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A Lady’s Charade
From across a field of battle, English knight, Alexander, Lord Hardwyck, spots the object of his desire—and his conquest, Scottish traitor Lady Chloe.
Her lies could be her undoing…
Abandoned across the border and disguised for her safety, Chloe realizes the man who besieged her home in Scotland has now become her savior in England. Her life in danger, she vows to keep her identity secret, lest she suffer his wrath, for he wants her dead.
Or love could claim them both and unravel two countries in the process…
Alexander suspects Chloe is not who she says she is and has declared war on the angelic vixen who's laid claim to his heart. A fierce battle of the minds it will be, for once the truth is revealed they will both have to choose between love and duty.
Dedication
To my daughters, for showing me the power of fairy tales, your never-ending belief in love and happily ever afters.
“The secret whispers of each other's watch:
Fire answers fire, and through their paly flames
Each battle sees the other's umber'd face…”
Excerpt from Shakespeare’s, Henry V, Act 4, Prologue
South Hearth Castle
Border of Scotland and England
September, 1415
“Allure! My lady! Ralentir!”
Chloe laughed when she turned around on her speeding horse to spy her French maid. Poor Nicola clutched the hood of her headdress with one hand, her hands scrambling to maintain the reins of her horse, and her bottom bounced up and down at a rather humorous pace.
She conceded her old nurse and slowed her horse to a trot until Nicola could catch up.
“My lady, shame on you. You know better than to ride with such… such… imprudence!”
“Oui.” Chloe chose to concede once more. There was no point in arguing with the woman. Especially when she was sure Nicola would only have the last word.
But she just couldn’t help riding hell bent for leather! They’d been waiting on the coast of France for nearly a fortnight before the ship could safely take them across. Then an entire week had been spent cramped inside a small ship’s cabin, with the swaying and rocking of the vessel. She felt like the nearly three weeks past had been consumed by sitting still, and now that they’d reached Scotland she only wanted to be free. To feel the fresh, clean, crisp air wash over her skin as she rode at break neck speed toward home.
Nicola gave her a disapproving look, but nodded anyway, silvery blonde curls falling out of her headdress. Whether or not she believed Chloe’s apology was sincere, she was accepting of it, it seemed.
They were not alone of course. A dozen of her father’s guard surrounded her, none of them willing to contradict anything Chloe said. Why? She wasn’t sure. Mayhap because she’d been on the continent for so long, they knew not what to expect of her, or perhaps it was simply that they too wanted to reach home. And yet again, it could be that her father had told them not to argue with her. Whatever the reason, she was glad they’d let her have a bit of fun for however fleeting it was.
Chloe turned to the guardsmen who appeared to be in charge. “How much further?”
He looked about himself for a moment before turning back to her. “South Hearth is not much further, mayhap another day. Shall we make camp now, my lady?”
Chloe narrowed her eyes. “South Hearth?”
“Aye, my lady.”
“We are not going to Fergusson lands?”
“That we are, my lady.”
“But you said South Hearth. My family has not held South Hearth for…” She trailed off remembering the last time she’d been at the border holding. Jon had been alive then.
“Nigh on five years now, my lady, but his lordship, your father, has once again proven we Scots shall prevail.”
So, her father had taken siege of the castle again? A lot had happened since she’d been sent to serve the French queen five years ago, at the age of thirteen. She couldn’t say she was surprised, or really upset about it. In fact, she was a little elated. South Hearth was home. She’d grown up there. Hadrian’s Wall was her playground. But the fact remained, if her father had retaken the castle—someone would want it back.
“Let us make camp then.” Chloe tried not to giggle at the look of pure relief that crossed her nursemaid’s face. The woman’s rump must be burning.
The following morning they set out at a slower pace, just after sunrise. They broke their fast with pears and cheese as they rode, all of them eager to reach South Hearth walls. As the sun rose high in the sky, the turrets of the keep were visible over the crest of a hill.
Home.
Chloe broke out into a wide smile, and ignoring the protests of Nicola and her retainers, she prodded her horse into a canter down the road toward the gate. When she arrived, the guards not far behind her, and Nicola bouncing her way painfully down the hill, her smile faded. Guards circled the top of the battlements. The drawbridge was up, the portcullis down, and gate door closed tightly. They expected trouble.
Just as she’d thought. Someone would most definitely be coming to take back the castle. But when was the question.
Before she could open her mouth to order the men to open the way for her, they did so. Calls to her escort were tossed over the walls, and the men she traveled with answered back. As the gates opened, the sounds and smells of the city assaulted her senses. Loud clanking, banging, shouting. Smells of cooking, rubbish, and animals. It all mixed together, and she longed for the French chateau of Queen Isabeau with its pretty smells, and enchanting music.
They rode into town, up the rode past merchants, peasants, clergy and guild workers toward the keep stairs. South Hearth had seemed such a grand place when she was young. Now it only seemed a fort of sorts, not a home.
“My child!” A tall woman atop the steps to the keep came rushing forth.
Chloe recognized her mother immediately. “Maman!” She sped up her horse until she reached the bottom of the keep stairs and then ignoring the hands offered by the guards, leapt to the ground and into her mother’s arms.
It’d been two years since she’d last seen her mother. The Lady Fergusson, had stayed with her for her first few years in service to the French queen, her mother’s cousin, before returning to her husband in Scotland.
Chloe breathed in her mother’s scent, and tried to blink away the sting of tears in her eyes.
“Come, inside. You must be in need of a bath and something to eat.”
Chloe nodded. As they reached the tops of the steps, Nicola finally drew up to the courtyard, a harried looking knight beside her. The maid had probably given the man a good tongue lashing, only because Chloe herself wasn’t there to receive the punishment.
“It is so good to be home.”
“Oui, I am glad you finally arrived. We were beginning to worry. Your father and I expected you over a week ago.”
She threaded her arm through her mother’s as they made their way up the spiral staircase to the upper chambers. “There was a storm, and the sea was not safe. We had to wait nearly two weeks before boarding the ship.”
“Ah, I see. At least you have arrived safely. If you hadn’t come by tomorrow a search party was going to be sent out.”
Chloe gasped. “Did you not get my missive?”
“Missive?” They stopped walking and her mother turned toward her, her brows drawn together in concern.
“Oui, Maman. I sent a message to warn of our delay.”
“I received no such warning.”
A chill ran up Chloe’s spine. Had her missive been intercepted? Chloe shook her head. As bad as it was, she dearly prayed the messenger had simply pocketed her coin and spent his time leisurely perusing some bawdy French coastal tavern. She’d seen plenty of the wanton women lining the docks, lifting their skirts to show not so pretty calves.
“I shall ask your father about the missive. No matter, let us not dwell on it.”
Her mother led her to her old chamber, the furnishings surprisingly the same. Those who’d occupied South Hearth after them had not bothered to change it. Her dark polished oak wardrobe was still against the wall. She walked in and ran her hand up the post of the large bed, then sat on the chest of carved oak with roses at the end. The tapestries were even the same. She gazed with nostalgic wonder at the bright blues, golds, reds and greens woven into a picturesque scene of a knight saving a damsel outside a fairy tale castle. She’d spent hours staring at the scene, picturing what her own husband would be like.
“After you’ve had a chance to rest, please come to the great hall. Your father would like a word with you about your future.”
Chloe turned a quizzical look on her mother, who had the foresight to look guilty. “My future?” Her mother’s countenance could only mean their plans would not be seen well in her own eyes.
“Oui.”
“Please, maman, can you not explain?” she pleaded with her mother. She’d only just returned home. Could her mother not just tell her?
“The great hall, ma cherie.”
Chloe hurried through her ablutions, feeling refreshed from her journey and donned the rich blue and gold brocade gown Nicola picked out for her. She rolled her eyes to heaven with frustration at how slow the maid took to plait her hair before donning the matching blue and gold headdress. Her gold braided girdle fitted over her hips, the ends of the tied cord coming halfway down her thigh. She tucked her dirk in place, put on her slippers, and batted Nicola’s hands away.
Although her mother had advised her to rest, this Chloe could not adhere to. Her life was at stake. She rushed to the great hall, where the servants were busy setting out goblets, wine jugs and platters of delicious meats, vegetables in delectable sauces, almonds, figs, and large loafs of bread with steam still rising from their crusty shells.
Her mother stood beside her father who sat in his great chair at the center of the trestle table, her hand on his shoulder.
“Papa,” Chloe said, dipping into a low curtsey.
“How is it that you were only in France for five years, yet you came back with a French accent?” Despite his rebuke, her father smiled, although it was rough around the edges.
“If it pleases, I will try to refrain.”
“You are a dutiful daughter, are you not?”
“Oui—I mean, yes, Papa.”
The baron had changed little in the five years since she’d been gone. He was still strong, fit, and the way he looked at her, still wished she’d fallen instead of her brother Jon. For all his anger at the turn of events though, beneath his hard exterior, she thought she saw a spark in his eyes. Pride perhaps. Pride for her. At least, she could hope that’s what it was.
“Sit down,” he ordered, his hand sweeping out to indicate the chair beside him. Her mother took her cue, and sat on his other side.
“I am pleased you have returned safely.” He awkwardly patted her hand.
“As am I. It is good to be home.” Chloe kept her gaze in her lap.
“Glad, I am, that you feel that way. South Hearth belongs to the Fergussons. It always has, and we will never let some Sassenachs take it from us again!” At this, he pounded his fist on the table.
Chloe jumped at the sudden movement, but quickly recovered herself.
“As for you, daughter, you will be married.”
“Married?” Chloe couldn’t keep herself from responding, or from the horror that invaded her voice. She didn’t want to marry. Not yet anyway. She hadn’t been home more than a few hours. There’d been no time to meet any of the eligible bachelors, make her choice. But from the determined set of her father’s jaw, she could easily surmise, there wouldn’t be a choice. The picture of her own knight sweeping her off her feet reared up and then started to fade away.
“Aye. You will do your duty.” His statement left no room for argument.
“My duty.” Chloe let the words roll off her tongue. How bitter and rancid they tasted.
“My second in command, Angus is in need of a wife. Since Jon, my son and heir has passed on from this earth, I naturally want to make sure the Fergusson clan is in capable hands. Your duty as my daughter, and only child, is to marry whom I choose for that purpose.”
“Angus.” Chloe tried to remember the man, and then there he was, melting from the woodwork it seemed as he suddenly appeared at the table.
He was old, nearly her father’s age. Still built like a warrior, but old none the less. His face was cruel. Lines etched into the corners of his eyes and brow. But no lines around his mouth. He didn’t smile much.
When she met his eyes—cold watery brown eyes—he nodded.
“Angus, you remember my daughter, Lady Chloe?” her father asked, without even so much as looking at Angus or herself.
Angus didn’t say a word, just nodded again.
The man sat down, and the meal began. She watched as he stabbed at a piece of meat, the movement almost like he was stabbing at her heart. There was no talk of wedding plans or even a date, and for that, Chloe was relieved. Mayhap she could push it far enough off, that the man might perish. What a perfectly horrid thing to think! She berated herself and immediately said a prayer for the man’s health.
After that, Chloe tuned out the conversation, and no one made any comments to her either. When the meal was complete, she snuck out the buttery door and headed for the family chapel. No one deigned to stop her, and even if they did, she would have pushed past them. Her father was going to force her to marry the cruel, old, Angus. From the look of him, he would be rough with her, unkind. Not a match she would have chosen for herself if they were the two last people on earth, and humankind’s survival depended on it.
Duty. Honor.
Angry tears welled in her eyes. She’d always thought she had a good sense of honor and duty. But never in her life had they been put to the test. Not until now. At the French court, all the men she had interaction with were romantic, handsome, not rigid and cold.
She entered the chapel and went to kneel before the altar. She crossed herself and began her prayers. Prayers for strength. Prayers for salvation. Prayers for patience. Prayers that her parents might change their minds.
When she finished, she exited the back of the chapel and headed for the family crypt. Would Jon’s tomb still be there? Had the heathen’s who’d taken South Hearth from them before destroyed consecrated grounds? She was relieved when she found his tomb, undisturbed. Carved with his name, birth and death dates, their family motto, beside several other Fergussons. She dropped to her knees and let the tears fall.
“Oh, Jon!” Her head feel into her hands.
If only her brother were still here, still alive. He would have been able to talk sense into her father. Not make her marry his second in command, simply because he didn’t want to lose a battle.
Then again, mayhap Jon would still be there if it weren’t for her.
She wiped her tears away with the length of her sleeve and tilted her head to the heavens. She stared up at the graying sky. Jon had been her best friend, her confidante. He’d taught her so much, loved her for who she was.
“Help me,” she whispered to the sky. “Show me a sign that you are there. That you can hear me!”
But there was nothing. And she was sitting on the ground in front of his tomb talking to no one.
With a heavy sigh she stood and ambled her way back to the keep.
Calais, France
Mid-October, 1415
The air was crisp and ripe with the scents of battle. The metallic odor of blood wafted in the morning fog. The smell of the dead and the living intermingled to create an aroma that can only come after fierce warfare. Whoops and hollers echoed across the fields from the victorious men. Groans of pain drifted in the wind.
There are some days that remain the same, and some days that change the entire path of your life. Today would be one of those days.
Lord Alexander Drake, Baron of Hardwyck, walked briskly to the ornately decorated tents upon the hill. His heart beat erratically in his chest. The rush from such a fierce fight and jubilation at victory raced through his veins. The guards nodded and stepped aside. King Henry V sat in his high-backed wooden chair, a serene expression on his face.
“Your majesty, I came as soon as I received your message.” Alexander bowed low to his sovereign. He made sure to drop his gaze, as the good king did not like his vassals to look him in the eyes.
Discreetly Alexander sniffed himself. The stench was not as strong as he feared. At least he wouldn’t offend his leader too much.
“Lord Hardwyck. Stand. I am pleased you came so quickly.”
“It is my pleasure to serve you, majesty.” As he stood, Alexander attempted to wipe some of the blood from his hands.
“By the faith I owe to God and Saint George, you Lord Hardwyck, have made your king proud. However, before I can let you return to your holdings in England, I have one last conquest for you, which you will find benefits you greatly.”
“I am humbly at your service, majesty.” From the corner of his eye, Alexander could see his own father, the Earl of Northumberland, enter the tent and nod in approval to the king’s words.
Inwardly he groaned. Although the idea of another conquest excited him, he was disappointed he would not be returning home. His men were tired, he hadn’t seen his lands in months and he was in dire need of a warm, soft and willing wench. How long would this next conquest last?
It had to be nearly four months, since they left England to assist the king in regaining his lands and titles in France. Alexander was only too happy for the king they’d done well. They’d just won the battle of Agincourt. It was a bloody affair, one they weren’t sure at first they’d be able to win, having been outnumbered nearly three to one. Alexander was lucky to have only lost twenty of his men, and only too glad the dysentery epidemic seemed to pass right by his regiment.
“Baron Fergusson crossed the borders from the insufferable Scotland Lowlands and laid claim to South Hearth Castle,” King Henry claimed.
Alexander’s gaze shot to his father. South Hearth was one of his father’s holdings in the north of England, just on the border, and often a seat of great controversy between the Scots and themselves—the former believing the holding was on Scottish lands. He was also aware that Fergusson was the last Scottish chief to rule over South Hearth and its lands.
“Even with our latest treaty, the damnable Scots will act like savages. I have heard on good authority, he is planning a siege against several of our other holdings on the border of Scotland. He is a difficult man, a most treacherous man. I feel he will attempt an attack soon. That cannot happen. We must attack first. You will besiege South Hearth and return it to English rule.” King Henry took a deep breath. The king’s eyes bored into Alexander, causing him to shift with unease. “I wish to further foolproof the deed.”
“Aye, my liege?” Alexander’s stomach twisted into knots. He wasn’t against battle, he wasn’t against killing an enemy, but the look in his leader’s eyes said there was something much different about this mission. What could the king mean? What further could he do, besides regaining control, to ensure it was indeed theirs to keep?
“You will marry the Baron’s daughter, Lady Chloe Fergusson.”
Alexander’s eyes shot up, his mouth dropped open and his ears began to ring. Had he heard correctly? For certes he wanted to slide between the sheets with a woman, but a wife? That was not part of his plan.
King Henry narrowed his gaze, and Alexander lowered his eyes. This couldn’t be. He couldn’t marry. A painful burning knotted his stomach, and he swallowed the bile threatening to rise in his throat. Marry a Scot? The thought of marrying an Englishwoman was bad enough. Scotswomen were ill bred, bloated fishwives.
“Once you have besieged South Hearth, Baron Fergusson and his followers are to be imprisoned. Anyone who attempts to go against you should be executed. Marry the girl as soon as possible. South Hearth Castle, the lands and a new title will be yours. I am happy to offer them to you knowing they will be in English hands.”
Alexander blinked. The lands would have gone to him in any case upon his father’s death. In essence, he was inheriting early—and inheriting a wife along with it. “Majesty, there must be another way besides marriage to secure our position.”
“Nay, Dragon, there is not. I want Fergusson to know he’s crossed the line for the last time.” Calling Alexander by his warrior name and giving him a piercing stare, made it all too clear King Henry would not change his position. “I suspect the baron has much support in Scotland and France. There are many that do not believe in my just rights and inheritances.” The king began to sputter. “By all the saints, I only do what God has ordained me to do!”
“Aye, your grace. We shall leave at once.” There was no use in arguing further with the king. He’d made a decision and this was the way it would be. There was no other choice but for Alexander to follow his rule.
He made his bows to the king, and left the tent. Being a knight and lord under the king was a trying position. He certainly loved what he did. He enjoyed training his soldiers, loved to see them do well in battle, felt blessed he’d made it thus far to eight and twenty years with nary a serious wound. But marry?
“My son,” the Earl of Northumberland clasped his arm outside the tent, his bony fingers pressing hard against Alexander’s chinked armor. “You have done a most glorious duty for the king if he believes you are to be honored in such a way.”
Alexander snorted. “A Scots woman? They’re all barbarians.” He ground his heel into the dirt, letting his latest duties sink in. “God’s teeth!” he said under his breath. “‘Tis a great honor to gain the notice and love of my king. However, the wife I may not cherish so much.”
A bitter laugh escaped his father’s lips. “No need to worry so much about your wife. There are many ways to handle a woman. Just remember she is merely that. A woman. She is to do your bidding. Show her the strong side of your fist. You may well enjoy having someone to rub your feet at night, and bed when you please. Your cock will thank you for it.”
“Ah, Father, I can have any woman any time,” Alexander boasted. “’Tis not that which I am concerned about. ‘Tis a knife slitting my throat while I sleep.”
His father laughed a brittle old laugh. He was wraith thin, his cheekbones jutting from his face. “Not to worry, my son. She will most likely be too busy cowering in the corner.”
The image was distasteful. No matter how much of an ugly, flatulent shrew she would most likely be, Alexander hoped she wouldn’t spend her time cowering in the corner. He’d never beat a woman either. Although he wanted his wife to be obedient, he certainly didn’t want her to be a simpering fool. He’d heard tell despite their boorishness, Scotswomen were feisty, lusty and inventive. But that was only a rumor. If he was lucky, perhaps the fact that he had to marry wasn’t so bad, knowing that the bedding would be eventful.
“’Twill be an easy task for you. The bloody Scots savages are no match for your seasoned knights.” His father fluttered his hands in an exaggerated motion.
Alexander knew taking siege of the castle would not be difficult. He and his knights were the best. Once he was in control he’d imprison the worthless lot of them.
“Yes, father. Will you join me?” He prayed the man would say no.
“No, my son. I have much to do at home. I am leaving for England in the morning. I will come to Hardwyck when you return.”
Just the mention of his village and keep brought an ache to his heart. He’d been on campaign so long he wasn’t sure what a down-filled mattress felt like anymore. Camp followers filled his more baser needs, but laying with a wench on the ground who’d just been with another knight moments before wasn’t his style. How he wished to sleep in his own bed, pull a willing maid between the sheets. He even longed to hold court just to see his town’s people and how things faired.
They reached Alexander’s tents. “I will see you soon,” he said to his father. “From what I understand, it shall not take me long to conquer South Hearth and Fergusson.”
“Aye. Goodbye, my son.” His father did not embrace him. He never did. A simple nod was all the affection Alexander ever expected or received. Except for the daily beatings he’d received as a child. But he supposed the rigid, violent way his father reared him had made him who he was today. He returned the cold gesture and turned to his waiting men. They stood ready, awaiting their new orders.
“Men, we’ve gained a great honor today.” Alexander explained their latest charge by the king, and smiled as his men shouted their approval. Their enthusiasm sparked his blood and he hollered with them. As they pumped themselves up to move out, he became aware that he was truly ebullient. He would be gaining more land, giving him more wealth and more power. However, Alexander couldn’t keep his mind from reeling. He would be married in a few days time. Most likely a father within the year.
Would it change him much? First and foremost he was a knight to the king, a man of valor. He would make sure to do his duty for England first. He would have to make his new wife understand her position. Perhaps he would leave her at South Hearth after he was sure she conceived and then return to Hardwyck with the son she would bare him. The two holdings weren’t so far apart that he couldn’t keep an eye on her and her traitorous tendencies, for weren’t all Scots traitors and women weak?
His mother died when he was young and the subsequent three different women his father married were frail and panic-stricken. Fear filled their eyes when his father entered the room.
Would Lady Chloe be that way?
“Let’s move out!”
Thoughts of marriage were making him churlish. He needed a good fight. Hopefully the exercise of riding would abate some of his frustration at the situation.
“My lord, we are ready.” Edward his loyal vassal stood by his side.
Alexander nodded in his direction.
“May I speak freely, my lord?”
“Edward, you know I am always open to hear what you have to say. You’ve kept me sane these last years.”
“I simply do my duty to the mighty Dragon.” He paused in his words. “Are you ready?”
“Ready?”
“Ready for the fate the king has destined for you.”
Alexander turned to his loyal friend. Concern was etched on Edward’s face. Alexander sought to ease his concern.
“I shall be fine, Edward. It is only lands and a wife I gain. I have not been sentenced to death. It is a great reward.”
“Aye, marriage is a great reward.” A nostalgic look crossed his face.
“You miss Lady Anne?”
“Aye.”
“I can only pray my new wife is as sweet and beautiful as yours. But I suppose sweetness is too much to ask from a Scotswoman.”
Edward laughed. “Aye, and let us hope she is a beauty for your sake and ours. Should you be stuck with an ugly shrew for a wife, your line may die with you.”
Alexander slapped Edward on the back, a loud guffaw escaping him. “Let us ride my friend. I am in need to see sooner than later what this Lady Chloe looks like.”
The men and horses felt Alexander’s need to ride fast and complied without complaint. Although outwardly he was in control leading his men, inwardly his thoughts were in turmoil.
Would it be then, he should die murdered in his bed rather than on the field of battle? Or perhaps the marriage bed would be a field of battle. Steamy thoughts passed through his mind. Long silky legs wrapped around his waist. A warm velvet woman to lay with morning, noon and night. Braies now tight in the middle, he was thankful no one could see his desire. It had been too long since he’d been with a woman.
Alexander shook his head. He was the Dragon. A fierce and mighty warrior. His woman would do his bidding or suffer his wrath. If his new wife wanted a war, wanted to battle against him, so be it. He would take on this woman whatever she brought upon him. He would be her lord and master. He would tame her combative spirit. Train her.
Yes, that is what he’d do. He would teach her the ways a wife, his wife, should respond to him. She would obey. She would acquiesce to his demands. No one ever dared to counteract his orders. She would be no different.
Yes, she would do more than just be a dutiful wife. She would be grateful to him.
After all, she should be so lucky he wouldn’t lock her away with the rest of her family.
South Hearth Castle, English and Scottish Border
November, 1415
A full night’s sleep and a cup of her mother’s specially made herbal tea did nothing to heal Chloe’s aching head and heart.
She’d refused to break her fast with her father. Still overwhelmed and even angry that he’d decided her fate without so much as asking her how she felt.
“Mademoiselle.” Nicola entered the room and crossed quickly to where Chloe sat in a window seat, gazing out at the horizon, an untouched embroidery hoop in her lap. “Would you care to take a walk in the gardens? Your maman, is requesting your presence.”
“There are no flowers in bloom, Nicola.”
“This is true, but your mother has a pretty pond with fish swimming in it. And a lovely maze made of shrubs.”
“Hmm…” Perhaps the exercise and fresh air would do her some good. She couldn’t sit inside and mourn the passing of her youth and freedom forever. Might as well enjoy what little time she had left before she was shackled to Angus. A date had still not been set, and she sincerely hoped it was because her parents were looking for another match.
“Let us put on your mantel, so you don’t catch a chill, d’accord?”
Chloe nodded, and stood, her embroidery slipping from her lap, forgotten.
When she reached the gardens her mother was standing by the pond, which housed a marble statue of a stag in its center. Chloe felt a little like the stag. Hunted.
“Chloe. Come look.”
She did her mother’s bidding and stared into the pond. The fish looked rather ugly, browns, blues, greens. Nothing too exotic or exciting. She looked away, wishing she were back in France.
“Mother, must I marry?”
Her mother didn’t ask what she was referring, her mind probably consumed with the idea as well. “Oui.”
“I am fearful of it.”
The baroness nodded. “Marriage is a weighty duty.”
Had he mother no other words of comfort? She tore some bread from a chunk in her hands and tossed small pieces into the water.
“If your brother was here, you would not have to do this.” Her mother’s voice held no emotion. No blame, no cynicism, or sadness. Nothing.
Chloe couldn’t take it anymore. “Am I always to be blamed for his death?”
“No one blames you, my child, ‘tis simply a fact.”
Tears burned her eyes, but she gritted her teeth against letting her emotions take away her control. “If father wasn’t always so bent on conquering clans and the English, Jon would still be alive. It’s his fault, not mine! The men never would have attacked if father hadn’t provoked them! Jon was trying to save me, he was a hero! That man—” Chloe pointed toward the keep. “He is the only one to blame for my brother’s death!”
The baroness gasped, and struck Chloe on the cheek. Chloe hadn’t seen the blow coming, felt the sting of it all the way to her toes.
“Do not ever speak of your father and your brother in the same breath again.”
Her mother pivoted on her heel and headed inside the keep. Chloe stayed put, unable to move. When had her mother turned against her?
****
Alexander sat atop his horse, Hero, just beyond the village walls of South Hearth. Concealed by the dense forest for the moment, a field separated him from the gates and entry to the holding. Surprise filled him—the place was not as heavily armed as he would have suspected. The walls that surrounded the village had a few archers walking their paths on top, but that appeared to be it. Either Fergusson was a bloody fool or a damn site too cocky.
In any case, Alexander’s mission just became a whole lot easier.
Alexander surveyed his surroundings. The chilly evening air blew around him. The smell of peat fires burning reached inside of his chilled nostrils. The archers would see them coming once they marched onto the field. It would be best for him to take only a few men, and demand they open the gates.
Another gust of wind blew. Armor definitely wasn’t warm attire when the chilly air hit it, cooling it to the touch. He shifted on Hero, and thanked God there had not been any snow yet.
Alexander and his men traveled for nigh on two weeks to get to South Hearth. Once they’d crossed the pond from France, they’d ridden slowly and stealthily through the nights and slept most of the days, so they wouldn’t be seen. They didn’t want to take a chance the people of South Hearth would be warned of their impending arrival.
He intended to overtake the village, the keep, the people, and to marry the daughter of Baron Fergusson without a fight. From the looks of the place, there may be only fifty knights inside. However, from what the king said, the baron was a tricky man. Perhaps he would be smart enough to keep his knights well hidden. Alexander didn’t let the idea of men just as stealthy as his own, surrounding him right then and there, flit too long in his mind.
He kept a keen ear for any noise, and signaled to his best lookouts to search the area for any sign of another army. When the lookouts returned they informed Alexander they were alone. A satisfied smile crossed his lips.
The Dragon was back.
Alexander signaled to a few of his men to follow him out onto the field. They carried the Dragon’s crest on one flag as well as a white flag signaling to the archers, friends approached. Shouting could be heard from atop the battlements, but Alexander and his men continued to move forward.
“Guard, open the gate,” Alexander shouted.
“State your name and purpose.”
“It is I, Lord Alexander of Hardwyck. I have come to have words with your master on behalf of his majesty, Henry V, King of England.”
“My master knows no such name or of your arrival.”
The king’s fears of Fergusson turning against the treaty were indeed true. “Surely he knows the name of the King of England, for he occupies an English castle. Go and tell him.”
The guard looked confused. He opened his mouth to speak and then closed it again.
Another guard came to speak to Alexander. “We have orders from our lord not to let you enter.”
“I suggest you open your gates immediately or risk that I shall take both your heads.”
The guards laughed, making Alexander’s blood boil.
“Open the gates at once for your new master,” he bellowed.
The guards stopped their laughter and looked down at Alexander.
“Our new master? What say you I put an arrow through your heart?” the new guard said.
“I say then you will have to deal with my army, and yet another new master who will not be as forgiving. Should you happen to live, which is doubtful, you will be tried for treason against the king, tortured and then die a horrendous death—your body scattered across the north, south, east and west.”
They chewed on his words a minute and then disappeared.
“Edward, signal the rest of the men to join us. These buffoons do not realize the seriousness of the situation. Perhaps our numbers can force them to open the gates.”
As Alexander sat upon his horse on the grounds in front of the great wall, he assessed the impressive castle. Despite the land having fallen into his father’s hands, he had yet to venture this far north. The castle rose high into the sky beyond the walls. Tall turrets were placed on either end. The long structure in the middle was lit up by torches and candles. It was teaming with life.
Movement caught his attention and Alexander looked up. As he stared at what would soon be his, a covering slid back from an upper window. Out stared what could only be described as a glorious vision.
Dark long hair flowed around her. She was missing the traditional crispine and reticulated head-dress that many of the women at the English court wore. He’d seen some Scotswomen in passing and they’d worn a covering too, but not this maiden. Her hair cascaded in waves around her. A chill passed through him, and he had to suppress a shudder. She was a daring woman. What else did she dare to do?
Her creamy white skin glowed in the night. The moonlight from without, and candlelight from within her room, cascaded around her, creating a halo. She looked every bit the delicious angel. Could it be a sin to feel such need to stroke the skin of an angel?
Alexander’s armor suddenly felt too constrictive as his body hardened. His skin began to sizzle as lust coursed through his veins. Perhaps it was from the knowledge this woman could be his forever.
Was it possible the raving beauty staring down at him was Lady Chloe Fergusson? It was probably too good to be true, but if it were she, at least one good thing would come out of this. He would have a pretty little wench by his side. And from the looks of her, she was a feisty, sensual woman.
He lifted his face plate to get a better look at the vision before him. His body now on fire, was oblivious to the cool wind which swept into the front of his helmet and down his neck.
He lifted his sword and pointed at the beauty. He wanted to let her know she would be his. He felt possessive now. She would be his and his alone.
“You are mine!” Alexander roared over the walls of the castle.
He could not tell whether she heard his words or not. But he knew she’d seen him, was looking at him, watching him as he watched her. Blood pumped through his veins.
Then she was gone, leaving his body burning with a fever of possession and lust. Alexander felt powerful sitting there, knowing that although the castle was vast and filled with many, he would overthrow it. He would obtain it. He would have the people bow down to him.
He would have her.
****
Fear consumed her.
Hand flattened to her chest, Chloe pressed her back to the cold stone wall. She let the curtain fall from her grasp, and it billowed in the late fall wind. Crisp air blew softly over her skin. And yes, her flesh was raised, but not from the chill—from fright.
She dared look again through the slit.
Warriors, clad in shining metal armor filled the space beyond the castle walls. Trebuchets at the ready. Just as she’d suspected, they’d come back for what was theirs. One knight, mightier than the others took her breath away. She felt possessed by him, and yet all he’d done was point—the light from the moon glinting off the end of his sword and the dragon carved on his shield. The skin on her chest tingled as if the very tip of that blade had touched her, even pierced her, just the tiniest of nicks. She patted frantically at her chest for blood, even knowing that she wouldn’t find any.
What had her father done?
She may have been a woman of tender age, but even at eighteen she knew right from wrong and a lie from the truth.
Judging from the onslaught of military might hailing at them from beyond the castle walls, South Hearth did not belong free and clear to the Fergusson clan as announced by her father.
The English were claiming it back.
Her chest heaved with labored breaths. Her heart raced a staccato inside her chest. Between the two she was sure her ribs would burst at any moment. South Hearth had been her childhood home. She could almost here her father as he’d ranted at supper that evening, “One day, when I am gone, you and your husband will rule the Fergusson clan, and South Hearth shall remain in Scots hands, not bloody English scum!” Her father had the best of intentions for the clan, she was sure. He was more of a man of action rather than thought. And on more than one occasion she was clear he cared more for himself and his reputation than her future. Trying to claim back South Hearth would only create a lifetime of struggle for her as a leader. But then again, he wanted her to marry his second in command, so perhaps he didn’t fear that she’d have to deal with it, but her husband. But she’d made a decision that afternoon by the pond. For as long as she could, she would refuse his wishes. Not even if they dragged her bound and gagged to the altar would she marry Angus.
“My lady!” shrieked Nicola. The woman rushed into the room, tripping on her own gown before lifting it with trembling hands. “Come, we must go.”
“Wh-what?” Leave? She couldn’t run away. Not from her parents, her people, her duties. She may not want to marry whom her parents chose for her, but that didn’t mean she would desert the clan altogether.
“Your parents have instructed me to hide you away. Come now, they said they’d be along. We must hurry.” Nicola’s French accent grew heavier with her own fear.
She started to thrust changes of clothes into a satchel, then stopped.
“Nicola, what are you talking about?”
Shouting, clanging, and general hysteria whistled in from the open window.
“Oh, mon dieu, they are upon us! Their leader intends to take back the castle and marry you! Away, we must be away!” She turned about the room, and paced, like a hen looking for her chicks, but not actually seeing what surrounded her.
“Nicola!” She didn’t mean to shout, but she needed the woman to regain some sense.
The maid stopped her mindless circling and grasped Chloe on the wrist. “This way, ma cherie.”
She pulled back the tapestry on the wall of Chloe’s fantasy knight, opened the secret panel and pushed Chloe inside. The corridor was dark and musty. The air so thick with age it choked her. She coughed and put her hand on the wall to steady herself. Something small and hairy crawled across her fingertips. She shrieked.
“My lady, non! You must be silent, else they hear you.” Nicola shut the panel door, grasped Chloe’s hand and pulled her through the darkness.
What seemed like hours passed, until finally, they reached the end. They squeezed through a tight rocky opening, pushed back foliage, and emerged into the woods beyond South Hearth’s castle walls. From what she knew, the enemy lay in wait all around her. She bit her lip to keep from whimpering.
Nicola motioned her forward, and together they walked stealthily south for several hours, not stopping for a break, fear of being attacked their motivation to keep going. Two old nags tied to a tree in the middle of the forest came into view. Nicola indicated for her to mount one, while she mounted the other. They continued their journey south in silence, well into the night. Why were they headed South? They were for sure well into England now. When it was nearly dawn they pulled to a stop outside a small abandoned croft.
“Your parents told us to stay here. They will rendezvous with us by morning.” Nicola opened the door and hustled her inside.
“But we are in England,” Chloe said, stating the obvious.
“Oui, my lady. Your maman thought it safest.”
Chloe shivered. “Can we light a fire, I’m chilled.”
“Non, my lady. ‘Twill only bring attention. Here you must change into this.” Nicola handed her a pile of clothes and a cloak. “Peasant clothes, no one will recognize you.”
Her maid set out a meager meal of bread, cheese and watered wine. “Eat when you are ready, ma cherie. Rest. Lord and Lady Fergusson will fetch us very soon.”
Very soon turned into weeks. Chloe was scared, nervous. An emotional disaster. Not knowing what had become of anything left her hands a wringing mess. Had the English army massacred her parents? Her clan? Was anyone left?
Their supplies depleted and with nothing to eat, Nicola and Chloe decided it was best to hunt for whatever berries, nuts, roots and other vegetation they could find.
They tried to find berries, but it was now December, and there was no hope of foraging. Chloe had only a dagger, and no bow and arrows with which to hunt. Their bellies rolled with hunger.
“My lady, do you hear that?” Nicola asked.
Chloe listened, and in the distance could hear the sounds of horse’s hooves, men thrashing through the brush. “Maman! Papa!”
They rushed back to the croft, but stopped short, Nicola running into Chloe’s back. Sitting atop horses in front of the hut, was a frightening sight. These men were not her parents, nor were they from her clan. They were English. Knights, and what looked like a lord, with a wrinkled face of nearly sixty summers, who sat front and center, a thick ermine cloak covering his rakish figure.
Fear snaked its way around her throat, and she stood motionless, unable to speak, even breath.
“Ho, there.” The leader raised his hand. “I was not aware this croft was occupied.”
Chloe’s mind raced for an answer. “We’ve only just arrived.”
“You are French.” His eyes narrowed as he took in her appearance.
Dressed in peasants clothing, the lord would not have been able to recognize that Chloe was indeed of noble birth, and lucky for her, her French accent hid her Scottish heritage.
“Yes.”
“Are we not at war with the French?” A few of his men snickered. Some licked their lips with anticipation, like they were going to eat her alive.
She nodded. “But you see, my father was English, and I feel the blood of England flows through my veins much richer then that of the French.”
The old lord laughed. The sound was brittle and made him cough. He had wisps of gray hair the fluttered with the wind. His cheek bones were prominent, jutting out of his face. “Then I should not kill you?”
“No!” she lamented.
Nicola whimpered behind her.
“Very well. Perhaps I can take you to my village where you will be much safer and more comfortable. Hmm?” His offer was enticing, but there was something inherently foreboding about the man. A shiver raced along her spine. But then Nicola’s stomach growled, and hers did in turn. “Two women, alone should not be walking about the forest. Have you not heard the news?”
“News?” Chloe echoed, still trying to formulate in her mind if they should run or go with this man.
“Aye. A band of Scottish heathens is running about these parts. They tried, only the Lord knows why, to take back the English stronghold of South Hearth. Simpletons, brigands, savages, they are.”
Chloe gulped. The English had won the battle. Were her parents dead? Still searching for her?
“What say you?” the lord asked. His men leaned forward, eager to hear her answer.
Despite her instincts yelling for her to say no, she acquiesced. She could hear Nicola’s sigh of relief behind her.
They gathered their sad mounts and what little belongings they had, and set out with the knights. They rode their horses for hours, and still the lord and his knights had not offered them a morsel to eat. The sun faded beneath the sky when they made camp.
The men set about making fires, handing out provisions and setting up crude tents. When yet again no one offered them food, drink or sleeping space, Chloe grew wary. Why had the lord offered to take them along if he was only going to ignore them?
“Ladies, please.” The lord’s brittle voice rang out in the night as he indicated for them to come and sit beside him near the fire.
Hands clasped together, Nicola and Chloe approached, then sat on the cold ground. One knight passed them a jug of wine, another some oatcakes, and another dried meat.
Chloe tried with all her might not to tear into the food, but she couldn’t help it, she was ravenous. The men spoke softly, their lecherous eyes roving over the women as they spoke, telling stories of their time overseas fighting the French and then back home fighting the Scots. They told of how they’d tortured, burned, raped and pillaged. Chloe tried desperately to listen, learn some news about her family, but she couldn’t distinguish one tale from the other. And the vile things they said had her mind reeling.
Her nerves were so frazzled, and her bladder full. If they had to run into the night to escape these would be rapists, they would. It was becoming more and more obvious that the men had not taken them along to help them, but for much worse. “Nicola, let us freshen up in the woods,” she whispered to her maid.
“Oui.”
“If you’ll excuse us, my lord.”
“With pleasure.” But the smile on his face was not pleasant, it was sinister in fact.
When they broke through the trees at the edge of the clearing, Chloe grasped Nicola’s hand in hers and they started to run. But the men were fast and on their heels. One grasped Nicola’s mantel ripping it from her.
Chloe tripped and fell to the ground, kicking out at her assailants.
“S’enfuir! S’enfuir pour sauver sa peau!” Nicola screamed.
And run for her life, she did. Chloe scrambled to her feet and took off, the screams of her maid, grunts and laughter of the men echoing in her ears. One brittle, laugh rang out most of all, followed by hacking coughs.
****
Something nibbled on her fingers. No pecked.
Chloe opened her eyes and shooed away the black crow that pecked at the blood on her fingertips from where she’d grasped and grabbed at the ground—rocks and sticks tearing the flesh from her. Then she stilled and listened.
Nothing but the sounds of nature greeted her.
She shivered, her eyes swollen and achy from the tears she’d cried. She had no more tears to cry. Somehow in the night she’d built a thick stone wall around her heart, her mind. Poor, poor Nicola. She choked, bile rising in her throat, then turned her head quickly, coming to all fours as she retched.
Her companion was dead.
And she knew who to blame. If only she had a name to go with his face.
One day, I swear to the Lord in Heaven, I will have my revenge.
Chloe stood on shaky legs and picked her way through the forest. Unknowingly, she’d gone in a wide circle, and only realized it when she broke through the trees and saw the remnants of the camp. The only thing left, besides rubbish, was her horse. She took a moment to make sure she was alone, and then rushed the animal, burying her face in its side, breathing in its musky, sweaty scent.
She climbed onto his back and not knowing which way was north or south, headed straight.
Hours later, her toes long since numb, body aching, decidedly set on no longer moving, Chloe sat in a heap on the muddy ground, shaded by the oak trees of the forest behind her. Although she had no motivation to continue forward, fear still filled her heart. She was so utterly alone and vulnerable. A whirlwind had picked her up, tossed her about, and dumped her into a living hell. If she hadn’t been sure she was still alive, she might believe she was walking in the very depths of purgatory. What sin had she committed to suffer so?
Oh, there were plenty of sins she could think of. Speaking with a French accent, when she was Scots—well half Scots anyway—had been her father’s major complaint. The man cared not a wit that her mother was born and raised in Versailles. Allowing a couple of young beaus to steal kisses from her at the French court—Nicola had thrashed her with her tongue about that. Oh Nicola… She could still hear her maid’s screams echoing in her ears.
Perhaps this was a test of her fortitude.
In the distance, she could see a village. But she just didn’t have the energy to keep moving. A high wall surrounded the village, much like the one at South Hearth. Had she come full circle?
The high wall protecting the village, only furthered her fear of being on the outside. Such a high wall for fortification certainly meant the town was often under attack, didn’t it? Every sound set her on edge. She supposed most towns had some form of protection, but never before had she cause to speculate.
Was she being stalked by a man or beast, ready to jump her when she least expected it? Chloe shivered at the thought even more as the wind picked up around her. Her eyes, wide with trepidation, surveyed the area. She didn’t dare blink.
She didn’t want to cry for fear her tears would freeze onto her cheeks, already numb from the cold.
Her brother had always said when danger lurks the birds stop singing. She heard no birds. The logical side of her said it was winter, so there would be no birds about. But the part of her that was filled with fear refused to listen to reason.
At every noise the horse’s ears perked up and he snorted, setting her more on edge than she already was.
Moisture from where Chloe’s body warmed the frozen earth began collecting into the fabric of her peasant clothing. Goosebumps covered her skin from the winter chill and she shivered as a slight breeze passed over her. The thin hood she wore over her braided hair afforded little warmth.
She wished she had the headdress her mother so often made her wear. She’d hated it then, but oh how much warmer it would be. Her ears throbbed from the cold. The fabric of her cloak was worn so thin, the winter air went right through it. Underneath, she wore only the flimsy filthy sack of a kirtle Nicola had bade her put on. She was without a proper linen chemise as she was used to. Instead she wore only a threadbare shift that left little to the imagination. Her wool stockings were so filled with holes, she felt like she wore spider webs on her legs. If some vagabond came upon her, he would ravage her, shredding the minimal fabric in a moment’s time.
Chloe fingered the rough kirtle trying to warm her fingers.
“Ugh,” she moaned. Had her parents suffered the same fate as her maid? Murdered by silver clad warriors? “English barbarians.”
Her horse snorted at her in response.
She didn’t know how much time passed since she collapsed on the ground, but it must have been hours already. She’d watched the sun blaze high in the sky, and now its inky pink hues revealed the start of its decent to the horizon.
Her stomach growled loudly, interrupting the oddly tranquil yet horrifying setting she found herself in. She didn’t dare dig around the lifeless bushes and naked trees for nuts or berries that the animals had yet to carry off. She was too afraid to let her guard down. The attackers she was sure lurked in the forest would see her weakness and charge on her.
Chloe rubbed her swollen eyes, which stung from the cold. Her hands were grimy and brown from lack of washing, and she knew the skin on her face must look the same. She wiped at her face with the bottom of her dirty shift, hoping it would take some of the dirt off instead of putting more onto it.
Another cold gust of wind shook her from her thoughts. She looked about her warily, then up at the stars beginning to peek in the sky. Had it only been a month since she’d sat at South Hearth Castle surrounded by servants and a very annoying maid? Now she was surrounded by no one. In the span of a few months she’d lost everything.
She clutched her brother Jon’s ornate dagger to her side and waited. The hilt of the dagger was colder than ice. At least if someone attacked her, she had a way to defend herself. She’d practiced with Jon on how to use it, and knew if the time came she would be able to deliver a deadly wound.
If only Jon could be with her now. Oh, how she missed her brother. He’d been their father’s pride and joy. Although he never said anything outright, she could see the resentment in the old laird’s eyes. He wished it had been her instead of Jon.
The wind whistled eerily. Chloe glanced around her again to make sure she wasn’t being stalked. The trees’ lack of leaves made it easier to see through the woods. She breathed a little easier knowing there was no one in the immediate vicinity.
There had been so many times she’d begged to be left alone, praying for silence and solitude. Now she had it, and she wished more than anything for the company of Nicola and her mother.
Worse yet, she was in England—a country that was at war with both France and now her family in Scotland. What was her status? Was she a traitor, running from the law? She prayed her parents had been able to escape. Her muscles tightened even more than they were already. If her parents were captured, was it possible the English authorities were looking for her as well? She was now resolute with the idea that she was on her own. Time to move forward. She’d either freeze to death in this spot, die of starvation or risk capture herself. She stood and stretched out her stiff legs, groaning at the tingling sensations shooting through her limbs like little pricks from a thousand needles.
Chloe tucked the dagger into the sheath of the ragged leather girdle at her waist and pulled the fabric from her loose cloak around herself to better conceal it. She narrowed her eyes in the direction of the empty dirt road. How ironic that it resembled her future. Empty and leading to any number of destinations. Where would she go? What would she do? Fate had it that she’d go toward the village, perhaps someone would take pity on her and offer her a crust of bread without need of anything in return.
Anger sliced through her anew and with it a thick rage that made her shake violently. If ever she had the chance, she’d make the knight who stole her home pay for what he’d done to her. If it weren’t for him she’d be home, her maid alive.
“With every breath I take, with every fiber in my body, I swear I will return to the seat of my family and bring his head with me,” she said to the thin air. Problem was, she had no idea who the man was, how, when or if she’d ever find him.
She felt abandoned, left to die. No one knew where she was or what had become of her. Her teeth ceased their chattering as she clenched them tightly shut. Chloe pushed the negative thoughts to the back of her mind. She had plenty of other things to worry about right now.
She needed to eat. She needed to get clean and she needed a home. A new life.
“Today, I am no longer the daughter of Baron Fergusson, I am simply Chloe,” she muttered to the horse as she clasped the reins. She wouldn’t be telling anyone about her past. If her suspicions were correct, then her father had committed a grievous act. Treason was a hefty and dangerous word. As heir to his holdings, lands and money, essentially she could also be in danger. When she was fed and properly clothed, she’d try to get word of the clan. Perhaps safely return to Fergusson lands. Without any information, she couldn’t protect herself.
And she couldn’t do it alone. Traveling that far by herself would only be asking for trouble. She’d need to find someone to help her, or await arrival from her family’s retainers. In the meantime, she couldn’t get caught. That meant certain death, and Chloe had no desire to feel the cold slice of the executioner’s blade.
Her horse whinnied sensing her fear, and she patted him on the nose. “’Twill be all right, we’ll find you some oats.”
Chloe felt more like she was reassuring herself than the animal. Why did wealthy powerful men always try to seek more? Destroy and plunder. Her father was a powerful baron, and from what she knew, loyal to the treaty. She supposed it hadn’t been enough. None of it made sense. But then again, since Jon had died, most things her father did were outlandish, frivolous and spontaneous.
Scared, cold, hungry and tired, she began her trudge toward the village. She could see lights from within the walls and knew if she were to reach it before it was truly dark she needed to hurry. Looking around, she felt every shadow was a brigand set on plundering her horse and God forbid, even her. She walked briskly in the direction of the village. Her tattered leather shoes did not give her much protection against the cold wetness of the icy ground. Thankfully most of her toes were numb.
She prayed for a kind person to give her shelter for the night and offer some warm food and a bed to sleep in. Starting tomorrow she would begin her new life, her new independent life. At least she had the horse, sorry as it may be. Surely someone would barter with her in exchange for the animal.
For a fleeting moment she thought of her parents’ wrath when they came to the crofter’s hut to find her gone, but she knew in the back of her mind they would not be coming to fetch her. Starting a war and besieging a castle, was far worse than abandoning the only heir they had left—if indeed they had abandoned her and not been captured.
Chloe walked close to the horse, letting his warmth sink into her body.
It was going to be very hard to blend in. She’d never looked out for herself, and had certainly never done any type of labor. She would now be forced to work to make a living. She would have to keep her eyes open and wits about her to keep up with the charade. She was a fast learner.
The village seemed so far away. Maybe a mile or more now. From where she’d sat it hadn’t seemed so long, but the cold and pain biting into her feet told her she might not make it that much longer. Riding her horse wasn’t an option. The animal was in worse shape than she was.
She was suddenly so tired and heavy; she wasn’t sure how far she would be able to go without collapsing. She tripped on a rock, which bit right through the soft leather of her boots. Her frozen toes couldn’t take much more abuse. Stifling a cry she kept on walking, so as not to bring attention to herself.
She would have to risk the horse’s poor heart and ride him into the village—pray that the wary animal’s heart wouldn’t burst.
“Hey there, little miss,” a noxious man hissed in her ear and grabbed her arm.
Chapter Four
Alexander was not married as he had expected to be by now.
He rode sullenly on the road. He’d been able to easily take over the holding, but had not been able to capture the nobility who lived within.
They escaped him.
Something he was not used to.
He did not like not being in control, and he certainly did not like being left in the dark. They’d tracked the family to the border, and Alexander could only assume that they had crossed back into Scotland. He was not about to follow them. Such a feat would only bring unwanted attention, and a battle he was not interested in fighting. South Hearth was secure, and he wanted to go home.
Mayhap it was a blessing the family had fled, and he wouldn’t have to deal with a new wife. After all, hadn’t he dreaded the thought?
After leaving some of his men in charge at South Hearth, he and half of his knights made there way for Hardwyck, and away from the godforsaken border castle.
He hoped his father had gone back to his own home, and would leave him in peace for awhile, but doubted it. He was the type of man who would stick around just to ridicule him for his loss. Not that he considered the loss of an unwanted marriage a bad thing—but his pride was bruised. He’d wanted to be the one to deny her, shun her. Not the other way around.
If he ever did find the little wench he would be sure to lock her in the tower for all eternity.
****
The warm feel of the brigand’s breath was on Chloe’s face, and the stench was so overpowering, she gagged.
“What ye be doing out all alone, and with that fine horse?”
He tugged at her, running his free hand down her back and grasping her rear. She yelped and hit at his arms, letting go of the horse’s reins. The man tightened his grip on her and pulled her into his body. The stench of his rotting breath and dirty clothes caused bile to rise in her throat.
“Unhand me!” she shouted.
“Oh, a Frenchie we have here,” he hissed and began placing sloppy wet kisses up and down her face and neck. “Ye ought to be punished for crossing the pond, ye little whore.”
Her previous revulsion grew tenfold. All she could think of was poor Nicola—that would not happen to her! She slapped at him hard and kicked his shin. She remembered the dagger she had hidden in her girdle and tried to pull it free, but he only tightened his grip on her. His arousal dug ugly and menacing into her belly.
“You like it rough, eh?”
She screamed as loud as she could and bit him on the face. The metallic taste of blood seeped through her teeth and onto her tongue. Vomit rose in her throat at the taste of his skin in her mouth. The man screamed.
Oh Lord, please help me!
In an instant he threw her to the ground and began kicking her. She rolled away from his kicks, screaming and spitting his blood onto the ground. Her ribs ached where his feet landed blows. Her heart pounded in her ears, all thoughts of food, shelter and warmth escaped her. Now all she knew was she needed to survive. She needed to get away from this barbarian. Somehow she managed to rise to her feet amidst his blows. Then his kicking ceased and she felt herself rise higher into the air, her feet no longer touching the ground.
Had she died and was now cascading up to Heaven?
A strong arm grasped her about the waist. The cold armor that covered the arm bit through her clothes. Her senses screamed, she wanted to cry out for mercy. She turned to see who it was, but could only make out a helmet. Her eyes were heavy, her mouth slack. She was close to fainting, and welcomed the darkness, begged it to consume her.
But her savior wouldn’t let her. A knight, a large, fierce looking knight. He scooped her up like she was a feather and plopped her on his horse in front of him. Oh, Dear God in Heaven! Don’t let him hurt me!
Her buttocks hit hard muscled thighs—the warmth of which were in strong contrast to the metal on his arms. Tingles of pleasure and pain shot from her bottom through her thighs as his warmth seeped into her skin. She wiggled closer, wishing she could melt into his warm body, feeling foolish at the same time. How did she know this man didn’t plan a similar fate for her that the vile man had? The other knights? She didn’t know… but her instincts were not on alert. She felt safe, almost comforted.
As he settled her in front of him, strong arms wound around her middle. Her back pressed against the chain mail on his chest. She was overwhelmed by the sheer mass and strength of this man. Nipples tightened of their own accord, throwing her into vast confusion. No longer did she feel pain and revulsion. Quite the opposite. Sensations ripped through her body—she at once wanted to kiss this man, let him stroke her skin. Take her. Good lord, what was she thinking?
He shouted down to the disgusting man. “Cease and desist! What the devil do you think you are doing?”
Several armed men held their swords at her attacker’s throat. He held his arms up in surrender.
“She has attacked me! I will have her hanged for this!” he swiped at his bloody cheek.
Chloe shuddered and could still feel the remnants of vomit threatening to escape. Would they believe him, would she have escaped this vile creature just to feel a bristly rope squeezed tight against the tender flesh of her neck? She took deep breaths to keep herself from letting the liquid contents of her stomach go right onto her protector’s horse. Her savior’s strong arms held fast. He would protect her. Somehow she knew that. She leaned back, limp, utterly fatigued. It was all too much for her. She began to sob quietly so as not to let the knight hear her. She tried to peek at him, but all she could see was shiny metal.
“You’ll not be having anyone hanged stranger. Tie him to one of the ash trees,” he ordered. The lousy man kicked and shouted as the knights gripped him by his limbs and dragged him to a tree. They tied him to it tightly, another strip of rope gagging him. “Spending the night in the cold and defenseless will teach you to prey on innocents.” The knight’s voice was like steel, smooth and cold.
The man protested, but his words were muffled and Chloe couldn’t make out what he said. She sunk deeper into her rescuer’s lap.
“Thank you sir, for saving me,” she whispered. She kept her face cast downward, scared and too embarrassed to have him see how dirty she was.
“The rules of chivalry say it is a knight’s duty to save a damsel in distress, or so I am told.” He chuckled softly.
“Where will you take me?”
“Is that not your village?” His voice held a hint of confusion as he motioned to village beyond the hill.
“Nay, my lord.” She had to come up with a story quick. It was entirely possible that this knight had found her parents and run them through with the sword at his side.
“Where are you from?” His voice took on a hard edge and his body stiffened. He seemed to be a cautious man.
“A place far from here.” Bitterness crept into her voice. Until this moment she hadn’t let any of her anger at her situation leak out. “And quite frankly, none of your affair.”
The man squeezed her tighter at her tone. “Mind your words, peasant,” he growled. “I’m sure even where you are from, you were taught how to speak to those superior to yourself.”
She realized she needed to be careful if she was going to keep her identity a secret. She knew it had been entirely out of her place to say such a thing to the man. Would he tie her to an old ash tree?
“My apologies, my lord. Scotland is my home.”
“Shall I assist you in finding a proper place to stay this eve, or do you have a place in mind already?” he inquired, brushing off her rebuke.
Suddenly recalling her need for a place to sleep she remembered her horse. The animal was all she had. The satchel attached to it filled with her only meager possessions.
“My horse,” she gasped looking around frantically.
“Edward, see to her horse,” the knight shouted to one of his men who nodded and went in search of the animal. “When we get your horse back, where should we escort you?”
“I have no place to go. My parents have deserted me.” She bit back a sob at the real circumstances behind her predicament.
The knight nodded, the tip of his metal chin grazed the top of her head. He didn’t appear to have too much compassion toward her situation.
“I see. Have they left you with no coin?” he asked bluntly.
“None.” She didn’t want to say more. She felt herself sink lower, her chin almost touching her chest, but refused to say more as pride took over.
“Ah,” he said as he awkwardly patted her, not realizing the heavy gauntlets bruised her tender flesh. “We have many good people in my village. I have one in mind who might take you in. You will have to work of course.”
All she could do was nod. She was pleased this man seemed to care enough to find her a decent home, where she could stay for a time. Was it too much to hope she might see him again? She bit the inside of her cheek in disgust. This was not court. She wasn’t flirting with the man. For all he knew, she was crawling with lice and just as poor as the man who’d attacked her.
“What is your name?” he asked tersely.
“Chloe,” she said faintly, and then pinched herself for giving her true name. Why hadn’t she thought of a new one?
She heard him suck in his breath, which caused her own heart to beat erratically. Did he know her? She quickly looked up, shadows everywhere. All she could see was two eyes staring intensely at her from beneath a metal helmet. An odd feeling of recognition coiled within her veins, but she knew it was impossible. She’d never been to England, let alone met this knight. Even still her body stirred with the fierceness of his gaze. He flicked his eyes away, breaking the spell.
“I know of a Scottish maid named Chloe,” he muttered.
“There are a lot of women named Chloe in Scotland,” she lied. She didn’t really have any idea how many women held the same name, and truth be told, there probably weren’t too many Scots with a French name, but the sooner she got him off the topic the better. From all outward appearances, it seemed he may have been tipped off to look for her and her family.
“I’ll take you to Maude’s and see if she will accept you on my behalf. She has been close to my family for years. You will be safe with her,” he said, his voice like ice.
As he spurred the horse forward, she noticed the man he called Edward had captured her own pathetic beast, and now followed them.
She yawned loudly, bit her lip and gazed up at the metal face to see if he’d caught her unladylike behavior. He didn’t look at her, but he did push her head back onto his chest which he’d covered with a cape to protect her skin from his chain mail.
“Sleep,” he ordered.
She had a mind to argue, but another yawn took over. Exhaustion won out.
Some time later she was jostled awake. Lifting her head she took careful note of her surroundings. Night had fallen, the skies sprinkled with stars. They’d come to another village surrounded by a looming shadow of a high thick stone wall. Its height had to be at least twenty feet. How long had she slept? At the far end of the village a vast castle peeked above the overwhelming stonework.
A lord lived here.
“My village, Hardwyck,” he said proudly. Strength emanated in his words.
This was his village? Who was he? With his reference to the village as his, she could only hope against hope this wasn’t the lord. Perhaps instead it was just an overzealous knight. She didn’t want to bring attention to herself as it was. She had a new identity now, and could never reveal who she truly was, on pain of death.
The horses followed the rutty dirt road up and over the drawbridge covering a moat, to the heavy wooden doors that formed the gate. The doors were closed and forbidding. The portcullis was already lifted—she shuddered imagining it wrenching loose and crushing them to death as they entered.
“Welcome home, my lord,” came a shout from atop the gate tower.
My lord. Fate had dealt her another blow.
The gate doors slowly swung wide. Two men held the doors, peering out the opening at group and then beyond, perhaps making sure there were no stragglers lurking in the distance. Always cautious, always aware.
When they entered, the two men hurriedly pushed the heavy wooden doors closed, replacing the large thick beam.
She looked around at the village with its deep rutted dirt streets and the hastily put together wooden buildings. All with cracks so wide between the planks she could see men and women at their tables, eating, some singing—and every so often, the sounds of carnal pleasures wafted into the air. The sounds played with her newfound awareness, and made sitting on the lap of the most delicious man she’d ever seen, quite distracting. She imagined she was one of those women, spread out beneath him as he ran his fingers up and down her limbs.
What did he look like beneath his suit of armor? Would his skin be golden, shadowed with crisp hair? Were his limbs as sinewy to look at as they felt? His skin, rough or soft? Her face flushed hot, and if she’d had a fan she would have waved it frantically in front of her face.
She couldn’t help the horrified expression of how this man affected her, as she took in her new surroundings. She was only too glad no one looked her way to gauge her reaction. Her lips moved in silent prayer for the Lord to forgive her, her lascivious thoughts.
Soon the stench of garbage and human refuse in the village overwhelmed her, and whatever sensual thoughts she might have had dissipated. It was so different from the lifestyle she was used to. She’d been kept well guarded at the French court, and even before leaving Scotland, it was rare for her parents to let her venture out to any of the surrounding villages which housed their people.
Occasionally they would attend a fair or a tournament, but there she mingled with other nobles, and never was she as scared as she was now. No more going to court, no more fancy feasts and no more attending fairs, gazing and purchasing the goods merchants offered. No more sitting in the stands to watch the brave knights knock each other from their horses with their lances, and then bowing to her, hoping for a few stolen kisses.
They passed people who bumped into each other and cursed loudly. She imagined the stench of ale floating from their drunken foul mouths. Mouths that were missing most of their teeth, and the teeth remaining, stained dark with rot.
She was grateful the knight had a friend she could lodge with. It didn’t appear that any inn she might have found, even if it did get her off of the street, would keep her safe. And she had no means to pay anyway.
Her stomach growled loudly. She bit her lip hoping the knight hadn’t noticed.
“Maude ought to fix you up something warm to calm your hunger.” His voice still had a hard edge to it.
Her cheeks flamed. “My thanks,” she muttered.
They continued to ride through the town, crossing another drawbridge and entering into the lower bailey of the keep. There he paused at a little house. Although the house was small, it was built much better than the houses she’d seen in the first parts of the village. There were no spaces for her to see into the houses. It was built of wattle and daub, not just wooden planks.
As she studied the house of the woman he called Maude, the door was yanked open roughly by a large older woman. Her hair, gray from age, looked as though it had been in a tight bun, but now remnants fell loose about her shoulders. Her ample bosom heaved and her face registered shock from seeing the knights at her doorway. The knight she rode with dismounted and then lifted Chloe to the ground. He’d removed his gauntlets and his strong hands wrapped around her waist. She shivered despite their warmth. When he lowered her, his gaze caught hers. Steel grey eyes bored into hers from behind a silver mask. His fingertips boldly brushed the sides of her breasts. She was grateful for the cloak covering her body’s shameful reaction, but was sure he’d seen the shiver of desire that passed through her. Her legs grew weak, and she gripped his arms to steady herself. Lips parted, she nearly sighed. At once she felt like he stripped her of everything—her clothes, her fortitude. She stood naked, bare, and God help her, willing.
For a moment she was shocked still, not able to lower her gaze or turn away.
“Yes, my lord?” Maude asked, breaking the spell.
Chloe winced inwardly and turned toward the woman. So much for keeping a low profile. Her hopes were dashed. She’d tried to ignore that the men at the gates referred to him as their lord as well. Indeed she’d been rescued by the Lord of Hardwyck. The name rang familiar, and this time when her skin tingled with gooseflesh it wasn’t desire.
“I found this girl getting quite a beating from a beggar. She has no place to stay. I thought perhaps you could take her in and then bring her to me in the morning to see about work.” His voice was smooth as he spoke, not as cold as before.
“Of course, my lord.” She nodded quickly and reached for Chloe’s hand. “She’ll be in good care here.”
Chloe grasped Maude’s hand, glad to have a kind person to stay with, some of her fear abated slightly, until she remembered his last words. She would be seeing him again in the morning. Maude pulled her toward the house and out of the way of the knight’s horses. She watched the lord remount his steed. He looked back one time, a roving, assessing gaze, before riding through the bailey toward the keep.
Chloe’s blood went from cold to hot and back again. She was oddly attracted to this man, more so than any of the courtiers who’d professed their love for her, and even made love to her with their words. The innermost parts of her mind wished he would whisk her away. And ravish her. She shook her head. What was the matter with her? Had the English air turned her from virtuous courtier to wanton woman? But there was something about his strength, his overwhelming raw maleness that teased her. The fact that he had saved her played with her heart. She’d never met a man with such a brute personality that had her quivering with wicked desire. She fairly ached with the need for his lips to touch hers. And yet, she didn’t even know what his lips looked like. He could be horribly scarred, have no lips at all, for he had not removed his helmet.
She gazed at the retreating knights, trying to get a handle on her reeling emotions, and it was then she caught sight of the lord’s shield.
A dragon.
****
Alexander couldn’t get the girl out of his mind. She seemed so familiar to him, yet he knew he hadn’t seen her before.
Yet the name, Chloe and she was Scots, stirred something within him.
Could it be? Could she be the woman he was to marry?
He shook his head at the absurd thought. There was no way the beautiful Lowlander he was to marry would happen to be on the same road as he, and be in need of rescue. And even more disconcerting, this woman had a slight French accent. His wife was Scots. Had the stranger lied about being from Scotland?
To top it off, the woman wore peasant clothing. He was certain it wasn’t his bride. That would just be too fortunate for him.
The girl was not the magnificent beauty he recalled. She kept her face mostly hidden from him, but what he could tell, she was rather dirty. No noble chit would be seen like that, Scots or no.
And her body had been… He tried to get the memory of her warm plush buttocks from his mind. Their softness molded to his groin, and it was only through some maneuvering he was able to hide his throbbing erection from her the entire ride to Hardwyck. Her clothes were thin, and the curves of her body, oh so delicious. Her full firm breasts had pressed against his arm, and even though his arm was covered with a thick layer of chain mail, the warmth of her had seeped through. He’d wanted to bend her back against his horse, lick his way from her dirty little chin to the pink nipples jutting from ragged fabric. He wanted to lift her long, shapely legs around his hips and plunge from tip to hilt into her hot, wet, sheath.
As he continued up to the front of the keep, he dismounted his horse in a quick fluid motion, and began climbing the stairs to the great doors. He needed a wench to quench the thirst the peasant had stirred.
He shoved open the door to the great hall, and started to pull the chain mail from his body. No, his bride would not be naïve enough to show up in England. She would have surely taken flight back to her family’s lands. It wouldn’t make sense for her to do such a thing. She wouldn’t risk the wrath he had for her, or the possibility he would put her in the tower, or cut her short at the neck. No. She wouldn’t be that simple minded.
Unless she came in disguise to harm him.
Why wouldn’t she? He’d shamed her family, taken the lands they’d claimed, although he had intended to share it with her. She was probably angry about her family being displaced, but they had caused the debacle to begin with. If only they had conceded, he would be married to her right now. He probably would have allowed her parents to live on his lands, instead of in the dungeon or like outlaws in the forests. But would she truly stay in enemy territory?
They had tracked the family to the very border…or so he thought.
He looked forward to interrogating the girl further in the morning when he set her to work. He would keep her close. Although it wasn’t possible for this Chloe to be his Chloe, he couldn’t shake the feeling something was out of place.
Yes, he would have to keep a close eye on the chit.
A maid with the same dark hair as his dirty little peasant scurried by, he gripped her arm before she completely passed him. She gazed up at him with coy brown eyes. Not the same crystalline blue as Chloe’s, but they would do.
He looked her up and down, his desire obvious. She curtsied to him, and licked her lips. She would do indeed. He led her up to his solar, sat in his chair and pulled the maid down on top of him, her thighs straddling his. She rubbed her warmth back and forth against his cock, while she nibbled along his neck.
He ran his hands up her thighs, pulling her skirts up over her hips. He buried his face in her ample bosom, and trailed his fingers over her mons. She was already wet. He freed his hard member and thrust deep.
“Ah, Chloe…” he murmured.
“Rebecca,” she whined, sitting back and riding him hard.
Nothing like a reminder he wasn’t with the woman he wanted to shrink a man’s cock.
Chapter Five
Chloe gulped. Her brows furrowed and she pulled her lips tightly together, sure her face was as white as a ghost.
It was him, she was positive of the fact.
“Let us get ye inside, it’s freezing out here,” Maude urged.
Lord Hardwyck, the Dragon. She’d heard of him before. His exploits in England and France were well known. Just before he’d stormed the castle it had been rumored he was the leading man in the defeat of the French at Agincourt. And he was the man who’d stormed South Hearth.
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