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ARE YOU STRONG ENOUGH TO WALK? HE asked.

“Of course I am.” She took a step and sat right back down on the ground.

Dragon cursed under his breath. He scooped her up, ignoring her protests, and started back to the lodge. She frowned the whole way, including when he set her on the bed.

Gently, he said, “You'll feel better after you've eaten.”

She looked up at him and he saw for the first time that she had been crying. His heart turned over. She might not have much sense but she had courage aplenty and he admired that. “Look,” he said, going down on his haunches and taking her hands in his, “you've been through a bad time and I suspect I don't know the half of it. But things will get better now. You just have to trust me.”

Truth.

He actually meant it. This fierce warrior intended to help her. For a moment, the temptation to unburden herself to him was almost overwhelming. She was stopped only by the knowledge that if she told him who she was, he would be caught between duty to his lord and desire to help her. That was no way to repay kindness.

She stared down at the powerful hands holding hers and felt an odd tightening in her throat. Such strength and yet such gentleness … Locked in the tumult of her emotions, she did not notice the single silver tear that fell like a sparkling star against his wind-roughened skin.
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A RIM OF FIRE RISES AT THE EDGE OF THE world, searing away gentle night, setting the sky aflame. The Dragon watches it come, welcomes it. He moves silently over the soft earth. A stag flees before him, crashing through the brush, ignored.

The fierce Viking warrior Dragon Hakonson has not come to the forests of Essex to hunt today. Today, he seeks the quiet of the pines at the edge of the sea for a different purpose. On the verge of taking a step he can no longer avoid, he has sent his attendants on ahead and given himself this small chance for reflection.

But his solitude is about to be interrupted. Golden eyes watch him from the protection of the trees. A slim, lithe body holds very still, hardly breathing. Slowly, oh, so slowly, the intruder tries to creep away. A twig snaps. His senses honed by a lifetime of struggle and danger, Dragon reacts at once. Swifter than the saying of it, he pounces, dragging the struggling, squawking creature out to study at his leisure.

So quickly The speed with which the stranger moved stunned Rycca. One moment she was kneeling in the cool moss where she had slept a few fitful hours, watching with wary care the man who had appeared without warning, and the next was only a blur. She was clasped so tightly she could scarcely breathe. Pain radiated up her arms and along her ribs. A little more pressure, only a little, and they would snap as readily as the treacherous twig.

She had no idea who the man was, nor did she care. Nothing mattered save wresting free of him. Growing up a victim of her brothers' casual cruelties, she had honed her skills. She grabbed hold of the powerful arm within easiest reach and bit down hard. In her experience, the surprise of such a counterattack caused the miscreant to loosen his grip quickly.

Yet now a different surprise awaited her, darkly circled with shock. The man did not so much as grunt. He merely tightened his hold on her enough to prevent her from breathing altogether.

She held on as long as she could, until colored lights whirled before her eyes and unconsciousness was scant moments away. Only then, fearing what total incapacity would mean, did she let go. For an instant he did not, and she felt herself plummeting into nothingness. Absurdly, she clung to the same arm as though it might anchor her in the world. Even as her lungs screamed for air, it was granted. She inhaled long and deeply, gasping.

“Fool,” the man said. His voice was a deep rumble out of his chest, felt against her back, oddly pleasant for the circumstances. He shifted his hold to her shoulders and turned her to face him. “What were you thinking, boy? All I want is a look at you. A man likes to know who's lurking behind his back.”

Rycca stared up through the thick fringe of her lashes, up … and up yet more. Her legs refused to stay straight, thus she was not at her full height, but all the same he was very tall. She had known that even as he crouched beside the river, yet the full realization of his size almost made her stop breathing again. His shoulders and chest were massive, shaped of solid mucle and bone clearly visible beneath the sleeveless leather tunic he wore. His face was square, blunt-featured, lit by eyes that looked like shards of half-buried gold. Dark brows arched above them, the same hue as the golden brown hair pulled back at his nape. His skin was burnished by the wind and sun. Gold of hair, eye, and skin, he was easily the most handsome man she had ever seen. Indeed, he might have been a pagan idol cast in the fiery furnace of a master smith but for the purely human touches that clung to him. He had gone long enough without shaving to have the beginnings of a beard. He smelled of woodsmoke, sea air, and pine, a not unpleasant combination. Human, all right, all too human, too real, and much too close.

He thought her a boy, thank heaven. In her frantic haste to escape, she had seized clothes Thurlow left behind when he departed for Normandy. They were too small for the twin who had grown inches beyond her in recent years, but they fit Rycca with room to spare. Her form was well concealed, as was her hair, tucked out of sight beneath a felt cap. She had even smeared dirt on her face in an effort to conceal the softness of her skin. Still, she was not so foolish as to trust her disguise overmuch. It would not hold up to more than the merest scrutiny.

The boy's silence and seeming docility surprised Dragon. At his age—he judged the lad to be about thirteen—he'd been a hell hound spitting fire and willing to take on all comers even if it meant being pounded into the ground. It was part of growing up in a wild and violent world. Where then had the boy acquired wisdom enough not to offer further challenge? The little cuss could bite, that was certain, but now he seemed too stunned to do anything but stare.

“I ask again,” Dragon said in Saxon, presuming that was what the lad would understand. Norse was the Dragon's native tongue, and with that he was understood by Danes and Swedes as well. On his travels he had picked up other ways of speech so that he could converse with Franks, Germans, and even Moors. Languages came to him easily, perhaps because he loved the music of words.

“Why did you lurk in the underbrush and spy on me?” He looked more closely at the lad, observing the good quality of his garb made of finely spun wool and sewn too big for him, but that was not surprising. Children's garments were usually made with growing room. This was no peasant boy but a young lordling likely to be in fosterage at a local manor. Why then was he here in the forest without companions and on foot?

Essex was at peace on this sunny spring morning, a happy circumstance still fresh enough not to be taken for granted. Such tranquility had been wrested from decades of war by the wisdom of the great King Alfred and the iron will of the noble Lord Hawk of Essex. That same Hawk was brother to the Lady Cymbra, who was wife to Dragon's own brother, the Norse Wolf. The ties of family were further strengthened by genuine friendship, a fact of which Dragon had to remind himself every time he dwelled on the reason for his presence in Essex. For all its blessing, peace could not be counted on and even a young boy had to explain himself.

“Why are you here?” Dragon demanded, and because the lad had been tardy in answering, he gave him a good shake.

Rycca's teeth rattled. Inwardly, she cursed the poor judgment that had put her at such risk. If only she had remained still, not tried to escape, she might have gone unnoticed. Too late for such thoughts and too late for much of anything save a last, desperate effort to break free. There was something to be said for having two brutal louts for older brothers and another, her beloved twin, who had taught her to defend herself.

“Don't hesitate,” Thurlow had advised when he ignored her scarlet face and remorselessly continued his instruction in the finer points of self-defense. “Give no warning and act quickly. Then, for God's sake, run like the wind. The pain, though intense, does not last forever.”

She had never made use of his teaching, for Thurlow had promptly informed the elder siblings who were the bane of both their existences that she was armed with knowledge they wished no woman to have. He had endured the beating they administered in retaliation, merely the latest of uncounted punishments, and laid plans for escaping to a better life.

“I will send for you when I am established in Normandy,” he had promised Rycca. “We have kin on our mother's side there and I hear opportunity abounds. It will not be long.”

Not long yet too long, as the floodtide of events overtook Rycca far sooner than either of them could have expected and threatened to sweep away all hope. Terror filled her. She would never get away. She would be trapped within the fate her family intended for her. Anything was better than that, absolutely anything.

She still had not answered; her captor was scowling. He looked unaccustomed to defiance. Mayhap this would be a salutary lesson for him.

She took a breath, closed her eyes, and rammed her knee up between his legs with all the considerable force she could muster.

The stranger stiffened. She looked up to confront him as he stared at her in blank shock. He did not, as Thurlow had assured he would, howl in agony. But he did groan very deeply even as his hands fell from her. His legs gave way and he went down slowly onto his knees, reminding her of a mighty oak felled by an ax.

She was free yet she hesitated, battling the sudden, overwhelming need to help him. Truly, she would never live to see Normandy if she entertained such mad notions. The impulse passed, survival ruled. Like the wind, Thur-low had said, and like the wind she ran. Her legs were slim but well muscled. She had the grace of a seasoned colt and used it to leap over every obstacle. Her breath was strong and steady. Having faced fear and escaped danger, she felt charged with confidence. After a while, convinced the stranger could not possibly catch her, she ran for the sheer pleasure of it. Ran and ran through shadowed glens and across sun-drenched fields, through copses of pine and oak and along shell-strewn shores. Rycca ran until finally, more at peace than she had been in longer than she could recall, she slowed and stopped.

She was at the edge of a wood hard by the glittering sea. Wind rippled over the blue-gray water turned silver beneath the sunlight. Gulls circled overhead, their wings scarcely moving. Rycca shaded her eyes, staring out to the distant horizon where sea and sky merged. Until coming to Essex scant days ago, she had never before seen more water than could be contained in a river or lake. The sea enthralled her. She was at once afraid of it, for she could not swim, and enchanted by the prospect of escape it offered. Somewhere beyond that distant horizon was Normandy and the chance for a new life. All she had to do was reach it.

All she had to do was unfold her wings like the gulls above and soar into the sky. Such was scarcely less mighty a task than that she had set herself. Yet it made no matter, for the alternative was unthinkable.

Rycca shook the thought away and gave herself up to the enjoyment of sun and sea. She had slept little and her stomach was empty; she was alone and without help in a land where she could expect nothing save to be hunted down and brutally punished. Yet for all that, she was swept by a shining sense of well-being as bright as the sunlight shimmering on water. She was free.

When in her life had she ever been free or even dared to think that such a blessed state might someday be hers? When had she ever hoped to do other than hide her true self behind a mask of endurance? Only with Thurlow had she ever lowered her guard and even with him she had pretended her misery was less than it truly was, as she suspected he had done for her.

Free. She flung her arms wide and laughed suddenly. To be still was beyond her, she had to move, turning around and around, laughing into the sky. Gloriously, stunningly free. However difficult the future might prove, anything was worth this single, exhilarating moment. Absolutely anything.

ABSOLUTELY NOTHING WOULD STOP HIM FROM wreaking vengeance on the menace who had brought him to his knees. Grimly, Dragon set his mind apart from the waves of pain still resonating within him and turned to the far more pleasant contemplation of the punishment he would inflict. No one, not even a green boy, could be pardoned for such an assault. He would have to pay and pay dearly. The only question was how.

First he had to be caught, but that was no matter. Had the imp of hell deliberately set out to mark his trail, he could not have left it clearer. Granted, Dragon was a hunter of rare skill, but it required no special talent to see where the boy had gone. His way was littered with broken branches, trampled grass, even bits of wool caught on prickler bushes. By the length of his stride, he had run as fast as a bat out of hell, which suggested he at least had a brain, much good that it would do him.

Dragon did not run for he had no need. His legs were longer than the boy's and he did not tire. Long after the shortened stride showed that the lad was flagging, Dragon continued easily. He stopped only once to drink from the clear-running brook where, he saw, the boy had rested. Then he went on as the trail veered east toward the sea and he came at last within sight of the shore.

Having lived almost all his life by the sea and spent a fair measure of those years actually on it, Dragon did not pause in admiration. He continued walking, noting where the water-slick stones were turned and the wild roses disturbed. He even happened upon a stretch of sand dotted with slender footprints. Near there the beach narrowed as cliffs began to rise above it. He found the bushes the boy had seized hold of to pull himself up, saw where he had almost lost his grip and tumbled down, and after a moment's hesitation he followed that path. The sun was almost at its zenith when Dragon hoisted himself onto the top of the cliff and, with his back to the sea, looked around. From the corner of his eye he caught a glimpse of movement near the edge of the forest. Cautiously, staying out of sight behind trees and rocks, he took the trail into the woods.

The boy was tiring more quickly now, he could see that by the closeness of his footprints and the increasing frequency with which he stumbled. But the lad seemed disinclined to stop. Perhaps he was making for somewhere in particular. Where?

Dragon considered how far he himself had traveled since morning, did a quick calculation, and decided he was within reach of Hawkforte, the stronghold of his host, the Hawk of Essex. Built to withstand the ravages of the Danes, who of late had not been so intemperate as to challenge its master, Hawkforte protected a prosperous town and port. Although there were other settlements in the area, none rivaled it in size. In all likelihood, the boy was headed there. Conveniently, it was also Dragon's destination, although he was in no hurry to attain it. Once he did, his freedom would be gone and his head well and truly in the noose.

Dour thoughts for another time. He wondered again in passing why the lad was traveling alone. Not that it mattered. Soon enough, he would be made to explain himself. Dragon quickened his pace through the woods and began closing on his quarry.

RYCCA SLUMPED DOWN ON A MOSS-DRAPED ROCK and drew a pained breath. She was footsore and weary yet determined to press on. Springs there were aplenty but she was famished and had found only a few handfuls of berries. The small sack of food she had carried with her lay where she had abandoned it when she fled from the golden giant. What a foolish way to think of him! Clearly, fatigue had disordered her thoughts. He was merely a man and a damned inconvenient one at that. Besides, she had no reason to think of him at all. Even if he had wanted to follow her, she had fled too quickly and too long. He was far behind, somewhere in the woods, perhaps still cursing her but not destined to cross her path ever again.

More's the pity.

She raised a slanted brow and scowled. What imp of mischief put such wayward notions into her poor head? True, she was dog tired, but that was no excuse for such foolishness. She had important matters to consider, her whole life for one and how she was to manage it. There was neither time nor energy to be mooning over a man.

The most handsome man she had ever seen.

“Stop!” She was startled to realize she had spoken out loud and clamped her lips together sternly. Enough and enough again! Her unruly self needs must be silenced while she got on with matters of true import.

Coward.

She was not! No woman who would refuse the fate her family intended for her and strike off on her own, determined to reach a far shore about which she knew almost nothing could possibly be termed a coward.

Fool, then.

Damn, damn, and damn again! The cursed habit had followed her all her life since tenderest childhood. How she loathed being different, how she despised always knowing. Lie to her and she would be happy, trick her into believing what was not and she would be delighted, prevaricate, falsify, fib, and palter, nothing would thrill her more. To be in blissful ignorance, never to know or at least not to know beyond the ordinary ken whether someone spoke the truth or lied, that was her great dream as much as freedom itself, for it was a kind of freedom all its own. Let her be done with truth!

He was a man, nothing more. A stranger and a threat. She was glad to be done with him.

Lies.

Her mouth set thinly, she came away from the moss-draped rock and launched herself back upon the course of least resistance through the wood. She would reach Hawkforte before dark. She would wrangle her way onto a merchant ship bound for Normandy. She would find Thurlow there and together they would make a new life far from the loathsome threat that hung over her were she foolish enough to remain in England.

And that, for anyone who cared, was truth.

There was silence in her mind and in the wood, as though nature itself stilled before her blind determi-antion. She drank it in, nodded once, and hurried on. It did not occur to her to glance back or even train her hearing in that direction. Not that it mattered. Had she done so, she would have perceived nothing. The Dragon moved over the land like smoke, fathomless and irresistible.

He caught up with the lad scarcely an hour after the first sign of movement. It would have been quicker but he'd hung back awhile, making sure he hadn't been spotted and waiting for the right moment to take him by surprise. He intended to make this quick and get it done with before the boy could hurt himself struggling. After that there would be time for the customary courtesies.

And so it would have been but for one of those vagaries of nature that can never be anticipated. A family of grouse was at home in the underbrush. Dragon's sudden passing roused the parents to protective fury. The male flew from the nest batting his wings and squawking furiously. The female arched her neck, stretched out her wings protectively, and hurled her own dire threats.

The clamor was answered by a slew of other birds who lifted into the air, cackling, cawing, hooting, shrieking, and scolding until the hitherto tranquil wood fairly rang with their outrage. The noise penetrated even the fog of Rycca's fatigue and made her look around in surprise.

Surprise that turned swiftly to shock.

The handsomest man she had ever seen.

A shiver of disbelief rippled through Rycca. She did not linger to contemplate the stranger's sudden reappearance or her own absurd thoughts. Instead, she turned and ran with all the desperate speed her weary body could muster.

Dragon followed swiftly. He saw no reason to let the boy exhaust himself any further. Best he face what he rightly had coming and be done with it. Then they would settle the matter of why he was alone and where he was heading. Dragon would see him safely there whether his destination be Hawkforte or not, and whether the lad wanted the company or not. Not mere protectiveness alone dictated that he do so. There was also the matter of curiosity. He sensed a story behind the lad's solitary journey, and if there was one thing Dragon loved, it was a good story. Indeed, people claimed he had a collection of them to rival that of any skald or bard. There were even some who said Dragon should have been one of that happy fraternity, traveling from manor to manor proclaiming the great tales of the age. Fate had called him to a different life, that of warrior and leader. So be it. He still enjoyed those evenings spent around the fire when the ale flowed freely and he held an audience spellbound in the magic of his words.

The lad truly was desperate, Dragon realized suddenly, for he was moving far more quickly than he should have been after the miles he had already covered. With a shake of his head, Dragon closed the distance between them. The boy had strength and stamina, there was no doubt of that, but Dragon was a man full grown, trained to hardship and war, at the peak of his power. His legs were steel, rippling with muscle, devouring ground. He ran without effort, moving easily over every obstacle, remorseless and inescapable.

The boy seemed to realize that suddenly as he darted a glance over his shoulder. Dragon was so near that he could see shock in the eyes so wide and thick-fringed they must surely provoke teasing. A sudden, dark thought flashed through his mind. Perhaps the boy had a particular reason for taking such desperate measures to escape. A memory rose sharply despite its being long years old. Little more than a child, torn from his home by the ravages of war, Dragon had set sail upon the world's seas in the company of his older brother. In the hold of a ship, at night, a man … Even now, Dragon grimaced in disgust. He had fought and fiercely so, but alone he would not have escaped. It was Wolf, already big for his age and with the skill that would make him one of the most renowned warriors of their day, who had saved him. Striking with savage intent, he gutted the attacker, leaving him to writhe in his death throes as he hugged Dragon fiercely and swore they would survive against all enemies and all dangers.

So they had done, rising to vast wealth and power, but not climbing quite so far that Dragon had forgotten how it felt to be young, helpless, and very afraid.

Mildly chagrined by his own kinder self, he nonetheless called out to the boy, “There's no need for this. I'm not going to hurt you. Just stop and we'll talk.”

The look this earned suggested that Dragon must have suffered a recent head injury in addition to that done his nether parts. With a last backward glance, the boy redoubled his efforts to get away.

Dragon sighed. He took half a dozen more strides and flowed smoothly into the air, bringing his quarry down in a single motion. Even then, he rolled as they hit the ground, taking the impact himself and sparing the boy all but a simple jarring. He might have done better to knock the wind out of him for the brat struggled furiously, kicking out in every direction and doing his damnedest to get his teeth into any portion of Dragon that presented itself.

“Oh no you don't!” Dragon exclaimed. “I've had enough from you.” He bounded to his feet, hauling the boy up with him, and gave him a good shake. “Calm down! All I want to do is talk.”

That accomplished precisely nothing. Flush-faced, wide-eyed, the lad continued to struggle with all his might. Prudently, Dragon held him off at arm's length and even so kept a careful watch on his flailing limbs as they slowly but inexorably wound down. He waited until the miscreant had scarcely enough strength left to twitch before he tried again.

Pleasantly, he asked, “Are you ready to talk now?”

The boy was panting so hard he probably wasn't capable of speech but he did manage a glare of pure venom.

“No? I can wait.” He continued to hold the boy a few inches above the ground, dangling at the end of a very long, very strong arm. At the same time, he repeated quietly, “I am not going to hurt you.”

When the boy looked at him in utter disbelief, Dragon added, “Oh, I considered it rightly enough. You deserve a thrashing for what you did. But I'm willing to allow that you may have thought you were acting in self-defense, even as I myself was when I seized you. Any man has a right to protect himself.” Deliberately, he awarded the stripling a title he would not merit for many years yet. On closer appraisal, the lad might be even younger than Dragon had thought. Cheeks that had been red with exertion were paling rapidly, revealing damask smooth skin without the slightest trace of even an infant beard. The boy's features were delicately drawn, a straight and slender nose sitting above a full mouth and gently rounded chin. But it was those eyes, those huge, slightly uptilted eyes the precise shade of clover honey, that sent a prickle of apprehension down Dragon's back. A sudden, hideous suspicion stirred in him.

Without warning, his free hand darted out and snatched the cap that swaddled the imp's head.

“Noooo!” Slender fingers flew to stop him, too late. Masses of silken hair glinting with the sheen of copper tumbled free. Dragon stared in disbelief. A girl. He had been brought to his knees by a girl. The realization stunned him if only because in all his experience with women—his very long, very considerable experience—nothing remotely similar had ever happened. In all modesty, no female had ever looked upon him with other than warm encouragement and affection. That may have been because of his appearance although he'd never thought anything of how he looked one way or another. And perhaps his wealth and position had impressed some. But he suspected it had much more to do with the simple fact that he adored women. Utterly, completely, unreservedly adored them. Women were the greatest of the gods' considerable accomplishments, the best gift, the most marvelous delight that could be bestowed upon the earth and upon man, including his own lucky self. Women were soft and strong, they smelled good and had beguiling smiles, they gave life and made it count for something. In bed, out of bed, he delighted in them. Old, young, in between, he found their presence a constant source of comfort and enjoyment. That one of these marvelous creatures might actually seek to do him harm left him stunned.

Not that he could blame her. She must have been absolutely terrified, and while he was thinking about it, what in hell's name was she doing traveling alone? No wonder she was gotten up as a boy, but that was scant protection. If he'd had more than a few seconds to look at her earlier he would have realized at once what he had finally discovered. A girl.

“It's all right, sweetling,” Dragon said gently. He set her down with the utmost care, watchful lest in her exhausted state she topple over. “There's nothing for you to be afraid of. No one's going to hurt you. I'll see you safely to wherever you're going and—”

She turned and, fleet as a young doe, ran. He stared after her in amazement. Where had she possibly found the strength to try to escape yet again? It was truly amazing and just one more testament to the extraordinary mystery of women. Not that he could let her go, of course. She might get lost, or have trouble finding food, or be cold once night came, or run into some man with altogether the wrong sort of attitude toward women. Dragon couldn't allow any of that to happen. Nor could he allow her to harm herself by dashing through the woods probably paying no attention at all to her surroundings.

Frowning with concern, he hurried after her.

Rycca's breath came in labored gasps. Her legs were lead; the effort of running was agony. Only the desperate courage deep within her kept her from slumping to the ground in defeat. Of all the cruel tricks for fate to play upon her. She had escaped the brutality of her family and their nightmare plans for her future only to find herself in the hands of the most terrifyingly powerful warrior she had ever seen in her life.

And the handsomest man.

If she had possessed even a whisper of breath to spare, she would have laughed in sheer disbelief at herself. Even now, fleeing for her life, she could harbor such a thought. She must be possessed of some inner demon.

Only truth.

Truth be damned! And with it all the rest that life had inflicted upon her. She would not fall to the warrior or to her own weakness. She would run until her heart burst if she had to but she would never, ever give up. Surrender was for the craven and meek. She was neither. Heedless of the tears of exhaustion and fear that streamed down her cheeks, Rycca ran on. She did not see the ground change around her, did not notice the trees thinning away, paid no heed to the sea shining below the cliff that suddenly loomed before her. Nor did she hear Dragon's frantic shout. Drained of strength, bereft of hope, driven only by despair, she tumbled straight over the cliff face. A strangled scream broke from her. Grasping at bushes, she tried to halt her headlong plunge. The effort failed, and with a last sob of terror she glimpsed the white-foamed breakers rushing up toward her.

Dragon saw the girl disappear over the cliff and fought the wave of sickness that clawed at him. He could scarcely believe what his stubborn pursuit had wrought but there was no denying the brutal result. The girl was gone, might even at that moment be dead or dying, and it was his fault. With a horrified groan, he flung himself over the cliff, scarcely controlling his fall as he slipped and slid until leaping the last dozen feet to the beach.

The sight that greeted him made bile rise in his throat. She lay crumpled at the edge of the water against the boulder that had finally stopped her. Tendrils of copper hair drifted on the incoming tide. Another few minutes, and the water would be deep enough to drown her. As it was, her slender form was unmoving. A thin trickle of blood oozed from a wound on her forehead, flowing away into the sea.

Scarcely breathing, Dragon lifted the girl and carried her a safe distance up the sand. He laid her down carefully, then hesitated, momentarily uncertain of what to do. The man who had seen more injuries on the battlefield than he could count, and who had prevented his own death a year before by swiftly dealing with a wound that would have killed him, found himself at an utter loss. She looked so fragile lying there, all the strength and courage suddenly gone from her. Swallowing thickly, he opened the small pack hanging from his belt, drawing from it the supplies that good sense and his sister-in-law, herself a renowned healer, assured he always carry with him. The soft, clean cloth he pressed against the wound on the girl's forehead slowed the bleeding. He left the makeshift bandage in place and quickly checked her limbs, relieved to find none of them broken. In the process, he could not help but discover that the loose boy's clothing concealed a body of strong, flowing curves. Firmly putting that discovery from his mind as best he could, he carefully slid his hands beneath the tunic and, ignoring the odd trembling that inexplicably struck him, confirmed that her ribs were also intact.

With a deep breath, the first in several moments, he drew back and regarded her cautiously. Her only injury seemed to be the blow to her head. She might recover from that completely … or she might never wake and simply slip away into eternal sleep. He had seen both happen with men similarly struck down. Only time would tell.

Fortunately for Dragon's peace of mind, before he could do much more than begin to consider how he might get her to a place of greater comfort and safety, the girl moaned softly. Thinking perhaps he had imagined the sound, indeed had merely willed it into being, he leaned closer and closer still until the soft exhalation of her breath brushed his bearded cheek. His gaze focused on her intently, he watched as her eyes slowly fluttered open.


Chapter
TWO
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HER HEAD HURT. RYCCA WINCED BUT HER instinct was to move, to get up, to get away even if she couldn't quite remember what she was fleeing from. She tried to rise only to be pressed gently back onto the sand.

“Easy, sweetling. You had a bad fall. There are no bones broken but you need to take it slowly.”

The voice was a deep rumble, soothing, seductive, and … all too familiar. Him. He had done this to her, chased her down, driven her right off the edge of the cliff. He'd damn near killed her and now he thought her helpless, prey no doubt to whatever it was he had in mind.

He had a nasty surprise awaiting him.

But not, unfortunately, until her head stopped spinning. With a frustrated moan, Rycca subsided. Dragon took the sound to mean she was suffering and bent over her in concern.

“Does something hurt besides your head? I checked and you seem to be all right but I could be wrong.”

He had checked. What did that mean? She stared directly into his eyes, which looked like ancient gold suddenly revealed to sunlight. Worse, his voice rippled through her, setting off odd little shivers at the same time as it made her feel strangely content.

His hand touched her brow very lightly. She scarcely noticed, so absorbed was she in his look of tender concern. Not that she was fooled by that for a moment. She knew warriors, had lived among them all her life. They were rough, crude men who took what they wanted with no thought but the satisfaction of their own urges. To have fallen from the heady heights of freedom into the very hands of such a man was worse even than falling from the cliff. That, at least, she had survived.

Long experience had taught her the terrible folly of ever showing fear or doubt. Accordingly, she met the warrior's gaze squarely, ignored the strange fluttering of her heart, and snarled, “Get away from me.”

Dragon sighed. He didn't blame her in the least for being angry with him; she had every right to feel that way. What he regretted was his inability to do as she wanted. “I'm sorry,” he said sincerely, “but I cannot. You've been hurt and you need help.”

Truth.

No, it couldn't be. Men didn't apologize, at least not to women. Nor did they extend themselves to help someone unless they expected something in return. The candor and compassion she felt in him had to be false. And that prompted a sudden thought: The tumble down the cliff might have done something to her strange, unwanted gift. Perhaps she no longer had any greater ability to tell truth from lie than did any other person. For that, she would fall down a dozen cliffs.

Yet there was still the tantalizing possibility that the warrior meant exactly what he had said. She eyed him cautiously. “I need no help. Let me up and I will be on my way.”

Patiently, he shook his head. “It is not safe for a woman to be traveling on her own.”

“I was perfectly safe until you crossed my path.”

“Well may you see it that way, but if I hadn't come along, someone else would have and you could be in great difficulty right now.”

If she hadn't known it would hurt, she might have laughed. As it was, she had to content herself with a grimace. “Oh, you mean I could have been chased over a cliff?”

The warrior reddened, not with anger, which she would have understood in response to her derision, but with what looked very much like regret.

“I thought you were a boy in need of better manners. Had I realized you were a girl …” He paused and shrugged. “I would still have come after you because you really should not be without escort. But I would have tried to take you by surprise so you would not run off and get hurt.”

Truth.

“Yes, well, that's fine, but there is no need for you to be concerned. I am meeting my … my brother just a short distance from here.”

Strictly speaking, Normandy was a far journey. But there were much greater distances to go, all the way to fabled Byzantium or even to the lands farther to the east and south. If that weren't enough, there were tales of a land to the west where mountains ran with molten fury and vast vents of steam rose from the sundered earth. Some of those who claimed to have seen such a place told stranger stories yet of a land yet farther to the west, endowed with rugged coastlines and endless forests. Besides all that, Normandy might as well be the neighboring village. So she wasn't really lying … not entirely.

“Fine,” the warrior said. “I will take you to him.”

Rycca closed her eyes in frustration. She opened them again to find him about to lift her into his too-strong arms. “There is no need! I can walk perfectly well. Besides …” She looked around quickly even though it hurt to move her head. “You have no horse.”

He smiled and when he did … oh, sweet heaven, this was so unfair. He was by far the most compelling man she had ever seen, that was truth she could no longer deny. But when he smiled he undid her completely. She had to battle the sudden, mad urge to give him anything and everything he might desire. There was only scant comfort in the knowledge that her head injury might excuse her not being in her right mind.

He stood up, dusting sand off his steely thighs bare beneath his short tunic, and said, “Where does your brother await you?”

“My who?” Her mouth was very dry. That too was because of the fall and had nothing whatsoever to do with his nearness. Her heart was beating too fast probably for the same reason. A fall could do a lot of damage. Stranger yet was the sensation that she still had not touched ground and, indeed, might never do so.

“The brother you are going to meet?” He bent down again and looked at her closely. “Are you having trouble with your memory?”

“No! I'm perfectly fine.” Except that she couldn't tell him where her brother was or he might decide to take her all the way to Normandy. She absolutely would not yield to the temptation that presented.

For that matter, she could not tell him anything. If he discovered who she was and why she was alone, he might take her straight to the very fate she was trying so desperately to elude. A warrior such as he had to be in service to some great lord. Her stomach roiled at the thought. He could be bound by oaths of loyalty that would make him act unquestioningly, no matter how hard she tried to convince him otherwise.

Slowly, ignoring the pounding in her head, she forced herself to sit up too swiftly for him to stop her. Staring into the most perfectly formed male features she had ever seen, she asked the question that was suddenly uppermost in her mind. “Who are you?”

Such a simple question and one he would normally have answered without thought. Yet Dragon was silent. The girl was hiding something, of that he was certain. But what? She had told him nothing about herself save for the mention of a brother he doubted existed. Who then might she be?

She was young; no longer misled by her boy's garb, he judged her to be perhaps seventeen or eighteen. She could be wed and fleeing a husband she thought unkind. Or she might have absconded from a convent, having decided the cloister was not to her liking. If he was going to look at the situation honestly, he had to consider also that she might be escaping prosecution for some crime.

The thing to do was to take her to Hawkforte with him and let Hawk sort it out. Yet he was oddly reluctant to do so. Partly that was because of her beauty, which, the longer he looked at her, became ever more evident. But he knew himself too well to believe he could be swayed by beauty alone. It was her spirit that drew him as well, her courageous if foolhardy daring and her refusal to fawn upon him as women had always done.

The plain fact was that she puzzled him. Almost as much as he loved women and stories, Dragon loved puzzles. That was likely not coincidence. He had thought to steal a few days to hunt and generally distract himself from the fate looming over his head. But now he considered an even more pleasing prospect. He could do right by the girl and divert himself at the same time. Once she understood she had nothing to fear from him, she would confess her secret, whatever it was, and he would see her to safety as recompense for having so endangered her.

That was only fair, but what he would not do was let the darling creature have her way in all matters. He needed no further evidence beyond the fact that she was traveling alone to conclude that her judgment was not the best. He would protect her even from herself.

Having settled the matter in his mind, Dragon acted promptly. “I will tell you who I am when you have told me who you are.”

She scowled at him. “It's just a simple question. Why can't you answer it?”

“Why can't you?”

At a loss for a moment, Rycca recovered quickly. “I asked you first.”

Dragon grinned. He was enjoying this. Better yet, he saw his challenge had distracted her from the pain in her head, which he guessed was considerable. She was still very pale and dark shadows were creeping beneath her eyes. The sooner she accepted that he was going to take care of her, the better.

“I don't think you remember who you are.”

“I do so!”

“Then tell me.”

Rycca started to reply, caught herself, and pressed her lips together in frustration. He had her neatly trapped. The longer she refused to divulge her identity, the more chance he might conclude the worst about her and take her to the authorities. Yet if she let him believe she was impaired from the fall, he would likely be even more determined not to leave her. She couldn't win in either case. Best then to seem to go along with him and wait for a chance to get away.

“My head hurts,” she said. Again not a lie, for her skull pounded savagely. Yet she knew full well he would take it as an admission that her mind was not working properly.

His arms were around her before she could draw breath. He lifted her very gently and with no apparent effort. She was not a small woman but he made her feel absurdly like thistledown. Mayhap there really was something wrong with her mind.

“Where are you taking me?” He could tell her at least that much.

Dragon was already walking, feeling much happier now that he had her where she belonged. He stepped carefully to avoid jostling her. She was trying to keep her head up but that didn't last long. Soon enough she was leaning against his shoulder. “To a lodge no great distance away.”

“Yours?”

“It belongs to a friend but I have the use of it. You can recover there.”

“Then you are from here.”

He looked down at her with a smile. “Did I say that?”

She winced, not up to more banter and feeling very weak. He saw it and was instantly repentant. “Enough chatter. You need to rest.”

She subsided, but before long another question occurred to her. He had said the lodge was no great distance away, yet he had already carried her perhaps half a mile, as far as she could guess. That he did so with no sign of the slightest strain was not something she cared to dwell upon. Instead, she turned her thoughts in another direction.

“Why don't you have a horse?”

He looked at her chidingly but answered anyway. “I do have a horse.”

“Where is it?”

“At the lodge. Enough now, be quiet and rest.”

She obeyed but only because she had no choice. The shock of what had happened to her was finally setting in and she felt unutterably weary. Deciding she would close her eyes for just a few moments, Rycca slept.

HER FEATURES BECAME SMOOTH AGAIN AS THE awareness of pain slipped away. That was good. If only she would stay asleep until they reached the lodge, she might awaken feeling much improved. The lodge was about another hour's walk at the pace the Dragon was keeping. No great distance by his standards. Truth be told, he could have gone on carrying her much longer. There was undeniable pleasure in holding her, despite the circumstances. Of course, he would much rather have had her in his arms awake and amorous, but he wasn't going to think about that.

Instead, he mulled over the mystery she presented. Obviously she'd been headed for somewhere, and Hawk-forte still seemed the likeliest place. What could a lone girl, probably of good family, hope to accomplish there? Was she, perhaps, intending to petition Hawk for redress of some injury? Possibly, but then why hadn't she just said so? Had she really lost her memory? Probably not, for there was too much awareness in those honey-hued eyes. But he was willing to allow that the brother might be real. Perhaps she meant to meet up with him in Hawkforte, but again, why not just say that? Could she have some reason for concealing her brother's identity, more even than her own?

In his most recent letter, Hawk had written of putting down an attempted rebellion by a Mercian lord. Mercia was allied to Wessex, ruled by the great Alfred, who had extended his dominion in other directions including Essex, where men of good sense, Hawk chief among them, were glad to acknowledge him as king. Mercia had done the same but not, apparently, without discord. Could the girl's family have been involved in that?

Dragon frowned, thinking on. Since his brother Wolf's marriage to the Hawk's sister, Dragon had visited Essex several times. He knew it fairly well now but the rest of England was a little hazy in his mind. If he remembered correctly, Mercia was landlocked. Anyone seeking to flee from there would have to go south into Wessex or southeast to Essex. Any other way out would mean going through territory still held by the Danes.

He glanced down at the girl. Sooner or later, he would find out how much trouble she was in. He would not let her go until he did.

The realization that somewhere in the course of the last hour he had come to that decision didn't surprise him. His mind often worked beneath the layers of his awareness. Nor did he much care that acquiring the company of a beautiful Saxon girl would raise eyebrows, at the very least. He was prepared to do his duty. If that didn't satisfy everyone, too bad.

Having decided on a course of action, Dragon continued on in better humor. It did not escape his notice that for a man who had been kicked in the balls only a few hours before, he was in a remarkably good mood. Indeed, he felt far more cheerful than he had in months, ever since realizing he could not dodge what fate had in store for him. Nothing had really changed yet somehow he felt more the master of his destiny. After all the lovely, accommodating women he had known in his life, why being assaulted and snarled at by a copper-haired spitfire should improve his outlook bewildered him. But he did like a challenge and she was that.

However, she was also injured, and honor demanded he put aside all other consideration until she was healed. That being the case, he was relieved to see the roof of the lodge come into view beyond a copse of pines.

It was a small building of rough-hewn planks roofed in thatch. Another, smaller structure was nearby, meant to house the horses that, as he had expected, had already arrived. His attendants had left them as arranged before continuing on their own way to Hawkforte. They would also have fed and watered the beasts since Dragon had no fondness for doing either.

He pushed open the door with his shoulder and stepped inside. There was only one room but it was spacious and comfortably appointed. A large iron brazier sat in the center of the floor below the smoke hole in the roof. A fire had already been laid and awaited only the addition of the glowing embers left in the metal box beside the hearth. Near the fire, set along one wall, was a sleep bench covered with a down-filled mattress, coverlets of finely woven wool, and a lush fur throw. If that was not sufficient indication that the lodge was the property of a wealthy lord, the choice selection of shields and banners hanging from the walls would have informed the least tutored eye.

A finely carved table with chairs and several chests completed the furnishings. From previous visits, Dragon knew there was a shed at the back for food storage and a sauna dug into the nearby hillside. Hawk had built the lodge as a gift for his beloved wife, the Lady Krysta. The pair of them with their baby son used it when they felt the need to escape from their duties and enjoy a few days together. They were also generous about lending it to friends, including Dragon.

He crossed the room and laid the girl carefully on the sleep bench. She scarcely stirred. After a moment's hesitation, Dragon removed her sandals but left the rest of her garb undisturbed. She was skittish enough as it was. Covering her, he went out to check on the horses.

As he expected, his attendants had seen to the animals. There was nothing left for him to do save to look at them warily. There were two, both chestnuts with coats so glossy they held a silver sheen. They were brothers born a year apart to the same mare. Oversized brutes, they could gallop tirelessly all day and charge straight into battle with rambunctious glee. They could also cavort as though they were still colts. When Dragon was fool enough to come near them with apples, they would give him no rest until he fed them, rubbed their velvety noses, and told them how wonderful they were.

He despised them. No, that wasn't fair. He despised the need to have anything to do with them. The animals themselves weren't to blame for that. It wasn't their fault he hated to ride and would never feel at home on the back of a horse no matter how much time he grimly and stubbornly spent there. Not that anyone knew his secret. He rode with the same power and grace he brought to everything but he took no credit for it. The gods had seen fit to endow him with unusual size and strength; he thanked them for it and went about his business. Every chance he got, he planted his feet firmly on the ground and counted on them to get him wherever he was going. They had never failed him, nor did he have to find fodder for them.

The horses, dumb animals that they were, had no hint of his true feelings. They thought he liked them, which probably explained why they were always glad to see him. Even now, they were butting against him, vying for his attention, and making slobbering fools of themselves. He bore it as long as he could, checked again to make sure they had everything they needed, and retreated to the lodge.

The girl was still asleep. She looked to remain that way for quite some time. Dragon plucked a bow and a sheaf of arrows off a peg on the wall and headed out the door.

RYCCA WOKE AS THE SUN WAS DRIFTING LOWER in the sky. She sighed luxuriously and turned over onto her side. What luxury to be in a comfortable bed. Truly, she could not remember the last time she had felt so utterly relaxed. Not at home certainly because she had fled from there and …

Her eyes shot open. She sat up abruptly and looked around. There was no sign of him, for which she was much relieved, and she did not at all feel a small pang of alarm. Absolutely not. Her head still hurt but not as much as it had. Yet did she feel bruised all over, as though the full effects of tumbling down the cliffside were only now making themselves felt.

This must be the lodge he had mentioned. Her brows drew together. The appointments were far more luxurious than she had expected. The bed she was lying in was bigger, softer, and the covers … She plucked the blanket, noting that it was of finely spun wool skillfully woven. There was a large table near the fire. Its sturdy legs were carved in a spiral design and the whole was well polished. Two high-backed chairs startled her for she had never seen but two others like them in her life, her father's chair and the one he kept for honored guests. Yet not even he could boast the beautifully made pillows embroidered with bright flowers that graced each chair and assured the posterior of anyone seated in it would be well content.

Pillows? Slowly, Rycca rose from the bed. The lodge boasted several windows equipped with ox-hide coverings that were rolled up to admit light and air. Beneath them were intricately carved chests. She walked over to one, tentatively lifted the lid, and was surprised when it opened. Instantly, the scent of honeysuckle and lilac rose to greet her. Eyes widening, she bent closer. Directly below the lid of the chest was a wooden tray and in that tray was …

Soap? Perfectly formed circles of soap scented with honeysuckle and lilac replacing the usual smell of rendered animal fat and lye. Astounded, she lifted one and sniffed deeply. Instantly, she felt transported to a summer meadow. As though burned, she dropped the soap and slammed the chest shut. But that could not stop her from scanning the lodge anew, seeing now all the myriad little touches that signified a woman's presence. There were dried flowers hanging from the rafters. The sleep bench was draped with lushly embroidered curtains drawn back by tasseled ties. The iron brackets set in the walls were designed not for torches that would smoke but for precious candles.

No mere woman then but a lady. She must be somewhere nearby, for the chest had been left unlocked. Suddenly acutely conscious of her dirty face, rough clothing, and bruised forehead, Rycca hesitated. Realizing there was nothing to be done about any of that, she steeled herself and eased open the door.

A freshening breeze riffled the tops of the trees. She stepped out and glanced to either side. No hint of movement, no sound of footfall to suggest where the lady might be. But she did hear a low nickering coming from the building she assumed was the stable.

Slowly, she went in that direction. She had almost reached it when a gleaming chestnut head popped out the window. Rycca found herself being gazed upon by the most appealing pair of brown eyes she had ever seen. A rapturous sigh escaped her, escalating to a blatant groan of delight when a second head appeared. There were two of them! A matched pair of magnificent chestnuts, as she discovered when she hurried into the stable. The horses nickered a welcome from their adjacent stalls.

“Oh, look at you!” Rycca crooned in sheer delight at the lithe, powerful animals. She adored horses, had ever since as a tiny child she had clambered aboard her first mount when no one was watching. That it was a warhorse only the strongest men could manage meant nothing to her at all. On the back of a horse, she felt safe and secure, protected from the violence of the world around her and at one with the swift galloping wind. Heaven could not offer anything better.

What a strange day this was turning out to be. Awakening to the sight of the most compelling man she had ever seen, fleeing from him, running right off the edge of a cliff, and now encountering these glorious horses.

Her aches and pains forgotten, Rycca smiled. “Aren't you just wonderful! Aren't you the most beautiful horses ever?”

They agreed with her heartily, tossing their proud heads and nuzzling her until she burst out laughing. “You're such sweethearts! Who owns you? Who deserves a pair like you?”

He had said his horse awaited him at the lodge but the stable contained only these two. Either his mount wasn't here after all or …

Her smile faded. Only a warrior of lordly rank could possess such horses. Likely, they would be the gift of a great noble in thanks for services rendered. There was only one such thane in this part of England, the man called Hawk. A shiver ran through Rycca. She had heard her father and brothers speak of him with fear and envy. Such was his power that people from all walks of life flocked to his side. His stronghold of Hawkforte had become a thriving port and market town as the wiliest merchants prospered under his protection. Rycca herself was making for it because it offered the best possible chance of getting a ship to Normandy. Yet did Hawkforte also pose the greatest possible danger to her should her identity be discovered.

The warriors of the Hawk were said to be the most fearsome in the land. He would certainly fit that description, which made it likely he was a sworn man of the Hawk himself. Praise be to heaven that she had told him nothing!

The realization of how close she really had come to disaster banished the daze of uncertainty that had clung to her since awakening in the unknown bed. She had to get away and quickly before he returned. The horses posed an undeniable temptation. On the back of one of them, she could cover miles in scarcely any time. But so, too, would she be the focus of all eyes. A lone boy riding a horse known to belong to a sworn man of the Hawk could expect to be stopped and challenged.

But she would have no better chance on foot. Belatedly, she realized what should have been starkly evident to her when he appeared hours after she thought she was safely away from him. He had tracked her easily and he would do so again unless she could find some way to conceal all trace of herself.

The problem made her head hurt even more. She left the horses reluctantly and continued to explore around the lodge. There was still no sign of a lady, which, now that Rycca thought about it, was probably fortunate. He had said the lodge belonged to a friend. Likely it belonged to the Hawk himself and unlikely that his lady would be anywhere about without his own presence. Rycca shuddered. She had seen the Lord Hawk once; more to the point, he had seen her. That she might encounter him again chilled her to the bone.

Her head was throbbing by the time she spotted a glint of water just visible through the trees. A narrow trail led down to what proved to be a river. Hope flared within her. If the water was not too deep or fast running, she might be able to escape undetected after all.

Might, if she wasn't half blinded by the sunlight and weak as a day-old kitten. She took a deep breath, trying to find within herself the strength to step into the river, make her way over slippery rocks and fallen branches, and trudge mile after mile for however long it took to reach Hawkforte, presuming the river went that far.

Sooner begun, sooner ended. She had never been one to put things off. Barely had she learned of her family's plans for her than she had laid her own plans for escape. There was no sense waiting around for things to get worse. Yet try though she did, she could not take that first necessary step into the water. She could stare at it, all right, and think about how important it was for her to get away. But there she still was on the riverbank, leaning against a tree and blinking dazedly in the overbright light.

Her whole body hurt. She felt as though she had … fallen off a cliff. The realization made her laugh weakly. How else could she possibly feel? Not that it mattered. She still had to do what she had to do.

Just that first step …

She managed to push herself away from the tree that had been holding her up but the moment she did so, she swayed alarmingly. Reaching out to the sturdy trunk, she steadied herself and took several deep breaths. That seemed to help. Mayhap if she went very quickly, the shock of the water would revive her enough so that she would be able to keep going.

Mayhap she would fall flat on her face and drown. She had escaped death once that day by a hair's breadth. Did she truly want to tempt fate again?

Yet what other choice was
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