,” he mused aloud. “There must be many, many ways in which a woman like you could please a man.”

“Aye,” she stated daringly. “And my husband found just as many ways to please me.” She was all grace and poise, the slant of her head regal as she met his challenge, seemingly unafraid.

He clamped his jaw tight. God, but she was a cool one, all haughty and aloof and he would have none of it. But even as a dark resolve slipped over him, her beauty struck him like a blow. He could not deny that she was by far the fairest piece of womanhood he’d set eyes on in a goodly number of years.

A white-hot shaft of desire pierced his middle. In truth, he’d have liked nothing more than to tumble her to the ground and slake his passion in the heat of her body. He was, however, a man who had no patience for those who could not curb their desires. And regrettable though it was, he could not forget that the Lady Shana was a widow who still mourned the loss of her husband.

A grim smile creased the hardness of his lips. “I ask but a kiss. It seems a small enough forfeit, wouldn’t you say?” Thorne was determined. He could not have what he wanted, but he would at least have this.

By some miracle she managed to still the frenzied thunder of her heart. Where, she wondered frantically, were Gryffen and the others? Had they forgotten where they were to meet after all? Her mind tripped ahead. A kiss, he said. But would he be satisfied with that? She did not like the glitter in his eyes, nay, not at all.

“You ask much,” she began.

“And you’ve asked far more, milady. You’ve asked my trust when I can think of no reason I should give it.”

“Milord, I scarcely know you!”

Shana






















































































OEBPS/9780062275547_page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Samantha

My
ResrLous
HEART

4

A Imprin of HasperCollisPublishers





OEBPS/images/cover.png
# HarperCollins e-books

My Rebellious Heart






