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I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.
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Prologue


Invergarry

24 years ago

Nicholas MacPherson screamed as loud as his two-year-old lungs let him. Someone smacked his rump hard with one hand while continuing to haul Nicholas around the flames by his ankles. He sobbed and cried longing for his mother while strange men spoke over him and finally tossed him over someone’s saddle. He fell into a deep, blessed sleep until they arrived in Berwick, where he was thrown into the hands of the kitchen scullions. He was put to work immediately with washing in the kitchen or fetching what was needed. He had no mother to cry to at night or after a beating to his rump and to the backs of his thighs for disobeying or performing a duty incorrectly. Still, he cried but no one comforted him.

Until a nurse called Berengaria rescued him from the darkness of despair and loneliness and brought him a fire.

The fire’s name was Julianna.
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Chapter One


The kingdom of Northumberland

Winter

The Year of Our Lord1322

“Can you repeat what I have told you so far, Miss Feathers?”

Julianna put down her quill and blew on the words then read them. “Margery, I hope you are well. I have heard…” She picked up her quill again, dipped it into her small jar of ink and waited for him to continue.

He smiled, exposing a row of missing teeth. “I have heard,” he continued, “of an opportunity.”

She blew out a silent sigh and wrote what he said.

Since leaving the abbey four months ago, this was what she did for coin to stay alive and see to her purposes.

Her father had been the Governor of Berwick, Viscount of March, before Robert the Bruce’s men had seized the castle and all lands around it. Her father, gone, slain by the Scots’ sword, as was everyone else she’d known, including villagers and castle servants.

She didn’t want revenge for the attack. She wanted her life back from the aftermath of it. She wanted enough coin to find William Stone, her father’s servant, and Berengaria, her nurse. She hadn’t seen either one in years.

She used her skills in the arts, singing in taverns or painting outside inns along the coastline in the summer, and this, penning letters for others in order to see to her needs. She even delivered some letters, which was what she was doing for Archie Sommers at present in a tavern on the north coast of Northumberland. She traveled often and was always available somewhere to be a messenger.

“…employment that might suit you, Sister.”

She wrote, dipped then wrote again.

“The Earl of Rothbury needs a governess for his child,” he continued. “I hear he is paying quite handsomely.”

Julianna looked at him through the corner of her eye and waited, her heart suddenly racing. Rothbury.

Her ear tilted toward him. It was completely unlike her to take information meant for someone else and use it for her gain. But Lismoor Castle was in Rothbury—and she could use the coin.

“There are conditions, of course,” he said, watching her write. “You must be available at all times.”

Did she just feel Sommers’ breath on her? She cringed and moved further away. He inched closer.

“Sir,” she said and dipped her quill. “If you come any closer or try to touch me in any way, I will stab you in your eyes.” She lifted her sharp quill and pointed it at him. She wasn’t sure she could make good on her threat. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to. Thanks to the abbess, her ink was laced with a special herbal poison that, if pricked into the skin by her quill, would almost immediately put its victim to sleep. Or kill him, depending on how much poison had been injected.

The tips of Julianna’s knives were laced with the poison, as were the tiny stingers of wasps and the tiny fangs of spiders forged to metal rings and bracelets so that she could prick the skin of any threat with ease.

All such adornments and poison blends, from the work of a Reverend Mother who lived on the moors.

Still, idle threats about an abbess would not stop him. Jabbing his eyes out sounded like something a madwoman would say, so she chose that. “Do you think I travel alone without any knowledge about hurting or killing my enemy?”

She crooked her mouth at him and a red curl sprang forward from beneath her forest green woolen hood. She had pulled the unruly mass of locks into a tight bun in the back of her head earlier, but she was afraid it was going to burst free of its pins and spill out all around her.

She didn’t flinch when his eyes fell to the lock and his hungry smile grew.

She held up her quill and reached for her poison-tipped knife. “Now, make up your mind. Do you want to lose an eye or get this missive to your sister?”

He let a moment pass and she prayed she wouldn’t have to put him down. For then she wouldn’t get paid.

“You must eat and sleep at Lismoor Castle,” Sommers continued, moving away from her. After a moment, he blinked at her and looked at her stilled hand. “What is it, Miss?”

“Nothing,” she managed and dipped again. Lismoor. It had belonged to Aleysia d’Argentan before the Scots had taken it from her. It was the last known place she could connect to William. But she had already paid handsomely to discover if William resided there. He did not. “Go on. You must sleep…”

He nodded. “At Lismoor Castle. Do you know it?”

She shook her head. “I know of it.”

She inhaled a deep silent breath and forbade herself to think of him. The boy she’d known since she could walk. The boy she’d grown up loving. He’d been a man when he left her after their first night of kissing in the stable. Some said her father had seen them and beat William and threw him out of the castle, but why hadn’t he come back for her right away? She shook her head. He would have died with the rest of them at the hands of the Scots the next morning. Or maybe not, since he was a Scot, himself. And since he rode with them the last time she saw him.

She had told herself that perhaps his decision was the best for him. It had kept him alive and he had wanted her to come with him when she saw him a few months after the massacre at Berwick.

She remembered his last words to her at St. Peter’s Abbey as if he’d spoken them yesterday. He’d spoken them after she had refused his offer to leave the safety of the abbey with him.

Julianna, I have loved you my whole life. I will never love anyone but you. Do not sentence me to such a lonely life.

How different would her life have been if she’d gone with him? She had been a coward. Afraid of the savages he—and even Miss d’Argentan—had called friends. Afraid, still—madly—of the consequence of his being a servant. How would they have lived? Eaten? Where would they have slept?

Instead of thinking of them lying in a bed together, she forced herself to think about how the Scots would have been outside her door. She’d been afraid, so she chose to wait for the man her father had promised her to. A “man of means” who never came once she lost lands and title.

When there were no other offers for her but one, she took it, and almost paid with her life for it.

William’s face had always remained, pushing its way to the front of her thoughts, to distract her, to make her doubt everything she wanted now, after two years of torture at the hands of a fiendish husband, and a year at the abbey. Freedom. A life of her own, answering to no one but herself and God.

But she wanted to see William one more time first. Just one more time.

She wanted to find Berengaria, too, and ask her why she left them.

Her patron finished his letter, including giving Julianna instructions on finding his sister. After he paid her a small pouch of coins, she gathered her things and left the tavern, still in a state of unease. Lismoor. She knew from her messenger friends that the earl was a Scot. MacPherson, she’d been told. She guessed he was the brute who had come to the abbey with Miss d’Argentan. Well, MacPherson had to know where William was.

She checked the small satchel hanging from a belt at her waist. She had enough coin to get to Rothbury. Even if William wasn’t there, to be paid handsomely and not have to pay for lodgings in the meantime would be glorious for a change. She could save plenty.

She headed for the stable and paid the groom before she gained her saddle and left. She looked back at the lad, thinking, once again, about William. He had been her groom at Berwick. Behind a spray of dark waves, his eyes were always on her, glittering like silver-blue jewels, tempting her to go to him. When she finally did, his kiss nearly swept her right off her feet and into his arms. She’d loved him. She’d wanted to tell him that night, but what good would it have done them? She was the Governor of Berwick’s daughter. He was a servant. She led a very different life than William.

But so much had changed for her.

She pushed him out of her thoughts for now and turned her horse left, toward Margery Sommers’ village.

The sun was going down. It was cold, but Julianna preferred traveling at night. It was harder for anyone who was out in the black of night to tell whether she was a he or not. She wore no skirts, but hose and a léine, doublet, boots and a dark green woolen mantle. Her hair was never loose while she traveled. If they didn’t know she was a woman, they usually left her alone.

She thought about how much her life had changed since the attack on her home over four years ago…until she married a monster. She had once been doted on, given everything she wanted. She’d lived in luxury, with servants at her beck and call. She’d been taught to read and write, and to play the lute, and how to embroider by the best teachers. Though she hated sewing. She didn’t like sitting in one place too long to sew anything of beauty or interest.

And then, in a moment, everything had changed. Everyone in her life was gone. At first, she pretended to be strong. Her father was dead. Her mother had died years earlier of an illness so Julianna had no one. Her home and her worth were gone. She had nothing left but a marriage proposal from the Governor of Alnwick, Phillip DeAvoy, a childhood friend whose family visited her parents at Berwick often, even before Julianna was born. Phillip was rich in land but poor in everything else. Soon into their marriage, he accused her of trying to seduce the men in the household. One night he struck her. After that, it became a common occurrence.

For two years, she became more a servant than a wife. At night, after Phillip’s worst, she would think of William, the one she’d loved her whole life. She drew strength from him. She’d even stopped caring if he rode with Scots.

She dreamed of his smile, heated, yet tender with affection for her. His quiet humility when Lord DeAvoy’s sons taunted him. William had given her the courage to run away. She ran to St. Peter’s. When Phillip came there looking for her, God, according to the abbess, smote him and Phillip was struck dead that very night.

Julianna knew better. She wasn’t about to say a word.

Her life had changed again, thanks to the abbess. She’d stayed at the abbey for almost a year and had been on her own for four months now.

She reached Margery Sommers’ home the next morning, after a few hours of light sleep under a tree. She delivered her letter, read it to Margery, and left.

She mounted her horse and headed north, toward Rothbury, but she soon noticed her mount was limping. It wouldn’t make it to Rothbury. Had she ridden him too long? Oh, poor thing! She would have to walk him back to Margery’s door.

After Margery told her where to find the nearest public stable, Julianna boldly asked her if she would be going to Rothbury.

Margery held the letter to her chest and smiled. “I do not wish to go to Rothbury, Miss,” she said. She looked a few years younger than Julianna, perhaps ten and eight. She had pretty, pale yellow hair tamed neatly in a crown of intricate braids and the rest falling like dappled water down her shoulders.

Julianna scowled a little thinking of her own untamable hair, which was beginning to feel like the weight of a damned kingdom on her head. She should cut it all off and scatter it to the four winds. She should have done it years ago.

But it gave her something to hide behind.

“If you see my brother again,” said Miss Sommers, “you can tell him I have found work caring for someone. ’Tis not a child, but ’tis close by.” She smiled and began to close the door, but she paused and stepped out again. “But if I wanted to go and I had a lame horse, there is a carriage that leaves for supplies from Rothbury every few days. They take passengers for a price. A price too high for me to pay!” she laughed and then shrugged her petite shoulders. “We accept our lot, aye?” Before Julianna could answer, she shut the door.

Julianna stared at it instead. No, not all of us do.

What was her lot? To be an esteemed nobleman’s wife, as her parents had always demanded—and she had insisted just as hard that she was not ready for? She had her way until she was nineteen years old. For him. For William. Though she realized now that she had been caught in a young girl’s fancies. She and William would not have been happy together having to scrape by and hoping to eat each day. Would the Scots have taken them in? Would she have agreed to live with them?

Oh, why was it always the same? Why did she always end up thinking about what kind of life she could have had with William? He was a traitor! She should not want to see him! But, oh, she did.

She walked her horse to the stable Margery had directed her to and left her horse with a groom. She paid him to see to her animal and then asked him about the carriage going to Rothbury. If William was there, or if she could find out something about him, it would be worth the coin.

Two days later, she found herself sitting in a cramped carriage with a young man and an old woman he was apparently chaperoning.

Margery Sommers had been correct. The price of passage was high. Too high, in fact, for Julianna to brush off. The way she once had. She had to fill the position as governess or she wouldn’t be eating for a while.

How had William found anything beautiful in her back then? For he had called her beautiful often.

She shook her head to clear her unwanted thoughts. She missed basking in the innocence of a carefree life, but she had grown up. She was starting over—and she wanted to find the man who had helped her.

She had spent two days at an inn, (that cost her more coin) deciding what to do. She wanted him and only him to see the woman she had become. She was not the cowardly girl he knew. She wanted him to know it. Perhaps because he was the only person in her life who really mattered in her heart, him and the woman who became William’s mother.

She’d spent much coin on trying to find them. Even now she had merchants and fellow messengers helping her.

The ride in the carriage was bumpy, and twice during the trip Julianna was certain the old woman released her gases.

’Twas a frigid day, so opening the wooden shutter and sticking her head out the small window for relief was a great help. She turned and offered her poor companion, who looked about to fall faint from holding his breath, a space at the window.

He removed his hat and came close. But he breathed in Julianna’s hair instead of the brisk winter air. Aye, she thought, her hair did smell nice. She’d used her last few drops of honeysuckle and jasmine oil on it. After sleeping in a bed where many others had slept before her, ’twas worth it. She pulled out another bunch of her tresses from under her hood, unraveling it from a long, loose braid. They both sank their noses in. After a moment of breathing, he looked up and smiled at her. So close, his breath became hers.

She backed away from the window—from him, and sat down, noticing him for the first time as she went.

His confident smile remained, higher on one side than the other, making his green eyes twinkle with pure, well-honed charm. His flaxen hair was long—for a nobleman—and tied back at his nape.

“I am the Viscount of Bamburgh, Louis Pratt,” he greeted. The old woman snored as if in response. “My grandmother, Lady Bamburgh.”

“Julianna Fenly,” Julianna told him after a few moments of her making certain the woman was still asleep. She didn’t use her real name in case folks who ran in Phillip’s circle of friends knew of his death and suspected her. As far as she knew, people believed him missing. She gave no title because she had none to give. Her husband’s will had not been read. Her father’s titles had been stripped. His debts, which according to some were many, had been paid out, leaving her almost penniless. “You are far from home.”

“Mm, aye,” he agreed with a well-practiced smile. “We are traveling. My grandmother has relatives in Ashington.”

“I see,” Julianna remarked and then looked toward the window again.

“Where are you from?” her companion asked, his voice dipping to a smoky drone.

She supposed she could go back to Alnwick. The guards would either kill her or serve her. But it wasn’t home. She could never go back to Berwick and live with so many ghosts.

“Rothbury,” she replied and flicked her dark gaze on the woman. There wasn’t much else to look at but his grandmother. So she did.

She had known dozens of men like Bamburgh in the past. Pretty, dangerous, and terribly boring once the charm wore off.

That was the trouble with William. He ruined her for anyone else. The night he’d kissed her—the night he left—he was already a man, having survived a world much harsher than hers. She knew that world now. She’d lived in it.

“Ask her why she has no escort!” Lady Bamburgh snapped, awake after all, startling them both.

Julianna pinned her dark gaze on the old lady and fought the temptation to snap right back. “My escort was murdered last eve by a band of robbers. I was able to fight my way out of their grasps and escape. I am returning home now to bring my dear mother the antidote she needs to live.”

Lady Bamburgh gaped at her and then scowled even harder. Julianna knew the look. Dissatisfaction, as if Julianna had anything to do with what happened to her. If it had happened, that was. There was little mercy from the noble born toward anyone who was beneath their station. She’d seen it growing up. She was guilty of it toward others.

She was surprised to find the viscount still smiling at her. She blushed a little, hating that it made her ever redder, but glad that the flare of her dry temper didn’t anger him.

“How did you manage to escape?” he asked, feigning surprise.

She quirked her lips and met his gaze. “I jabbed out one’s eyes and drove my knife into one’s temple, sure to—”

His smile faded as he held up his hand to stop her. There wasn’t much room in the carriage and his hand nearly struck her. She flinched backward and reached for her knife.

His grandmother caught her eye. For an instant, her gaze softened on Julianna, but just as quickly, it cooled.

The viscount apologized profusely and kept the conversation light. Julianna kept it lighter.

They arrived at a large marketplace in Rothbury a few hours later and Julianna stepped out of the carriage and looked around. How far was Lismoor from here? She had no horse and no idea which way to go.

“Can we take you somewhere, Miss Fenly?” Viscount Bamburgh asked, coming up behind her.

She turned to find his chaperon wrapped and returned to his head, keeping his head warm.

“We have a private carriage coming to pick us up and take us home,” he continued when she didn’t answer right away. His gaze fell to the red curls falling freely over her eye, the curls he’d nuzzled his face in to avoid his grandmother’s smell.

“What about your grandmother?” she asked, sizing him up.

He laughed softly and she thought he was quite pretty, with an extremely charming smile. But he was not to her liking. Not anymore.

“It was her idea to invite you.”

Hmm. Julianna glanced at the old woman being aided into another, more ornate carriage pulled by two beautiful white horses. Curious, she thought and nodded. Why not? Lady Bamburgh might offer an interesting ride.

Suddenly, the thought of going any further scared the hell out of her. Why did she think William might be there? Why had she already spent a small fortune on the hope that he would be? What if he wasn’t? Chances were, he wasn’t.

She could no longer deny her madness. She missed William. Traitor or not, damn her. She just wanted to see him again. She would be content then. He would stop haunting her then.

“All right,” Julianna accepted. “Do you know the way to Lismoor?”
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Chapter Two


Julianna left Lady Bamburgh’s carriage in Lismoor’s quiet village and took a look around. The village was close to the castle, and it was a good estimation of how the lord took care of the people living closest to him. There were a few women outside in the early winter chill. They looked at her and spread a word or two among some men where they worked close by—a miller, a tanner, a smith, a few males stepping out of their homes and seeing her. The people appeared well fed and content.

She smiled slightly and waited until one of the men who’d left his home reached her.

“Who are you?” he asked. He didn’t sound like a Scot. He was average height, with graying hair cut short around his head. He had a bit of a belly protruding out from over his belt.

“Miss Julianna Feathers,” she answered, keeping her eyes on his. It was the first place a thought was revealed. She didn’t need to look at his hands to know if he was going to strike.

“Welcome to Lismoor, Miss. I am Walter. I’m the reeve here” He smiled back. He didn’t look as if he were oppressed. “Are you here for the governess position?”

She nodded and followed him to a large stable. He didn’t say another word while he and a groom, who wasn’t William, saddled two horses.

“I will take you to the gates, Miss Feathers,” Walter said and led her out of the stable once they were both ready. She caught him take notice of her straddling her saddle and she would have sworn he smiled ever so lightly. “Come.”

Julianna looked up at the castle perched at the top of a hill, in the middle of the forest. Its stone keep was wide and built to withstand battle. On one side, a small walkway connected it to a tower. A tall curtain wall and occupied battlements surrounded the other three sides. She swallowed. It was patrolled by Scots. Highlanders, by the steely look of them. It was time to gather her wits and present a few charms of her own. Though she found the thought of the savages terrifying and repugnant, she needed this work and the coin now more than ever. She also hoped to find William in the bargain. If she needed to plow her way through a few Highlanders to do it, she would.

She and her escort were given entrance into the main gate, where she was asked to dismount and bid farewell to Walter. A Highlander took her by the elbow and led her toward the keep and the long, narrow stairs leading up to the doors.

She heard a sound to her left and looked down to see a man ride into Lismoor on a big, black horse. Was he a man? He looked like something far less tamed. He had long, dark hair snapping behind him like a pennant and a long beard and even more hair on a face that was difficult to see. Was he a demon? Her blood chilled in her veins and her mettle nearly abandoned her. Was possibly seeing William again worth this terror? She remembered the morning the Scots came pouring into Berwick castle. Shouting and killing.

She closed her eyes and then hugged the wall when she grew dizzy staring over the stairs. Her escort tugged her elbow. She would have tugged him back but she didn’t want to fall over the side.

Another man met her at the entrance, and at the sight of this one, Julianna’s heart nearly beat straight out of her mouth. She recognized him. She’d seen him before at St. Peter’s! With William! She remembered this one’s scar. It ran down his face, from under his eye to his chin. The look of him, with his long hair and his belted plaid swinging around his knees could have frightened the sun from the sky if he looked up at it. But he knew William. He had to.

He eyed her as if he might remember her, as well.

She lifted her fingers to her hood, making sure her recognizable hair was covered.

“I’m here about the position for the new governess.”

He looked up at the heavens and smiled. “Ah, God is good!” he praised. “Come in! Come on!” He cleared a path and swept his arm before him.

Suddenly, her feet dug in and she was too afraid to move. Was she truly mad enough to enter a castle filled with Scots? The MacPherson had to be the earl. Her heart thundered in her chest making her feel ill. “Is…is Miss d’Argentan inside?”

“No, lass. She’s in Invergarry with her husband and their bairns. Why did ye not tell me ye knew Aleysia?”

Julianna’s head was spinning. Everything around her was spinning. What should she do? When two more plaid-swinging, sword-carrying Highlanders passed by her, her mouth went dry. No! She would not fall faint! She’d faced terrifying things before.

“Who did you say you were?”

“I’m Commander R—”

An ear-piercing scream went out through the keep, rattling the walls and making the candle flames dance—and getting Julianna’s feet moving into the entrance of the great hall. She stopped because she wasn’t completely mad to barge in on a group of Scots while they ate and drank.

Her belly rumbled. The screaming continued. “Ehm, how old is the child?” she asked.

“Two, Miss. Elias is two.”

The sound grew sharper, louder than the men trying to talk over it. Her escort shoved his pinkie into his ear and shook it.

“Is someone beating him?” Julianna asked, suddenly alarmed. If someone were hurting a child here, she would be using all her poison in one place.

“Sorry, I didna hear ye, lass.”

Julianna repeated her question and he shook his head as he led her out of the great hall, down three steps and into the main keep. “Nicholas would have our heads if we put a finger to the wee lad.”

Nicholas. Not William. She refused to be disappointed. The earl had to know where William was. But it would have to wait. She hurried down the hall toward the crying babe with her escort chasing after her.

The screeching grew closer, piercing her eardrums. She moved faster, desperate to make it stop.

She barged into a small, softly lit room with a few trunks against the wall, and a table beneath one of the windows. There was a little wooden bed, a table beside the bed, and a crying babe under it.

“Elias,” Julianna said as she removed her jewelry and put it in her bag. She got down on her belly and covered her ears. She didn’t shout over him but made him curious to hear her when she whispered. “You can come out now. I am here.”

“Lyahs want Avice,” he cried.

Lyahs, Julianna thought. Elias. “Who is Avice?” she asked another mean-looking man on the floor next to her.

“His nursemaid,” the man told her.

“Where is she? Why does no one fetch her?”

“Avice left,” the first man with the scar said. He looked twice as mean. Did he say he was the commander? “She left when Nicholas…Lord Rothbury returned home.”

Julianna hid her anger when she turned her smile on the boy. She knew what it felt like when your nursemaid left in the night when she had promised to love you.

“Elias, I am Julianna. Why do you not come out here and—”

He opened his mouth and began wailing again. Tears dripped from his eyes and soaked the floor beneath him. He looked so terrified she almost wanted to cry with him.

She rose up and sat on her calves and motioned for Scarface to come closer. She usually took control over situations quickly. This was no exception. But these were savages. She couldn’t forget that.

“Is he like this all this time?” she asked. “Or did it begin when Avice left him?”

“When Avice left,” he answered after a moment of thinking about it. “Everyone here cares fer the lad, Miss. We might give in to him too much but he isna afraid of us. Of his faither and me, mayhap, but ’tis only because he doesna know us.”

Julianna folded her arms across her chest. “Where has this child’s father been that his son does not know him?”

Scarface gave a good effort at trying to scowl and snarl at her for her question and the accusatory tone in which she asked it. But he couldn’t contend with the truth of guilt for staying away and causing the condition of the boy. His shoulders sagged and he looked away. “France, Spain, to the south where forests are as dark as some souls.” He murmured something under his breath that sounded like, “To the past.”

Julianna hadn’t really wanted their exact route. In truth, she didn’t care where they’d been. There was a question of much more importance to be asked. “How long has his father been gone?”

“Two years,” Scarface told her with a defensive undertone. Julianna realized how loyal he was to the earl.

“He had—”

“No. I do not care,” she said and held up her palms. All she could think of was the poor babe under the bed. The hysterical child with no one to be confident in, his instinct for safety telling him his safety was gone.

She’d felt it as a child, as had William. She knew William had been taken from his family in Scotland—while she still had her mother and father. But her father, as governor of one of King Edward’s mightiest strongholds, was, for the most part, not around, and if he was around then not easily available. She saw her mother even less. She would have had no one if not for Berengaria and William.

She understood how Elias felt.

“Where is the boy’s mother?”

“Dead. Mattie died givin’ us Elias.”

Dead. What a pi—Mattie? Where had she heard that name before? There was no time to think of it now. Elias was still crying. He needed Avice, but he would have to settle for Julianna.

She swept her mantle off and her hood with it and dropped the pile of wool onto the floor beside her. “You may leave,” she told the two men.

“I willna leave him with a stranger,” Scarface insisted. The other man left as if he’d just been pardoned from hanging.

“I’m the new governess,” she told Scarface.

“Ye would like to be—”

“I am,” she whispered with determination staining its softness. “Unless you go find Avice, I am!”

“Nicky didna choose ye,” he insisted.

She narrowed her eyes on him and gave herself a little shake as if she just kicked aside her doubts and fears and let confidence and determination fill her. “His son will choose me.”

He blinked at her. Elias cried out pitifully for Avice.

Julianna forgot the man and bent to look under the bed again. “Elias, come here, sweet babe,” she cooed. His crying grew louder. She repeated her invitation again, softer this time, holding out her arms. “I know you are frightened, dear heart. I am here now. There is no more reason to be afraid.”

She continued to speak to him slowly, softly, until finally he stopped crying. By the time he exited from under the bed, he was so exhausted; he crawled into her arms, stuck his thumb into his mouth and fell asleep.

“’Tis a miracle,” Scarface rejoiced under his breath and smiled at Julianna when she looked at him.

“Berengaria taught me how to comfort a babe,” she said softly.

“Who is Berengaria?” Scarface asked.

“She was my nursemaid. She taught me how to put one to sleep, feed one, bathe one, and much more. You must speak softly but not be utterly quiet so that your babe can grow used to sounds—because they are sure to come,” she said the last in her Berengaria voice. “Mostly I learned by watching when she showed new mothers how to care for their precious bundles.”

She hoped one day to have a child. Now, she was getting old. Twenty-three in a fortnight.

“So, you see?” she said, slanting her gaze and her smile on him. “I am competent.”

“Aye, I see,” he said, smiling back.

A sound came from the door. They both looked up to see someone filling the doorway. It was the hairy beast from outside. He had to be Lord Rothbury. Up close, he was even more frightening. His long dark hair was almost as untamable as hers. It looked like it might be knotted into his beard. It made sense that Avice would leave when he returned. She was terrified of him, poor girl. And Julianna also realized that not only had little Elias begun this behavior after Avice left, but also when his father, the monster, returned.

With the babe in her arms, she rose up from the floor. Whoever this man-beast was, he was going to have to do something about how he looked—for his son’s sake. He was terrifying.

She smiled and opened her mouth to introduce herself, but he turned from the doorway and disappeared down the hall.
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Chapter Three


Nicholas almost ran Rauf down in his urgency to get away from what and whom he’d just seen—Julianna Feathers holding his son.

No! It was the lighting! The shadows in the room! It was not her!

“Rauf! Dammit, what is that woman doing in Elias’ chamber?”

“She’s the new governess.”

Nicholas gripped Rauf’s jacket and pulled him close. “You will send her away this instant!”

“Why, Nicky?” he asked, pulling his ax free. “D’ye know her? Is she dangerous?”

Nicholas brought his hands to his head. He wanted to yank out every strand of his hair. What the hell was she doing here? What did she want? Had she changed her mind about him now that he was an earl? “No. She is not dangerous.” She was deadly! His gaze fell to Rauf’s weapon. “Do not put a hand to her, but get her out of Lismoor.”

“Now?” Rauf asked, hand to chest. “If she’s not dangerous—”

“Rauf.”

“She managed to get the lad to finally—”

“Now.”

Rauf looked into his gray eyes. If he had any thoughts of challenging Nicholas, those thoughts were driven back by the warning in his lord’s flinty gaze.

“Ye are worse than yer brother,” he thought he heard Rauf murmur on his way down the hall.

Nicholas didn’t wait to see her being escorted out of his son’s room. He hurried away on long strides, down the hall to his solar.

What was she doing here? Julianna. His heart felt as if it were going to cease or ignite and burst into flames. Either way meant the end of him.

It was Julianna with Elias in her arms, looking up at him with wide, dark, frightened eyes and deep red tresses falling over one side of her face and over one shoulder. She was here! His hands shook as he reached for the door to his solar. What did she want? Was he strong enough to resist her, or would he succumb to her maddening beauty and natural grace? No! He swore to himself as he entered his solar. He wouldn’t see her, speak to her. There was too much at risk. He had come back to Rothbury for his son. Not her. His gaze hardened. It had taken him years to fully get over her, and when he finally did, she came back? No! He would never give her another chance to hurt him.

“Why will he not see me?” he heard her demand.

He knew her voice better than his own. He felt it rushing over him like rain on a blistering day. The sound of her was refreshing, laced with the cool undercurrents of fearless determination. She was after something. What was it?

He leaned against the doorframe and peered out into the hall through a slit in the doorway.

“Perhaps your lord should think about cutting off all that hair so that he does not frighten his poor child!”

So, his son’s hysteria was his fault? Of course she would think so.

“I thought he wanted to find a governess. What have I done that is so terrible?” she argued.

She was angry. Nicholas couldn’t see her but he knew her expressions and exactly how she looked right now. Was he to believe she had come here for work? Was she unwed? Penniless? Hadn’t she wed her “man of means”?

He thought about pulling open the door—perhaps even tearing it from its hinges—and storming up to her. He wanted to tell her that he did want a governess, but not her.

What the hell was Rauf doing letting her argue? She should have been gone by now.

“Rauf!” he barked, unable to stop himself. Fortunate for his commander that he didn’t storm out into the hall and toss him out with her! Loyal friend or not.

He heard footsteps marching toward him and realized what he’d done. He should have been prepared to rush out if he opened his mouth. He wasn’t. She was coming!

He pushed the door gently and without a sound and watched the slit disappear—just before a flash of her red hair appeared.

“I see then,” her voice seeped in as the door closed in her face. She was bold enough to open it. But she wasn’t a fool. She didn’t know who he was. She hadn’t recognized him. He would examine why it stung later. For now, she wouldn’t open the door.

“What kind of man hides behind a door like a frightened child? Who would ignore the terrors of the true child in this castle by wanting me to leave? He needs to trust someone. I can help him do that.”

“Someone else will be his governess. Not you,” he muttered in a deep voice through the door. “He will learn to trust me.”

Silence.

“So, ’tis…just me you do not want.”

He heard what it took for her to say such words, for in Berwick, everyone had wanted “Jules” Feathers. “That is correct. You may leave.”

He would admit that someplace deep, deep inside, someplace beyond the stone walls, there was a part of him that wanted to open the door and just look at her. Take her in one more time, like a sunrise after years of darkness—or a forbidden desire he still longed for more than breath.

He was no fool either. He would never go back. Love was pain. Love was torment. Especially loving Julianna. Especially her.

Even after King Robert had given him Lismoor and the title of Earl of Rothbury, he could never forget what he had been. He couldn’t forget because it was the reason he lost her.

She had been all he had for his whole life. Julianna, with her lush, fiery hair and dark, soulful eyes had won his heart from a day before he could remember. He’d had a hope that he could someday be worthy of her. It was foolish and it was deadly, but oh, how he had loved her. He would have done anything, risked everything, including his life for her. She’d been the reason blood flowed in his veins, and when she left, she left him empty.

But he didn’t love her anymore. There were days when he hated her—even the memory of her because she had proven that love was deadly.

Finding his brothers was a miracle and he was grateful, but loving Julianna as a boy had saved him from missing a family he was too young to remember. After Cain and his wife had gone to Invergarry, the fateful truth had settled on him. He felt empty without Julianna. He wrote letters to her. They were rough, he would admit, for he’d always disliked Julianna’s writing lessons. But he wrote them. Six in all. Telling her how he felt and what he thought of her. He’d realized that sending what he wrote in anger wasn’t wise, so he burned them all.

Mattie, a handmaiden at the castle, had stayed behind when her lady left and tried to save him. She had loved him while he’d grown more distant, more impenetrable. She’d clung to any vestige of emotion he had left and pulled him from the wreckage of his own heart.

When he lost her, he knew love was a curse, a torturous ploy to get him to relinquish his heart.

He was not interested in anything or anyone having to do with love; past, present, or future. Love had almost completely destroyed him. He didn’t want to see her or speak to her.

He pressed his ear against the cool wood and listened to her footsteps fading in the distance.

He cracked open the door. She was gone, as was Rauf. He looked down the hall at his son’s room. The little fellow had a good set of lungs on him. It didn’t bother Nicholas that his son cried and screamed often. He wanted something he wasn’t getting. Nicholas understood that.

Just before he had returned to Lismoor, he’d returned to Berwick, now back in the hands of the Scots, and had gone to the castle—to the servants’ quarters. He had wanted to look at where his memories of servitude began at the age of two as he had been told, sold to the house of Governor Feathers of Berwick for a stone. He’d wanted to stare those memories, and the memories of the governor’s daughter, in the face and deny them the power to hurt him anymore. Before he saw his son.

But now she was here and his thoughts were already tossed like leaves in a whirlwind.

His son’s cries halted his thoughts. Even the ones of Julianna.

He yanked the door fully open and, without looking either way, set off down the hall. He didn’t go to his son out of compassion. He felt none. Love did not lead his feet. He didn’t love Elias. Not as he should. All he knew of the babe was screeching. He didn’t go because the crying hurt his ears. It didn’t. In fact, it was familiar and a bit soothing.

He went because he should. It was his child disturbing everyone’s peace.

He had known how his leaving might affect the boy, but he hadn’t been able to give any more of himself after Mattie died. Everyone he had loved…gone, or dead.

Elias was not a servant but the son of an earl. When Nicholas left, he had known his son would be well taken care of. And he had been. Richard and the rest of the household and even the villagers loved the babe and indulged him. He’d had Avice. A young mother from the village who had delivered a stillborn had been hired to nurse him.

But she had left him—just as easily as Berengaria had left him and Julianna.

Damn her.

He reached the room and opened the door. When his son saw him, his cries grew more hysterical and he jumped from the bed then leaped under it.

“Son.”

More screeching.

Perhaps your lord should think about cutting off all that hair so that he does not frighten his poor child!

He lifted his fingers to his hair. He had grown it long living the life he’d led, going where the wind led him, even as far south as hell, living in huts along the Marañon River. In some customs, long hair like his signified strength. He guessed it was because of Samson from Father Timothy’s Holy Book. A favorite story of his.

But where was his strength while he hid in his room earlier?

His son continued to cry for the next three hours.

Rauf shot Nicholas some dark glances. The other men were quick to snap at companions. Most ran from the keep. Rauf and Donald stayed. Nicholas was grateful for them. They managed to get the child to eat, at least.

“Nicky, please, hear me,” Rauf pleaded in the great hall that night when the boy finally fell asleep. “I know where the lass is stayin’. Let me go fetch her. She—”

“No.” Nicholas shook his head.

“Who is she? I dinna understand why ye are so dead set against her.”

“She is Julianna, Rauf. Julianna.”

His friend looked off to the side somewhere in his memory and then found her. “The one ye used to cry oot fer in yer sleep.”

Nicholas nodded and sipped his ale. He didn’t know if he’d cried out or not, but Cain and the others knew her name, so he must have. “She was at St. Peter’s Abbey when we went there for Elizabeth, Aleysia’s friend.”

Rauf nodded as if he remembered and rubbed his hand down his bristly face. “What is she doin’ lookin’ fer a way to earn coin?”

“I do not know. I do not know what she wants.”

“She wants to take care of Elias,” Rauf told him.

“She cannot.” He turned his gaze away from Rauf’s searching one. “She does not know who I am. She thinks I am Nicholas MacPherson.”

“But,”—Rauf looked as if he might cry.–“ye are Nicholas Mac…hell, Nicky, did ye pick up some sort of malady that is eatin’ away at yer head? D’ye think I have it?”

Nicholas smiled beneath the hair on his face. Rauf had always remained by him from the day Cain and the men found him beaten and left as dead on the road outside Berwick four years ago. Rauf had never left him. When they had returned from Nicholas’ pilgrimage, Rauf had been named his commander.

“Beneath all this fur,” Nicholas told him, “…if she saw me, she would know me as William Stone. She does not know who I am. You must not tell her.”

“But Nicky, she had a way with the lad. She was patient and tender with him and she told me of her nurse, Berengaria, who by the way is another person ye have never mentioned.”

Berengaria. A name Nicholas couldn’t say correctly until he was five, perhaps six, and stopped saying altogether when he was twelve, after she left him. He’d loved her with his whole being, and she left.

Nicholas didn’t know whether to shout in frustration or whisper his plea. He’d put Berengaria out of his mind since she’d left. He didn’t want to hear about her now. “I know I am asking much of you and of the men,” he said, “but do not ask me to bring Miss Feathers—all this—back into my life.”

“All what?” Rauf stared at him for a moment, as if waiting to discover something he didn’t know after the years they’d spent together. “Why have ye not told me of Julianna, Nicky? Ye let me put her oot of my thoughts because ye never spoke of her. Not once. And yet, ye see her now fer a moment and yer feelin’s fer her are so strong ye canna be near her? Not even fer Elias’ sake?”

“My feelings for her are not strong,” Nicholas disagreed.

“Aye, they are, Nicky. I think ye love her, lad. I think ye have loved her all along.”

Sometimes, Nicholas wanted to strangle Rauf. Times like now when Nicholas had no rebuttal. If everything he felt about love and life was her fault all along then wasn’t it best to face that terrible beast head on? No. He didn’t want to. He’d faced enough beasts in his life. This one was the biggest, the most ferocious. It had been born of misery when he was a babe, beaten and left alone to cry until it drained his heart dry. Until a year later, when the governor’s wife had a child, a girl called Julianna, and hired a wet nurse to tend to the babe.

Berengaria had heard him crying in the servants’ quarters and went to him. She’d cared for him there from then on while she nursed the governor’s new babe. She took him as her own and called him William.

He’d grown up with Julianna, not as a sibling, for they were not equal. He had been taught from an early age that she was his master’s daughter. He must always remember. He had, and he also remembered her red hair and spirited demeanor, how, when she was willing to go head to head, she bristled and had to then blow a curl or two away from her face.

Even later, when she pretended not to know him when her haughty friends or her parents were near, he hadn’t cared. He loved her. He cherished her, emblazoning her every feature on his heart. He knew everything about her, what made her smile and what made her cry. He and no other lad, noble or otherwise, had seen the way her hair spilled down her back in a splash of fiery curls. No one but him had seen her bare feet, as white as freshly fallen snow—like the rest of her skin, save for her full, coral lips above a delicate chin. Her eyes were wide and almond-shaped, dark brown like fine whisky, and almost cherry red in the light. She wore the crown. She wielded the power. Strong feelings. Aye, much stronger than he remembered.

He had to keep her from coming back to the castle.

“I will cut off my hair,” he promised. “All of it, and then I will win my son’s favor.”

“But then she will know—”

“No. She will not, Rauf!” Nicholas stood up from his seat, whatever warmth was in his eyes a moment ago cooled into crystalline shards. “And do you know why she will not? Because tomorrow, you will go to where she is staying and you will tell her to return to her home. She is not needed here.”

He didn’t wait to know Rauf’s reaction or hear his reply. He was tired. He was going to bed.

He forbade himself to think of her while he entered his chambers, undressed and crawled into bed. He barely closed his eyes when his son woke up crying down the hall. He could have fallen asleep if not for his men shouting and grumbling outside his door.

Finally, he left his bed, dressed, and stormed off to the kitchen to find a sharp knife to cut off his hair.
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Chapter Four


Julianna nearly leaped at the chance for someone to brush her hair, so when Molly, Walter’s wife, offered to do it, Julianna did not resist. She sat on a wooden stool beside the hearth in their spacious kitchen, while Molly brushed and answered her questions. She and Walter had been here when Giles d’Argentan was alive. Aye, they knew Aleysia, Giles’ sister. Aye, they’d heard of her private war with the Scots and her surrender. But the war had ended. Their beloved Lady of Lismoor had wed Commander Cainnech MacPherson and Lismoor had been given to Cainnech’s brother, Nicholas.

Molly’s brush flowed smoothly after a while, as did her tongue. She’d heard the name William Stone but she didn’t remember when or where. The Scots were kind to her and the others. Of course, they all loved Mattie, too, for they’d known her and Elizabeth, Giles’ betrothed, for many years.

Mattie, Aleysia’s handmaiden! Julianna remembered her now. Elizabeth had spoken of her often when they spent time together at the abbey two years ago.

The earl had wed Mattie? A handmaiden? She smiled a little. The Scots had at least one thing right, then.

“After Mattie died, God rest her,” Molly went on, “the poor earl went mad and left Lismoor. We all took time with the child, helping to raise him like we had done with Aleysia. But when the earl returned recently, he gave Avice such a fright when she saw him and he demanded to know who she was in that voice of his, with those eyes. Well, she left without even weaning the boy completely. We have all been helping cook for him and feed the little lad, but the earl does not like so many of us coming and going in and out, all day and night long. A governess would solve his problems.”

“Well, he does not want me,” Julianna pouted.

“Do you have any hints as to why not?”

“Not a one. I do not know him. I do not think I do,” she corrected, closing her eyes at Molly’s relaxing strokes. She hadn’t felt so wonderfully good in years. “He is covered in hair.”

Molly laughed. “He did not always look the way he looks now. When Mattie was alive, he was quite the most beautiful man I had ever looked upon. Ask Beatrice. She will attest. He has the most breathtaking gray eyes. Miss, I tell you if I was twenty, well, all right thirty years younger…”

Gray eyes. Julianna opened hers. William had gray eyes. It was the first thing one noticed about him.

Her belly sank and the air suddenly became stiflingly hot. No, of course William was not the Earl of Rothbury! She almost laughed out loud at herself. Perhaps it was crying she should almost be doing. Was she so desperate to find him that she would let herself believe that a slave had become an earl? But what if he had done something to earn the King of Scots’ favor…and a title? Perhaps the earl had married a servant because he was once a servant, too. Her head began to spin. No. The earl was not William. Molly had said he was Cainnech MacPherson’s brother. William had no family.

“Molly!” a rider called out. It was Scarface from the castle. “Ye must come quickly!”

Molly dropped her brush. “What is it?”

“’Tis the lad. He woke with a fever. He is retchin’ up everythin’ we give him. The earl is aboot to go mad with worry! The man has lost much,” he said, shifting his gaze to Julianna as she stood from her stool. “He canna lose his son.”

“He will not lose him,” Julianna promised and smiled at Molly.

Scarface suddenly went a shade paler. “I should tell ye,” he said, avoiding her gaze, “that the earl asked fer Molly and no one else.”

Julianna hated that the earl’s unwarranted dislike for her pricked her so sharply. “Good. You told me.” She waited while Molly ran into the house to get Walter and their horse.

“What are you called?” she asked Scarface when she sat behind him on his horse. He hadn’t had a choice but to allow her to mount. She was up before he could protest.

“Rauf,” he said, trying to sound angry and failing. “He is goin’ to skin my arse fer bringin’ ye. Ye better help the boy.”

Her heart raced while Walter helped Molly gain her saddle then tied the horse to Rauf’s. “Why does the earl hate me?” she asked softly behind him.

“I dinna know.”

But Rauf didn’t deny it. The earl hated her. She had to know why. “Do I know him?”

When he remained silent while Water finished tying the horses together, she thought about any viscounts or earls from her past…or from Phillip’s who might hate her. There were many on Phillip’s side, she was sure.

But no one from her past was a Scot. No one but one.

Had William discovered his family and changed his name? Of course. Why wouldn’t he? Berengaria had given him the name William and she’d left him and Berwick one night while they slept and never returned. And why would he want to be called Stone, a name given to remind him of his worth?

Had he married Aleysia d’Argentan’s servant? Did he love her so much that losing her caused him to go mad and become that…hairy ogre his son was terrified of? No. Her heart refused to let go of him, though it broke today more than any other day. Did he have a child and leave it?

“Is he William? William Stone?” she begged on a sigh along his ear. She didn’t need to say anything more than that. If the earl was William, Rauf would know who she meant.

“Lass…I canna say,” he croaked.

Oh, no! No! Julianna thought about leaping from the horse but Walter finished tying his, and Rauf flicked his reins.

No! Her belly knotted and almost doubled her over as they took off. She wasn’t prepared for this! The earl was not William. He was Nicholas, a frightening brute with cold, steel hatred in his eyes. Hatred for her. No! She wanted to slink to the ground and disappear into the soil. How could it be? She was wrong.

“But how does he have a brother?” she managed when they rode up to the curtain wall of the castle.

“They found him, lass. First, Cain, and then Torin.”

They found him. Then, it truly was William. Her William. But he wasn’t hers anymore.

Julianna’s skin felt clammy. He’d forgotten her and had a child with someone else. She supposed he’d had a right, since she turned him away when last they’d seen each other. She felt even worse remembering how she had stormed at his door and berated him about being a coward, just as a noble would have done. That wasn’t her. She shouldn’t have come here. She should have heard the name Lismoor and forgotten it just as quickly—as the abbess had told her to do about William. But she couldn’t. She hadn’t forgotten him in four years.

“The path of his life was no fault of his own. If this is where it left him…” Rauf looked up at the towering keep and battlement walls. His chest swelled. “Dinna let it be that ye are unhappy that life was finally good to him.”

Her eyes filled with tears that burned. There hadn’t been any in so long. Nothing shed for a past she hated. Everything but William.

“He did not have a terrible life with Berengaria…or me in it.”

Rauf shrugged his broad shoulders. “Tell it to him, lass. My priority right now is his son. Nicky canna lose another, aye?”

Nicky. She breathed. “Aye.”

She dismounted in the inner yard. She followed Rauf and Molly up the stairs to the great hall and then out of it again and down the long corridor to the babe’s chamber.

Julianna neared the door, left partially open by the last one out. She heard soft whining and heavy breathing. Both sounds came from different people. Her mouth went dry and her knees grew weak. Was she about to see William? Her feet didn’t want to move. But she’d come all this way, spent almost all her coin to find him.

Molly pushed the door open and plunged inside. Rauf went next, but Julianna was afraid to go. Afraid to find out if he truly hated her and if so, why?

She’d lost many as well. She didn’t want to lose him.

Perhaps it wasn’t William. Perhaps she was just a fool hoping for her past to—

“Julianna!” Molly’s urgent voice shattered her thoughts and set her feet to moving—

—even as she heard his breathing change before he ground out, “No. No one else!”

Julianna pushed on the door and stepped inside, despite his command. She didn’t look at him. She couldn’t and still think straight. She went directly to the babe and touched his skin. He was burning up. They needed to get the fever down.

“Luke warm rags,” Molly ordered and Rauf went running.

“And bring me coriander and mint if you have it,” Julianna called out to any who were left.

The earl. She turned slightly to have a look at him. Afraid. What if…

It was him. William. Her knees nearly folded. Every moment she’d ever spent with him came flooding back in an instant. He’d shaved his face and cut off most of his hair, save for the tuft of waves falling over his dark brows and stormy gray eyes.

How should she react to seeing him? She wanted to run, but which way, from him or to him? “My lord,” she managed.

He didn’t reply but stood against the wall like a carved statue of a cold warrior king of old. Tall and lean, dressed in snug pants of deep brown-dyed wool over his long, muscular legs and a léine tucked beneath a belt hanging low on his hips.

Beautiful William. He was frightened for his son. She could see the worry in his eyes…and something else. When he looked at her, his gaze was sparked with lightning. He hated her.

She took a step back. She almost fainted right there in Molly’s arms at the force of his gaze, the strength of his emotion for her. But his son needed help. The earl of Rothbury could hate her later.

“Or tell me where the items are and allow me to fetch them myself.” She closed her eyes at the quaver in her voice, then opened them again and challenged him with a determined stare. She wouldn’t fall to pieces before him. “I would like him to have my mixture sooner rather than later if we can.”

He swallowed and cut his gaze away, then left the room without a word.

Julianna put away her thoughts of him for the rest of the afternoon and helped Molly attend to Elias. She soothed him while she cooled his soft, pale skin and fed him her tea. Thankfully, he managed to keep some down. She prayed for him also, with Molly, on her knees.

William never left the room after fetching what was needed. He sat alone at a nearby table by the hearth. He did not sit up straight, but hunched over the table, resting his arms on the surface and his head atop one bicep. He didn’t say a word. When he tore his stricken gaze from his son and looked at her, Julianna’s heart broke at the worry and fear and guilt she saw in him. But then it all faded and left silver shards ready to fly directly at her.

She wasn’t afraid of him. Though she’d never seen him so angry. She knew William. He would never put a hand to her. He was nothing like Phillip. But he could put her out of his mind, never think of or mention her again, and pretend she had never existed. As he had with Berengaria.

When everything they could do for Elias had been done, they waited. It gave Julianna a few moments to take in who this man was sitting alone by the hearth.

William.

She wanted to shout it at him, force him to say something, tell her what she had done. She wanted to fling herself into his arms and beg forgiveness for turning him away because of what he was. That was it, wasn’t it? That was why his perfectly sculpted, dimpled chin, now easily seen, was dead-set against her? She hadn’t recognized his eyes before because they were so filled with repugnance for her. William had never looked at her with anything but love in his gaze.

But this was no longer William. He was Nicholas MacPherson now, the Earl of Rothbury, a widower who had abandoned his son at birth.

It made her angry. The way he looked at her made her angry, too. She tried to settle the fire rising up inside, but she knew no one else was going to tell him so she turned to him and folded her arms across her chest. “You left him in the hands of others…” She had no idea why the sudden urge to weep struck her. She did her best to fight it. “…including a wet-nurse whom he came to love as his mother. Who then abandoned him. One would think you would have known better.”

She didn’t know what to expect from this new William, but it wasn’t a glowering, menacing tower rising from his chair. She almost regretted not wearing her jewelry. But would she poison Nicholas? She doubted it.

She held her position even as he advanced, even as her heart faltered in her chest. She wasn’t leaving this room no matter what tactics he used. She dug her heels in and gave herself a subtle shake—just enough to make her long loose hair sway in the hearth’s light. She had faced Phillip at his drunken worst, when he didn’t even recognize who she was. She’d learned to cower so as not to invoke his wrath. She’d promised herself that she would never let it happen again.

“I would have a word with you outside,” he said on a low snarl. “Walk or I shall carry you.”

She remained where she was. “I’m not leaving until he is well.”

His expression softened just the tiniest bit. “We will only be outside the door.”

She walked, managing a reassuring look she didn’t feel to Molly.

When they stepped outside, he shut the door behind them. “I will make this brief, Lady—”

“Miss Feathers. Julianna,” she corrected in a softer tone. He was the love of her life. She couldn’t deny it. She’d dreamed of him so often. Sleep had become her escape from Phillip before she had truly run.

“I do not want to see you every day,” he said, putting his sword through her heart. “What are you even doing here, trying to be a governess? Do you have no title? No land?”

“None. William, I—”

“Never call me that again,” he warned. “My name is Nicholas. I’m a Scot.”

“I am overjoyed for you,” she told him sincerely. “I would love to hear about your brothers one day. But that does not give you the right to leave Elias.”

“What do you know of it, Julianna?” he charged, standing over her, his voice fathomlessly deep and his gaze as hard as diamonds. “Have you ever left someone you loved?”

“Aye, I have.” She met his gaze head on. She wanted to reach out her hand and touch him. Were her desires real or just the residue of memories of a better time in her life? A time of freedom and laughter, of stolen kisses with him and only him. She was tempted to close her eyes and remember how his lips felt on hers that night. “But he left me first.”

His eyes pinned her to her spot. She tried to read them, but there was nothing to see. They were spellbinding in their chilling detachment. “You are not speaking of me.”

“I am!” She squared her shoulders and readied herself for a fight. “You left me after promising me you never would!”

“I did not leave you!” he grounded out through his clenched jaw. “I would never have left you, Julianna! Never. It sickens me that I must defend it. So I will not.”

What? What was he saying? That the gossip was true? Her father had beaten him? “But you rode with the Scots after that.”

The door opened and Molly appeared on the other side. “I think he is waking up.”

William rushed back inside, to the bed, with Julianna on his heels.

“Elias?” His rich voice filled her ears.

William had a son. With someone else.

He had the audacity to be angry with her? And what would he do when he found out to whom she had been married?

“He does not respond!” he cried out, lifting his hands to his head.

Julianna pushed past him and leaned over the bed to feel the babe’s face. He was cool. His fever had broken.

“I knew it,” Nicholas lamented under his breath and moved away.

What had Nicholas known? What made those words tear away from his heart as if bringing to completion its destruction?

She looked down and found Elias’ beautiful blue-gray eyes on her. She held her breath, afraid to move lest he begin to cry. His huge gaze took in the sight of her hair falling down the side of her face and onto the bed—like a red waterfall. He smiled and sealed her heart to his. William’s child.

“Say good morn to your papa, Elias.” She moved out of the way, swishing her hair over the babe’s face and making his smile grow into a soft giggle.

She looked up in time to catch the flash of gratitude in Nicholas’ eyes when he turned and saw his son awake.

The babe looked at him without screeching. “Lyahs’ tummy want food.”

Julianna laughed. “This tummy?” she asked and tickled his belly gently, since he was just recovering.

He squealed with laughter, even as his father left the room.

“What was all that with you and the earl about?” Molly drooled for information.

“I knew him once,” Julianna told her and also Rauf, who stood behind, listening, “before he was an earl. I had not recognized him under all his hair. But when I saw him, clean-shaven, I knew who he was.”

“Now do you remember why he would have reason not to like you?” Molly asked, hoping for a bit more spice.

“He is angry with me for not following my heart,” she told the woman. “My life took a very different turn than it would if I had.” She looked down at Elias. Color was returning to his cheeks. Goodness, he was a heart-wrenchingly beautiful little boy.

She glanced at the door and wondered what his father’s words had meant. He knew it. Did he think Elias was dead? That he’d lost him? Had such certainty torn from his heart the last shred of humanity he had left?

Life had been hard on her dearest, most beloved friend. She wanted to make it easier.

She prayed William…Nicholas would let her stay to take care of his son. And of him. She wasn’t sure anything could make her leave now that the child had smiled at her. Now that she knew that, like his father, he hadn’t had anyone to comfort him in weeks—or who knows how long, really? If Avice could leave him just because of his big, hairy father then she didn’t truly love him.

That was about to change and anyone who tried to get in her way would get a needle to the arse.
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Chapter Five


Nicholas walked along the battlement wall with Rauf later that night. Inside, the castle was quiet. Elias had eaten supper with Julianna and then they ran around the courtyard until the sun went down. He’d watched them from up here.

He shouldn’t have.

He realized when he thought he might lose Elias that he, indeed, did love him. That scared the hell out of him. The fear of losing someone he loved came flooding back, making him panic, making him run.

But the babe had stopped crying. He’d even laughed. Nicholas could so easily lose himself to the memories of his son smiling and then laughing.

Everything seemed more peaceful. But inside Nicholas’ head was a chaotic hum of alarms. They told him to run, to be strong and throw her out before her enormous eyes called to him—or he thought they did—before her laughter lured him like a siren song and smashed his body against the cliffs.

He couldn’t sit still. Pacing didn’t help.

“I do not want her here,” he said, looking over the shallow strath while the last shards of sunlight clung to the earth. “Even if I agree to this, she will not stay and Elias will suffer all over again.”

Rauf followed him around the wall. “Not if ye are here, Nicky.”

Nicholas stopped and turned around to look at him.

Rauf took a step back.

“This is my fault. I know,” Nicholas grieved. He wanted to ask Rauf what he could have done. But he already knew the answer. He could have stayed and raised his son. But he wanted to give in, give up, die. He hated everything that reminded him of what he’d lost, including his son. Selfish or not, he wouldn’t have been a good father and he hadn’t wanted to ask his brothers and the mothers of their children to help raise one more.

But that was two years ago when all his hurts and doubts were fresh. That was before he’d left Lismoor and traveled to places that were not designed for anyone’s protection, including his, places where people lost their entire families to rivaling tribes or natural catastrophes. Before he’d gone to Berwick and faced what haunted him.

Or so he thought.

There was no time for regrets now. He’d come back for Elias, not a ghost he thought he’d exorcized. He had to decide what to do about Julianna. His son had been quiet for over four hours for the first time since Nicholas had been home. The babe seemed to be fond of her. She still had to go. He’d find someone else. Elias wouldn’t care. He needed a motherly type. There had to be someone who could do it. He would go out and scavenge the village for someone tomorrow.

“Let her stay the night,” he told his commander. “I will not send her out into the dark. But she must leave in the morning.”

“Nicky, ’twill be harder fer the lad if she goes now. Let her help ease him into it. ’Twill give us time to find someone else.”

Nicholas thought about it and shook his head. “I cannot, Rauf. You were there. You heard her rejection. She called me what I had always been to her. A servant. A childish—”

“In truth,” Rauf corrected, “I didna hear her say a thing aboot that. I was carryin’ yer brother the hell away from that mad abbess. Her, I remember!”

“Then you do remember Julianna,” Nicholas stared him in the eye. “And still you invited her here?”

“I remember her now, after ye have reminded me,” Rauf told him defensively. “All right, then, Nicky. She called ye a servant. So now the winds have changed and ye are the noble.” He tossed up his hands and his shoulders along with them. “I canna say I believe she is here fer any other purpose than to care fer Elias. She didna know ye were ye until this morn after she had heard me tell Molly aboot the babe and landed in my saddle before I even knew she was behind me. I didna invite her here. I had no say in the matter.”

Nicholas knew that determination she possessed. He remembered how she’d told her parents straight to their faces that she loved him. She was eight.

He smiled remembering how he’d felt when he’d heard about it later that night. Despite a whip across the back in the morn, and a warning to stay away from the governor’s daughter, it was one of the best feelings he’d ever felt.

He couldn’t let her stay. He wasn’t sure he could withstand her.

“Tomorrow, Rauf,” he said coolly and stepped around him.

“Where are ye goin’, Nicky?”

“Out.”

“D’ye want me to come?”

“No.”

He went back inside the keep, hoping he didn’t see her and hurried down the stairs. He’d almost reached the second landing where the doors were.

“My lord?”

His shoulders bunched up around his ears. There were other women in the keep; the laundress, two maids who were Mattie’s friends whose voice it could have been. But it was Julianna.

He closed his eyes and paused in his steps.

“My lord,” she repeated.

He turned to face her, not realizing his shoulders were still up. Hell, he didn’t want to look at her. She was already emblazoned on his soul. Everything about her was.

“I was just informing my commander to show you to a room.”

He looked at her just as her smile deepened, and seeing it again was like finding home after being lost.

No. He had no home. “For the night.” He flared his nostrils to draw in strength as her familiar smile faded. She had left him so easily when he was a servant. “In the morning, you will leave and never return.”

He was glad she had tamed her hair in a braid. Angry that it was soul-wrenchingly tempting to watch the way it fell down her left shoulder and over her humble bosom.

But her gaze commanded his as if she still held power over him.

He ground his jaw then loosened it to speak. “Why are you silent?”

Her eyes glimmered in the torchlight like pools of Marañon blackwater. “Why do you hate me, William?” she asked on the softest breath, furthering his demise. She had moved closer to him. When? “I believed that you had run away and—”

“That is where I stumble, Julianna.” He took a step away from her. “I do not understand how you could think so little of me.”

He turned to leave, having nothing more to say to her.

“William.” She stopped him with a slender hand to his sleeved arm.

“Nicholas,” he corrected with a warning thread woven into his voice. “Make certain you do not speak that name again, especially around my son.”

She would not forget again, remembering and understanding why he’d changed it. “What happened to you that night?” she asked, swiping the tears from her cheeks and then keeping them at bay by the sheer force of her will. “Did my father beat you?”

“No, Julianna,” he told her woodenly, as if he’d practiced telling her a hundred times in his head until it lost its power. “I suspect he knew that if he put his hand to me again I would kill him. Instead, he had me beaten by a group of men. There may have been six or seven, I cannot recall exactly. He then had me thrown out of Berwick and tossed onto the road outside the town, saving my life from the Scots who attacked a short time later from behind. Because, though I am a Scot, I would have defended you to my death.”

His tone did not change when her inward groan escaped through clenched teeth and tears flowed from her eyes.

“My brother, Cain, chose not to join the king’s men in the massacre of Berwick and found me instead on the road leading out. That is why I did not come back to you. They told me you were most likely dead, but I did not believe it. I hoped and I prayed that you lived. And then I found you at the abbey, and you know the rest.”

“I was a fool,” she said with resignation in the curve of her brow. “How long will you punish me for it?”

“We were both fools,” he allowed. “Let us be cautious that it does not happen again, aye?”

He moved to leave once more. He made it two steps and then stopped and turned to her. “You are silent again.”

“I am not leaving, my lord Whateveryouwanttobecalled.”

He fought not to gape at her—while he throttled her. “’Tis my castle.”

“I do not care if ’tis your country,” she countered, bracing herself. “You can punish me all you want, but I will not let you punish Elias. He needs me.”

Hell, she was not going to back down. He should have never let her back inside. “You do not even know him,” he tossed at her.

“Neither do you,” she tossed right back.

Why was he standing here arguing with her? “I will have you thrown out.”

“And I will never forgive you.”

“Julianna, you are trying my patience.”

“Because I want to care for your son?”

“Because you are here now that I am no longer a servant but an earl.”

Her dark eyes lit up first—she never could remember his lessons on keeping her eyes from giving her away. He caught her wrist a moment before she would have slapped his face.

“I see what this is about, my lord.” She yanked her arm free and rubbed her wrist. “You have the power.”

He laughed but it didn’t sound genuine to his ears. “What power do I have, Julianna?” He had to stop saying her name. It felt good and sounded good to his ears.

“You think I am looking for another husband.”

Another husband? Then her “man of means” had come.

“I came looking for work and nothing more.”

“Where…where is he now? Your husband?”

“Dead.” There. Now she wouldn’t have to talk about him anymore. Especially not with William. “I shall remain in my room tonight and only come out when I’m needed, in which case I will instruct Rauf to come and get me. If you are there with your son and would like to try and calm him yourself, do not send Rauf. This way,” she turned her soulful, sable gaze away from him, “you will not have to see me.”

She didn’t wait for him to react or answer but turned and left the hall.

Nicholas didn’t stop her. Not because he didn’t want to.

Every part of him wanted to go to her, pull her back into his arms, and promise his heart, but he couldn’t, for his heart was in no condition to be given away. Though according to her, she was here for coin, not another husband. Who was it she had married? How did he die and if he was a man of means, where was his fortune?

Julianna was a memory, folded away somewhere in the farthest pith of his being with others like her. The gone. His parents, Berengaria, Julianna, Mattie. Some he forgave because leaving him was no choice of their own. Others had left by choice. Those, he did not forgive.

He did not go to her because she had rejected him, even after her father had died and she had been freed of her shackles. How could any reason conquer love? And if after their whole lives together, she would not give up certain ways of living for him, how much would anything change after another twenty years? He didn’t want that.

He would rather have no one than have her.
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Julianna checked on Elias and found him still asleep. Rauf was not far from Elias’ door.

“Is Nicholas always so angry?” she asked the commander while he showed her to her chamber door, close to the babe’s. Avice’s room.

“Aye,” Rauf told her then thought about it. “I want to say it began after Mattie died, but…his decline started before that. It started…” his gaze settled back to her. “…after our return from St Peter’s.”

Julianna wished she hadn’t asked. She didn’t know where to look, so she stared at her boots. Had Nicholas told him about her? Did the deadly-looking commander remember her? “Will…Nicholas and I grew up together.”

“Aye, he was yer servant.”

“He was more than that,” she corrected softly. “What did he tell you?”

He shook his head. “Nothin’.”

Her eyes opened wider. “Nothing? He did not mention me at all?”

“Nae,” he told her, not realizing how his words pricked her like spikes. “He never spoke of his past. We all know who he is because of Cain. In truth,” he said after a moment to think of it, “I heard ’twas Father Timothy and Aleysia who first discovered who Nicholas was. They brought him to Cain. The reunited brothers stayed together fer a year. And then ’twas time fer Cain and Aleysia to leave fer Invergarry. M’self and a few others remained here with the lad to help him get on alone. Mattie stayed.”

She nodded and held up her hand. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear anything more. In fact, if it involved William and Mattie, she was sure she didn’t.

“I would love to hear the rest another time.”

He tossed her a knowing, yet furtive smile. “Of course, lass.”

He turned to go, leaving her at her door.

“Rauf?” she called out softly.

“Aye, lass?”

“You have been with him all these years?”

“Aye.”

“And he has never spoken of me?”

“Nae, lass,” he told her. Then, perhaps reading something in her face, he suddenly appeared regretful.

“Thank you, Rauf,” she said before he offered her any pity and brought her closer to tears. “I shall remain in my room until I am needed.”

“Are ye not goin’ to visit Elias?” he asked worriedly.

“Not unless I am needed. His father should try attending to him first, since I am to be leaving.”

“Aye,” he agreed. “Ye are correct, lass. ’Tis best.”

“Aye,” she agreed and held her sleeve to her nose while she sniffled. “Goodnight.”

She turned and hurried into her room before she burst into tears right there in the hall. God help her not to. Inside, she shut the door and leaned her back against it and closed her eyes. William had never spoken of her. How? How could he just put her out of his thoughts like that? She knew how because she knew him. He’d forgotten her the same way he had pushed Berengaria out of his memory after she had left them.

He’d accused her of returning because he was an earl, and he had accused her more than once—and rightly so—of rejecting him when he was a servant. Now that he had power, would he begrudge her his love? Did he think she was no longer worth his time because she was poor?

She looked over her room. It was spacious enough, with a large, lovely bed, two tables, one by her bed for her candles and whatever else she had, which was very little. She traveled most of the time so she had to pack light and sell most of her things. And another table was set just under the window. There were chests scattered about and there was a pillowed chair before the fiery hearth.

She almost wished she could go get Elias and bring him here to sit with her before the fire.

She sat in the chair alone and finally let herself weep for the girl and the boy she had lost. She wept for freedom in the innocence of just not knowing any better, and for the love of her youth.

What was she doing here? She didn’t want another husband, but she wasn’t just here for Elias either. Only a fool would have believed her. And William was no fool. She shook her head at herself. Nicholas, not William. Would she ever get it right?

Her crying seemed to go on forever, interrupted at some point by Elias waking up crying. Julianna’s instincts were going mad! She ached to leap from her chair and go to him. Every moment that she wasn’t at his bedside while he cried tore at her heart. She remembered Berengaria telling her how William had cried so pitifully the night she’d gone to him when he was but three—

She tapped her boot on the wooden floor and tried to control her breath. Where in the blazes was Rauf? No. His absence was a good thing. It meant Nicholas was trying.

The crying grew louder, the screaming higher. She buried her head in her hands and said a prayer for Nicholas.

Someone rapped on the door.

She sprang up. “Aye? Come.”

The door opened and Rauf came in holding his head. “Ye are needed.”

She smiled ever so slightly and hurried out of the chamber and to Elias’ room just down the hall. She went inside, prepared, but the earl was not there. Elias had crawled under the bed. “Elias, ’tis Julianna. I am here, sweeting, but I cannot stay if you keep crying.”

“Lyahs want Avice!” he cried out.

She shook her head. “Avice had to go away to her home, Elias.”

“She coming back?”

“We shall hope so, aye?” She offered him a bright smile.

He nodded and slid out to her. She caught him up in her hands and brought him in close to kiss his cheeks. He laughed, so she did it again.

“Come now, dear heart,” she whispered, picking him up and carrying him back to bed. “Sleep awaits.”

She didn’t want to sleep. If she slept, the morning would come sooner and she would have to leave Lismoor. She didn’t want to go she thought while she wiped Elias’ tears from his eyes and kissed the top of his head. How could she care for a child so quickly? Because he was William’s child and she couldn’t pour her love out on his father. Whether she wanted to sleep or not, the babe needed his. She put him down and sat in the bed next to him. She didn’t remember lying down or falling asleep, or even taking off her boots when she opened her eyes the next morning.
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Chapter Six


Nicholas stood in front of her door, cursing himself and his weak resolve. It was his fault for listening while she wept. Oh, how she wept. He wanted to go to her. He wanted to kick the door in and rush to her.

Always her. Only her. Julianna.

Here she was in his keep! Crying her heart out over something. It didn’t matter what it was. Whether it was over him, or Elias, or status and title. She was crying and he wanted to comfort her. Growing up together, it had been his responsibility to be there for her when or if she needed him. It was the same for Julianna when it came to him. It was Berengaria’s rule.

Gah! He tugged at the hair over his brow. He didn’t want this in his life again. He tore himself away from her door and went to his son’s.

Memories of the woman who had saved his life and then broke his heart invaded his thoughts as he pushed open Elias’ door. His mother, Berengaria, sat under a tree smiling at him and Julianna while they ran around in the grass.

No. No more! Berengaria didn’t deserve a place in his memories. She’d been a part of Berwick…of him one day and gone the next. At first he’d feared the governor had had her killed, for he never, no never would have believed she’d chosen not to be a part of their lives anymore. If she’d been forced to go, she would have found a way to contact him. But a handful of people claimed to have seen her a month after her disappearance.

He’d been twelve. Julianna, nine. They had found comfort in each other’s strength—as Berengaria had taught them. Nicholas had promised to love Julianna always, and she promised the same about him.

He’d waited for a word from his mother, but none ever came. Over nine years of love and affection meant nothing to her. So they meant nothing to him.

Julianna was bringing everything back.

When his son saw him, he began to cry. At least he didn’t scream in terror. Mayhap, it had, in fact, been his hair.

Nicholas knew it would have been better if Elias had had his father here from the beginning. Seeing the little lad crying alone in his big bed after he could have died broke away the hardest pieces of Nicholas’ heart. He understood it on some deeper, more familiar level. His son needed to be comforted. He should have been here to prevent this fear from growing. Poor lad.

For the first time in his life—at least the parts he could remember—Nicholas felt a well of burning, stinging tears filling his eyes.

He would make things right with his son. If the babe needed Julianna, until he grew less afraid of his father, then Julianna he would have.

Trying to sit on the bed wasn’t a good idea. When Elias scurried under the bed, Nicholas stood up and held up one end in his hand. The maneuver didn’t impress the two year old and screaming ensued.

After a dozen more attempts to speak to and finally try to catch the babe, Nicholas finally gave in and sent Rauf for Julianna.

He didn’t want to see her again, so he stayed hidden in the shadows in the hall and only watched like the coward she had called him as she went inside his son’s room and shut the door.

Nicholas didn’t move from the door except to pace before it for the next six hours.

The sun found him sitting against the wall to the right of his son’s room, cursing and wondering why he’d allowed this to happen.

She hadn’t left the room all night. Elias hadn’t cried. Neither had Julianna.

He wanted to go inside, but he wasn’t sure if he should knock or just go in. What would he say? Good morning. You have not forgotten you are leaving, have you? He almost groaned out loud. His belly ached and he rubbed it.

He’d decided she must leave this morn. She must. Having her here brought too much back, too much anger and emotion. The first, his companion. The second, his enemy.

He got up and leaned against the opposite wall and watched the door until it opened.

When he saw her, his gaze took in the sight of her carrying his son. Her long hair was braided over her shoulder, where his son played with it. Her large, beautiful eyes were puffy from crying the night before. His heart moved at the blessed sight of her.

She had to leave.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, seeing him. “Elias, you say, good morn, Papa.”

“Dood morn, Papa,” his son bid him and rubbed his eyes with a chubby fist.

All at once, the pieces of Nicholas’ life fit together again. He felt more cheerful than he had in years because of a simple greeting from a two year old. His two year old. “Good morn, Elias.” He smiled and caught her watching. “You may stay for a few more days.”

Now he knew the full measure of his madness. What was he to do?

“Thank you for changing your mind, my lord.”

It was not something he did often.

“You do not have to call me that.”

“I do not mind.” She bowed her head a bit and tilted her chin. She was still smiling. “We are hungry.” She tickled Elias’ belly and roared. He roared back and then laughed.

His son laughed and the sound seemed to reverberate inside of Nicholas. Truly, there was no babe ever born as beautiful as his child.

“Join us,” Julianna invited him and then set Elias on his feet and took his hand. “We are going to feed our bellies.”

“I…” He had things to see to now that he was back. He was an earl with a pile of letters that needed to be read. He had engagements. Two this week, in fact!

“I do not know anyone in the great hall,” she confided in him. “Or how they will receive me. I admit I am a bit frightened.”

“You have nothing to fear from the men. You are my son’s caregiver. They know it…or they will when I tell them.”

She nodded and looked away, unsatisfied, and began toward the great hall.

He knew what she wanted but it wasn’t for the best. He argued with himself for another moment and then followed them.

The great hall was brimming with people, Highlanders and villagers alike. Julianna saw Molly and Beatrice and a few other women and stopped with Elias to bid them good morn. She didn’t seem shy or nervous around anyone.

Nicholas made his way to a raised table at the head of the great hall and sat down with Rauf.

It was his first appearance in what was as close to public as he wanted to get. Most had seen him full of hair since his return. They were all staring at him and what the hell was he doing? Watching her! They all saw him watching her. He could barely tear his gaze away. He almost didn’t care if he ever looked away again.

Perhaps most thought he could not look away from his son. But Julianna knew his gaze was level with hers. She looked away first. He dipped his gaze to Elias.

“My lord?”

He blinked away from his son and watched a lass approach the front of his table.

“I am Giselle. You do remember me, do you not? Mattie’s friend?”

He gave her almost all his attention, remembering for an instant why he didn’t like being around people.

The rest of his attention he gave to Julianna and Elias approaching a lower table behind her, where thirteen of his most fearsome warriors ate as if it were their last meal. Was that where she was going to sit? He thought she said she was afraid.

“Miss Feathers!” he called out, stopping her. “Bring my son here and sit with him.”

She looked so relieved he was tempted to smile at her. He didn’t. In fact, he scowled a little. This was how she would work her wiles on him.

He wasn’t going to sit by and let her round him up the way one of his sister-in-law’s reiver cousins rounded up someone else’s cattle.

“My lord,” Giselle interrupted. “I was wondering if I might tend to wee Elias. I would…”

Nicholas caught the dark, deadly glare Julianna cast her as she passed Mattie’s old friend on her way around the table to sit. Rauf sat on his right so Julianna walked around them and sat Elias on his left. Nicholas motioned for her to sit beside Elias then turned his flinty gaze on Giselle. He should be relieved to have someone else other than Julianna want to tend to his son. But Giselle hadn’t even noticed his son was entering the great hall. She hadn’t looked at him once. Where had she been when he was crying? And when Nicholas was hairy? And she thought Nicholas would give her charge…? What had Avice been like? He didn’t remember meeting her. Had he met her first? He was the worst excuse for a father. He would try to make it up to Elias.

“We are breaking fast,” he snarled at her. “Miss Feathers is to be my son’s governess, so if you would be so kind as to return to your seat…”

Her eyes filled with tears and she hurried away, sniffling. He watched her leave, satisfied that she wouldn’t try again. He turned to Julianna and she smiled at him. She looked away and he was certain he could actually feel his defenses crumbling.

It wasn’t long before Rauf rose from his seat and practically climbed over Nicholas’ shoulders to be a bother to his son. Elias pushed into Julianna’s side, wanting no part of the commander. Nicholas smiled.

“I was going to tell Elias about his lion heart.” She picked the boy up and set him in her lap when she realized he couldn’t see over the table from his seat.

“His lion heart?” Rauf asked while she laid a cloth over the babe’s lap.

“Aye,” she said and smiled at the boy. “Do you want to hear a story about the bravest man in all the kingdoms?”

Elias nodded, forgetting about everyone around him.

Nicholas’ heart beat furiously making him feel a little unsteady. If he had to sit here listening to how wonderful some man she knew was, he’d fling his plate into the hearth.

“He was born to fight many battles.” Her gaze found and caught his. He wasn’t able to look away. “I’m certain there have been volumes written about him that we have not yet discovered.” Her rich, sensual voice covered him in luxury. “He fought many dragons you and I will never have to face, and he had to fight quietly. Some people thought he was weak of heart and they were unkind to him.”

Was she speaking of him? His blood warmed in his veins when he realized she was.

“But I knew he possessed a lion heart, for it took more strength to remain silent while he fought himself rather than everyone else. He was not boisterous or loud at all, never bringing the attention of his master and his whip to him. One day, God smiled upon him and brought him some friends, even brothers. And then do you know what happened?”

Elias shook his head.

“He had a son of his own, a small part of himself with the same courageous heart. And his son will defeat any dragon just like his papa.”

“Papa?”

“Aye,” Julianna told him. ’Tis a story about your papa, Elias. You have the same lion heart as he.”

She was a master at whatever it was she was doing to him. She was so good, he didn’t care what kind of spell she was weaving.

She had once told him that she thought he was the bravest boy she’d ever known, and all because he hadn’t fought back when three of Sir Roger DeAvoy of Alnwick’s sons hurled pig manure at him—among the many other things they had done to him when they visited Berwick. He’d told Julianna that he’d wanted to hurt them. And he could have. He was twice their size. But she begged him not to. She was afraid he would have been whipped and perhaps sent away. She had told him she would rather die than not have him in her life. So he’d let them taunt him.

He had wondered if she’d meant it—about him being the bravest boy. Now, he believed she had.

“Will you help your papa fight the noisy dragon by not shouting and screaming so loud,” she asked his son.

“Or at all,” Rauf added and then gave Nicholas a sheepish smile when he cast him a dark scowl.

“Your papa or I will still come if you call.”

“Aye, Lyahs help,” the babe promised in a loud voice.

They ate, enjoying the tales of Elias from Molly and Walter, who had cared most often for the boy.

He watched Julianna feed his son with razor-sharp focus and patience. She fed him stew that she mashed more thoroughly and let him feed bread to himself.

According to her and Molly, Avice had barely weaned Elias, which earned him more admiration from his father when he chomped his bread.

For the most part, the morning meal was peaceful. Quiet. Nice. Elias even let Nicholas take his hand when they left the great hall. Now, if only Nicholas knew where to take him.

“Well, my lord,” Julianna said, taking his son’s tiny hand from his and brushing her fingers across his at the same time, “we will not keep you from your duties.”

He had the insane urge to grin at her.

So then, she could still read his thoughts? He wondered if he could still read hers.

No. It was too easy to fall into this familiarity with her again.

He stepped away from the boy and looked down at him. His son. A product of his love with Mattie—someone else—and still Julianna seemed to genuinely care for the boy.

Unless—no. He had never known her to be deliberately cruel to anyone or anything. Except him.

He laid his hand on Elias’ head all the same.

“I must remember that I do not know you, Julianna.”

“You do know me!” she insisted.

“No, I thought I did, but I was incorrect.” He held up his hand to stop her from speaking and moved a step closer to her. “I used to make excuses for you that you were afraid of your father’s punishment and that was why you were as cold as ice to me in the sight of anyone.”

Almost instantly, tears pooled in her eyes and tugged at his heart. “I was afraid of that. But I am sorry for treating you poorly because of your status. I had not lived in anything like your world. And when I did, I—”

His scowl darkened. “What do you mean when you did?”

“What?” Her eyes shone on him and her lips remained parted.

“You just said when you did. You lived in my world? What does that mean?”

“Nothing,” she replied, nonchalantly. She smiled, but it wasn’t genuine. She was nervous. Afraid. Why?

“Where have you been, Julianna? Was your marriage good or poor?”

“I would rather not discuss it, my lord.”

Now he wanted to know all the more! He would find out, but he wouldn’t push. He nodded and ground his teeth.

“I’m sorry about your wife,” she went on. “I heard many wonderful things about her from Elizabeth Fitzsimmons while I was at the abbey.”

He eyed her. She was diverting his attention from herself to Mattie, and it was working. Memories of Mattie filled his thoughts and he smiled softly. She believed in him when he didn’t believe in himself. She loved him at his worst and helped him put away Julianna and smile again. “She is greatly missed.”

Julianna’s forced smile faded and she looked away. Was she jealous? Nicholas knew most of her expressions as if they were his own, but she’d never been jealous before. She’d never had a reason to be. He’d seen other things in her eyes, in the face he knew so well. There was something different about her. Her carefree abandon was gone and with it, her sometimes haughty airs. Where had she been these years, who had she been with?

He watched her greet one of his men with a smile and wondered if he was going to have to start fighting the men to keep them away from her. But truly, he had no right to involve himself in her interests. Still, the fire heating his blood flashed across his eyes and the man passed them without another look at her.

Julianna wasn’t his—and yet, she was. Now that she was here, he didn’t want any other man to try to take her.

Hell. He rubbed his palm over his forehead, tousling his waves. How could he fight her? He was already losing. Mattie had taken him out of the past, and now Julianna had come to bring him back to places and times in his life. The times that had been good—because of her.

Finally, her gaze caught his. He let his eyes soak in the glory of her countenance. How easily he could step out onto that ledge and fall into her once again.

“Use caution with the men,” he warned, trying not to sound jealous. “They are…men.”

He’d sworn to himself that he would keep a clear head if he ever saw her again. She had too much power over him. He couldn’t trust her love. She had cast it away once.

“As I said, you may stay,” he announced, snapping to attention. “You will have your own sleeping quarters. Rauf tells me you slept in Avice’s room. You do not have to remain in that room. I can arrange for larger chambers—”

“Where I am is fine,” she told him, smiling and holding up her hand. “Thank you for choosing me to be Elias’ governess, my lord.”

“Aye,” he told her and then grumbled something under his breath even he didn’t understand. He bid her good day then left her sight. He wished he had a physician because something was off with him. He spoke things he hadn’t wanted to speak.

Or perhaps he did.

Elias responded well to her and the castle was quiet and peaceful finally.

He let her stay for Elias’ sake.

It made him feel better when he told it to himself three times.
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Chapter Seven


Julianna spent the day with Elias, letting him explore in the snow-blanketed courtyard. They played and tossed snow at each other. Julianna was glad the boy was laughing and having fun instead of hiding under his bed and crying. He was adorable to watch, running on chubby legs encased in extra clothes to keep out the cold. At first, he could barely stand and Julianna couldn’t help but laugh at all the times he fell on his rump or flat on his face in the snow. She hurried to his aid and righted him every time, smiling with him while she dusted snow off him.

He looked almost exactly like his father had looked as a child, but Elias was somehow even more beautiful. His eyes were bluer, larger with innocence of his age. His lashes were so long they reached his brows.

“Is it too cold, Elias?” she asked, not really knowing how cold was too cold for a two year old.

“No,” he reassured her in his sweet voice. “Lyahs like it.”

All right then. Julianna smiled as he struggled to walk and finally managed it without falling. She felt her heart soften toward him as he joyfully overcame his tightly wrapped legs. He was Nicholas’ son. She loved him on that merit alone.

When she saw the babe’s father exiting the keep, her smile faded. She’d never planned on telling him about Phillip. She couldn’t tell him. She hadn’t meant to even suggest that her life had been difficult. But the old ease of talking to him, telling him everything, had come creeping back in. Still, she couldn’t tell him that she’d married Phillip DeAvoy, his enemy, the boy who had made his life hell. In her dreams, she never told him, but she wasn’t dreaming anymore. She thought she might be breaking through a bit of his icy exterior. How deep did it go? Did he still hate her? If he didn’t, he would once he found out about Phillip. She had to tell him the truth. But not yet.

She watched him approach. He wore a wool coat, cinched at his waist, and padded at the shoulders and around the neck with fur pelts. He navigated perfectly over the snow and reached them in a few strides.

“I think it might be too cold and too soon for him to be out,” he murmured, standing beside her.

Julianna looked up at his ruggedly-cut profile. He had changed. He looked as if he had seen even worse days than being a servant. As if he knew now that whether servant or freeman, one could not hide from sorrow.

Mattie.

“He has been well for a full day. Look, he is moving about and is also packed quite snugly. Also,” she told him lightly, “his lips are still pink.”

Was he still in love with his wife? Did he still think of her? Julianna didn’t want to know the answers. Just thinking the question angered her. It frightened her, as well. How could she be jealous of a dead woman? Mattie was dead! She was never coming back!

Just as with Elias and Avice. Mattie wasn’t here, but Julianna was.

Still, he’d loved someone else, kissed someone else—she didn’t let herself go on. She may have married, but she never loved Phillip. And still, she had chosen him over Nicholas. It made her belly ache and her skin crawl.

She wrung her hands. He smiled at his son.

She’d never loved anyone but him. She’d never told him. She assumed he knew.

“Do you think of her often?” she asked him against the howling wind.

“Who?”

“Mattie.”

He turned for a moment to scowl at her. Julianna bristled and then cut her gaze to Elias.

“Am I not permitted to mention her name?”

“You take liberties with the manner in which you speak to me.”

She quirked her brow at him, then dipped her chin. “Forgive me, but what do you mean?”

“Lift your head when you speak to me,” he commanded then waited until she did. “You use our familiarity as a gateway to go where you should not go.

Her mouth opened wide with insult. She was about to tell him where he should put that opinion.

She understood that if she didn’t know him so well, she would not have asked him about something so personal. But she wasn’t using the familiarity to win him back.

She intended on telling him but received a mouthful of snow from Elias’ pudgy hand instead. He squealed with laughter, making her and his father laugh, too.

She spit out any unmelted snow and went after him. He took off running, laughing as he went. When she caught him, she lifted his rosy cheek to her lips and lavished him with wet, cold kisses then she whispered something in his ear.

With mischief gleaming their eyes, they picked up the snow, packed it in their hands, (Julianna helped Elias pack his) and threw it at Nicholas.

He ducked and avoided her ball. Julianna and Elias rushed him, picking up snow and throwing it at him as they went. Nicholas laughed and he didn’t run. He took the snow that came to him and grabbed them both up in his arms when his son and Julianna reached him.

They fell to the ground in fits of laughter. Elias was the first to sober and move away. Julianna watched him and sat up. Nicholas stood to his feet and offered her help getting up. She was sorry the moment had passed.

“Forgive me for that,” he said, pulling her to her feet by one hand.

“For what?” she asked, coming up close to his body.

He lowered his eyelids, concealing his gaze within his lush, dark lashes. When he spoke, his voice was low and deep near her cheek. “For taking you into my arms as if I had any right to.” He backed away, breaking contact and putting distance between them. “I do not have the right, nor do I want it. But you are hard to resist for many reasons.”

He didn’t want it. He didn’t want her. Julianna’s heart broke and her spirit fainted within her. “Why do you want to resist me?”

He lifted his lashes and met her gaze. His eyes were like flashes across a summer sky, offering no mercy from its consuming fire. “Because everyone I have ever loved has been taken from me.”

She remembered his mournful lament when he thought his son had been lost to him. This was what he meant. But Nicholas had left his son, her mind argued. But he hadn’t begun to love him then, her heart replied.

“I lost you once,” he continued, “and it nearly destroyed me. I cannot, I will not go through it again.”

She couldn’t tell him she’d always loved him. He would ask her why she had refused him. She wasn’t ready to confess her cowardice to him.

“Of course,” she answered instead.

He stared at her as if he were trying to figure something out about her. “Am I to believe that now that I am an earl, you are here for my son alone?”

She felt as if he’d slapped her. She slipped her watery gaze to Elias playing in the snow. If not for him, she would walk away from William, from her past with him and her desire for a future, and leave Lismoor right this moment.

“That is quite selfish and hateful of you, William,” she accused.

“Nicholas,” he corrected on a low growl. “And how is that selfish and hateful of me?”

“You think only of your own pain.” The wind picked up and tore tendrils of her hair from beneath her hood and across her face. “You speak as if you are the only one who has lost anyone, who has lost yourself. You are not the only one. But in the future, I will be sure to remember my place.” She left him and went to gather Elias to take him inside.

The earl followed her. That’s what he was to her now. The earl, and nothing more. She was good and tired of being made to feel like she was only here because of his status. Like some harlot who would sell her soul for anything. She hadn’t and she wouldn’t.

“If anyone here has made you feel like a servant, tell me his name and I will deal with him,” he insisted, keeping pace with her on the way to the keep.

“Not a servant, Nicholas, I should have been more clear. You have made it known more than once that I am not important to you anymore.”

Aha! He said nothing to that! It pricked her in the guts. She picked up Elias and started up the outside stairs. Nicholas reached the top just before her and pushed opened the doors. The great hall was almost empty with a few Highlanders loitering around after the morning meal. When they saw their lord, they straightened their shoulders and hurried out to attend to their duties.

The earl said nothing but followed her out and down the corridor to Elias’ chamber.

“Are they afraid of you?” she asked him.

“Some do not know me.”

And those who did? She wanted to ask him.

He still hadn’t corrected her about not being important. It stung deep.

“Elias needs to sleep,” she said, opening the door and stepping inside the babe’s chamber. She turned to him, meaning to stop him from following her now. It was too late. He was already in, shutting the door behind him, removing his furs.

They were alone. She could hear the three of them breathing. Hers came the fastest.

“’Tis dreary in here,” the earl remarked, looking around.

It was, she agreed silently, while she unwrapped Elias in front of the hearth. “I will try to make it more suitable…more colorful for him,” she pledged, warming him up. She could spread some cheerful fabrics around and hang colorful curtains on the two windows. Elias needed—

“He needs a toy or two,” his father said, coming toward them. “Something that is soft and made of wool that he can take with him to his bed at night.”

Julianna nodded. She remembered a stuffed, woolen horse that Berengaria had purchased for him. A horse he gave to Julianna when she was six.

“I will see to a seamstress who can fashion him something special. Perhaps a horse.” She glanced at him and then continued dressing Elias in fresh clothes. She thought a smile might have shone like starlight in the earl’s eyes just before he tethered the light back in and subdued it.

Or, his expression hadn’t changed at all. Perhaps she was just recalling how he used to look at her, laugh with her. She wanted that back, she thought as she carried the babe to his bed. She set him down and then she sat at the edge. It was what she’d dreamed of for two years. He had kept her sane in her marriage to Phillip. But Nicholas MacPherson was not William Stone. Not the William she remembered, dreamed of. Nicholas was unyielding and cold. She wasn’t sure if she liked Nicholas with his hooded gaze and the rigid set of his chin.

“Time for a nap, Elias,” she said softly, laying him down. She smiled, looking into a face of purity. She prayed, as the abbess had taught all the girls, that Elias had a good, long life.

Nicholas was still standing where she’d left him. It wasn’t right that he stood off, not participating in his son’s naptime. She rose off the bed and leaned down to kiss Elias’ head and tuck him in. When she was done, she turned to his father.

“Elias would like you to come kiss him goodnight.”

Nicholas took a step forward, his eyes on the little boy watching him from the bed. He moved with uncertainty. It wasn’t that he didn’t know how to comfort another soul. He did. He’d comforted her many times.

“Did he truly tell you that?” he asked her as he reached the bed. “I do not want to frighten him.”

“I do not think you will. He remains quiet.”

He moved over the bed and pressed his lips to Elias’ curls. He spoke into them with closed eyes and lingered for another moment that proved to be the one to conquer Julianna.

She wiped her eyes and kept her face turned from him as he moved back toward the door.

She had wanted to find William and see him one more time. Now that she had, she wanted to stay. She wanted to watch these two grow older together. But how would it be possible when Nicholas hated her? She didn’t want to believe that he did, but his eyes spoke the truth.

He’d told her he had lost everyone he had ever loved. She knew that included her. He had loved her. She’d always known, though he had never told her. There had been too much at stake for that. If her father had known their true hearts, he would have had him beaten and thrown out of Berwick years earlier. She didn’t think she could win Nicholas back. She wasn’t certain he even had a heart to love his son. Was Nicholas afraid to love Elias?

He might have been, but he had returned to Lismoor, so perhaps he was ready to give his heart to his son. He was here. He’d stayed by Elias’ bed almost as much as she had.

It was a good beginning. It was what she wanted now—to help them get to know and trust each other. To help Nicholas be a father.

But…he hadn’t chosen to be near her. She’d come to him and she’d refused to leave. What if he would never care for her? What if his heart had hardened too much to ever get through to him, to be with him?

If that happened, she would live out her life at the abbey and die there with God.
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Chapter Eight


She wasn’t important to him anymore. Julianna straightened her spine as she walked down the corridor to her room, alone. Elias was asleep and Nicholas had left to see to some things. He’d gone without correcting her.

She certainly did not feel important to him. He’d wanted her out since the instant he saw her. If it had not been for Elias’ screaming from under his bed, she would have been asked to leave Lismoor and not to come back. He would have forgotten her.

So what if she’d refused to go with him four years ago? How could he hate her for it still? She’d been a child. A pampered child. Didn’t he understand how frightened she had been?

She reached her door and stepped inside her room. She had time to freshen up and change. She pulled off her layers then kicked off her boots and loosened her hair from its braid. She felt too exposed with it tied back. The scents of honeysuckle and jasmine lingered around her like a cloud.

Someone knocked at the door and she went to it, running her fingers through her hair. She pulled open the door, hoping to see Nicholas on the other side.

She saw Captain Wallace instead. He was one of Nicholas’ newest soldiers. She’d met him briefly and aside from a lingering smile this morning in front of Nicholas, she hadn’t given him any thought.

“Miss Feathers,” he greeted with a streak of trouble in his summer green eyes. His gaze traversed the cascading locks falling around her shoulders. “I was wonderin’ if ye would step oot so that I dinna have to stand at yer door. ’Tis unseemly.”

Julianna wondered what else this obvious Highlander would find unseemly. Her bare feet and scandalous ankles perhaps? “Of course,” she said. “Just allow me a moment to make myself presentable.”

She had nothing but the chemise on her back, two pairs of hose and two léines, a doublet, and her under garments. She hadn’t brought any gowns with her. There was no room in her bag. Besides, she couldn’t wear a gown on her horse and pretend to be a man. She smiled at herself and opened the door.

Captain Wallace was waiting. She wondered what he wanted. He was quite handsome and charming, just like so many others. He kept his spine quite straight and his smile perfected as he bowed to her.

“What can I do for you, Captain,” she asked the top of his raven head before he straightened.

“Fergive me fer disturbin’ ye, dear lady. I happened to see ye returnin’ from the lad’s chamber and I had hoped to have a word with ye.”

She gave him a curious look. “About what?”

“Aboot havin’ a walk with ye—through the keep or the tower. I dinna care. The longer the time we have together, the better.”

Julianna wanted to sigh. How did he know he’d enjoy all this time with her? She could be a shrew, or have a terrible laugh. He didn’t know her or anything about her. He was like a child boasting of things he likely had no notion about.

Captain Wallace was transparent, like a thin sheet of parchment. There was no depth to his gaze, only self-interest, no true commitment to anyone other than himself. He may be right for some, but he wasn’t right for her. She didn’t want to take walks with him. The sooner she was away from him, the better.

“Captain, I’m flattered by your praise. But my heart belongs to another and I cannot leave him.”

“Lord Rothbury,” he snarled and ripped off one glove.

She wanted to go back into her room and arm herself with a piece of deadly jewelry. Why had she allowed herself to become so comfortable in a castle filled with Scots?

“What are you going to do with that glove, Captain?”

“I will fight Rothbury!”

“You do not even know me!” she chided. “Put your glove back on. You look ridiculous.” When he did as she ordered, she continued. “I speak of Elias MacPherson, not his father. I am his new governess. I cannot go far from his room.”

He cast her a forlorn look and then captured her gaze with his and held it. “No matter. I can come to ye.”

She smiled, but there was nothing friendly about it. “Alas, I must decline your company, Captain.”

“And why is that, lass?” he asked and moved closer to her.

She looked longingly toward her chamber door, then down the hall a bit to Elias’ room. She thought she saw something from the corner of her eye…a movement in the shadows.

“Because,” said a deep, male voice—one that Julianna knew better than her own, “she knows I would cut you to pieces and she is trying to save you.”

“My lord,” Captain Wallace said at the end of Nicholas’ blade. “Fergive me. I didna know she was spoken fer.”

“She is not spoken for, Captain,” Nicholas growled through clenched teeth.

Julianna thought for certain he was about to ram his sword into the captain’s throat, and closed her eyes.

“She is a lady who declined you. A woman who also happens to be my son’s governess.”

Julianna opened her eyes again and stared at him.

“She owes you no explanation for her decision. Do you understand, Wallace? Because if you do not, you can leave Lismoor today.”

The captain nodded his head. He gave one last look at Julianna then hurried off.

“Did he touch you?” Nicholas asked, turning to her. His rich, deep voice covered her as he twisted his wrist and sheathed his blade.

She had never seen him so angry. So ready to kill. He threatened his captain’s life over her. Was he jealous? Protective? Was it something more?

“No.” She smiled at him. And why shouldn’t she? She meant something to him—even if it was being his son’s governess. She smiled because she suspected that she was more than that to him. She wanted to leap for joy. His heart still called to hers. She knew it. She’d always felt it. It had led her here.

“Stay away from him from now on. I will make sure he knows to do the same. And the halls will be brighter by tonight.”

“Really, my lord, there is no need.”

He took a step closer and bent to look her in the eyes. “Of course there is, Julianna. I will not have you unsafe in my castle. In fact, I should assign one of my trusted men to your side.”

“I have a dagger,” she told him. She knew the trick of not falling completely captivated by William’s steely, powerful gaze was not to look at him. “I do not know why I did not carry it with me. But I will from today forth. I really do not need a man at my side.”

He smiled, just a little. He didn’t think she could fight. He was correct. But thanks to her poison-tipped blade, she didn’t need to. She let him be amused. She wouldn’t tell him about her poisons in case she ever needed to use one on him.

“What are you doing back here?” she asked him instead. “I thought you left.”

He suddenly looked a little lost. “I…I returned for…ehm…”

Her smiled deepened. She liked seeing him squirm over her. Perhaps he needed to squirm more often, until he admitted the truth. He cared for her, perhaps even…still loved her.

“Because I thought I heard Elias crying.”

“I see.” She started to walk off toward the babe’s chamber. “I will check on him. Thank you for your help with the captain, my lord. I will let you get back to your duties.”

“Aye,” he muttered and said nothing else to stop her.

With disappointment framing her lips, she reached Elias’ door and pressed her ear to the wood for a long time. There was no sound. She turned from the door to leave and found Nicholas standing there, waiting for her.

“Was there anything else, my lord?”

He shook his head and gave her a frustrated look.

“I was just going to my chamber to refresh myself before the captain arrived,” she told him quickly and with a radiant smile, hoping to keep him waiting a little longer.

“You smell pleasant to me.”

She looked down and blushed. “’Tis my hair. Sadly, I have no—” She stopped on a shallow breath as he bent even closer and dipped his nose to the hair falling around her neck. She heard him inhale and a warm trickle traveled down to her belly, her navel, and then below it. Her body grew taut and ached for a touch—just for a touch from him. It almost frightened her how badly she wanted him. Affection and making love did not go together in her marriage to Phillip. She had no idea what to expect or even if Nicholas wanted her. But she knew it would be different with him. She knew he would make it special and everything it should be.

He straightened, shattering her thoughts and the desire to move closer into him until their bodies touched. She felt needful and lonely for him. She’d felt it so long.

“I will only be a few moments,” she assured with a soft smile. She knew it was best to be away from him for a little while, else she ran the risk of making a fool out of herself.

“I will stay by Elias’ door in case he cries.”

Relief and joy coursed through her. Not because she had someone to listen for the babe, but because it seemed Nicholas wanted to spend more time with her. “Thank you, my lord.”

She walked calmly to her room, though she would have liked to hurry. She wouldn’t appear too eager to him. She did grin as she entered her room though. He didn’t hate her. No. There was too much between them for that.

Of course there was still Phillip. She had to tell Nicholas, but she was afraid that whatever trust and fondness she had won in him so far would be gone the instant he learned who she had married. Her happiness faded when she remembered the things Phillip had done to him, the way Phillip had belittled him. Everyone knew what kind of man Phillip DeAvoy would become. But what did it say about the woman who married him?

She groaned kicking off her boots and padded to the hearth to add wood to the dying flames. She fell into her chair close by and watched the fire grow.

What would he think of her? What had she thought of herself for years? She loved William, but she sent him away and married Phillip. Nicholas would never forgive her. She didn’t blame him.

But she had done what she’d done to survive. She’d thought living among the savage Scots who killed almost everyone in Berwick would be worse than living with Phillip, but after a month of marriage, she wasn’t so sure. After being here, among the Scots for a day, it made her realize how wrong she had been. It wasn’t the men here who changed her mind, but the women. Aside from Captain Wallace, the men, though long-haired and wild looking, were respectful and thoughtful. The women here didn’t need men guarding them. They walked around the castle smiling and flirting and happy with the men here—proving that she’d made the most grievous error of her life by marrying Phillip.

She didn’t want to go back into the hall to see Nicholas. The more she spoke to him, the closer she would have to get to telling him.

Oh, how had she gone from joyful outside her door to woeful inside? Phillip was dead and still making her life miserable. No! No more! She sprang from her chair and hurried around her chamber peeling off her léine and putting on another. She’d had her things laundered at the inn while she waited two days for the carriage to Rothbury.

She wished she had a pretty gown to wear. She wore hose and a léine because she had to in her line of work. She was not opposed to wearing womanly garb. She liked how some gowns fit her body and made her feel. She missed her gowns. She hadn’t owned any in a year. Perhaps there were some here, left by Miss d’Argentan. She would ask Margaret, the seamstress, or Ann, the laundress.

For now, she was content with what she had.

She washed her feet at her basin then donned woolen socks and pulled her boots back on. She left her hair loose and put on her belt, not forgetting, this time, her knives.

By the time she left her room, Nicholas was gone and in his place was a young man of about sixteen years. He wore dark breeches, boots, and a long-sleeved léine beneath a voluminous Highland plaid.

“Where is Ni…the earl?” she asked him.

He had large, dark green, fathomless eyes that had likely already seen war, judging by the three scars on his face. The longest went from just above his right ear, which she could see, thanks to his shorn head, to under his right eye and to the top of his lip. One smaller scar laced beneath his bottom lip, and another across his left temple.

“He said you are to meet him in the chapel.” He pointed in the direction she should go. “Two rights, a left, then one more right. You will see the door. I will listen for the babe and if I hear him, I will come to the chapel to get you.”

She smiled and nodded. “Thank you.”

He smiled back.

She was about to go, but stopped and turned to him. “I’m Julianna.”

“Simon, my lady.”

“Are you one of the earl’s soldiers, Simon?” He couldn’t be. Surely he was too young. There also wasn’t much to him. He had no muscle, or even meat on him that she could see. Was Nicholas letting this poor child fight in their king’s wars?

“No,” he answered, “I was a slave to the Earl of Hampton in Norham. The Earl of Rothbury rescued me.”

A slave? He was a slave? She closed her eyes. It hadn’t been a war. It hadn’t been the Scots. She knew the Earl of Hampton. His daughter, Rohesia, had been one of Julianna’s friends. She’d stopped correspondence though when Julianna lost her title and wealth. She almost—wait. Nicholas had been in Norham? It wasn’t far from Berwick.

“What was he doing in Norham?” she asked.

Simon went a little pale and he cleared his throat. “Who?”

She eyed him carefully. He realized he’d said too much. “The Earl of Rothbury. Was he visiting Berwick?”

He shoved his finger down the neck of his léine and tugged it. “My lady, I cannot speak for him.”

He was loyal. She liked him all the more for it. Besides, she didn’t need for him to answer. He already had. Why had Nicholas gone to Berwick? Did he know the Scottish lord there?

“How long ago did he rescue you?”

“About a month and a half now, my lady,” he said and urged her onward with a movement of his chin.

Ignoring his chin, she moved a little closer, as if to protect him from anyone overhearing. “Why is your head shaved?”

“I had to keep my head shaved as a slave. I still do it out of habit. And I do not mind it anymore since I am now studying and practicing to be a brother of the Carmelite order. Margaret, the seamstress here, is putting the finishing touches on my habit.”

“That is good news,” she said with a tender smile. “Should I call you Brother?”

He shook his head and laughed. “Simon will do, my lady.”

“Julianna,” she reminded him with her most tender smile. She thought he had very sad eyes behind his mirth. “I am the new governess to the earl’s son. You have my thanks for standing watch over him.”

“I was honored to be asked, my—Julianna.”

He respected Nicholas. He was grateful to him for rescuing him from servitude. Who wouldn’t be?

She looked down the hall. Nicholas was waiting for her in the chapel. She wanted to go…to run. But they would talk. Her marriage was likely to come up. Even if it didn’t come up naturally, she needed to tell him. She nodded to herself and took a deep breath.

“We shall speak again, Simon.” She smiled. “I’m glad you are free.”

He blushed and nodded then looked away, still smiling when she turned and headed down the hall making two right turns.

Following Simon’s directions, she finally came to the door of the small chapel and pulled it open. Whatever was coming, she would face.

The inside was lit with hundreds of candles, creating light and shadow along the stone walls. The smell of melting candlewax filled Julianna’s nose and gave her a familiar sense of comfort, the way she’d felt at the abbey. Silence boomed through her ears until she thought she heard God moving about.

Nicholas sat on a bench to the right of the altar. When he heard her, he stood up and waited for her to reach him. “Forgive me for leaving my post at my son’s door,” he said, watching her move closer. “There are too many people in the castle. I need to step away sometimes. ’Tis peaceful here.”

“Aye,” she agreed. “’Tis.” Her dreams paled in comparison to the way light from hundreds of candles flittered over his dark, stormy visage.

“’Tis quiet. No one ever comes in here save for young Simon.”

“I met him,” she said, smiling at the memory of the brother. “He mentioned you rescued him in Norham. What were you doing so close to Berwick recently?”

His eyes blazed and she feared she might have gone too far and made him angry with poor Simon.

“We can talk about that later,” he said, sitting down. “I am curious about your life after we saw each other again at St. Peter’s.”

“You mean my marriage?” she asked quietly as she sat beside him on the polished bench.

“All of it,” he answered. “If you wish to tell me.” His gaze flowed over her fiery mantle and came to rest on her face. With no reaction revealed, save for the deepening intensity of his eyes, he asked, “How did you get here? How long were you with the abbess after I left? You can tell me what you wish.”

She used to tell him everything. She wrung her hands together and then stared at them. She missed him. She missed him more than he would ever know. Could she tell him that? Could she tell him that she wanted him and only him in her life, in her arms, and in her bed? Would he forgive her for marrying Phillip? Could she still tell him everything?
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Chapter Nine


“After my husband died, I remained at St. Peter’s for about a year. I did not want to marry again and the abbess protected me.”

“You speak of the abbess who knocked out Cain when we were there?”

She nodded, remembering that day and her words to him. She hated that day.

You are a servant, Will. We were never meant to be together.

I am changing my life. Things will be better for me, he had argued.

No. I am here until the man to whom my father promised me—a man of means—arrives. I will be married and have no more time for childish fancies.

“William, I am—what is it?” she stopped to ask, sobering at his expression. She realized her error almost immediately. “Forgive me for calling you William. ’Twill take some getting used to.”

“I know,” he promised. “But I am no longer him. I no longer want to be him. And you…you make me feel like him.”

“What is so terrible about that? William loved. He hoped.”

His stoic gaze tore at the fibers of her heart until she nearly fell apart in his sight. “He lost those he loved. Everyone.”

She held herself together. She wouldn’t ever fall apart again. Not even for him.

She knew whom he meant. As William, he had lost Berengaria. Her. He had even lost the woman he loved later.

“But you have gained two brothers and a son!” And her…if any part of him still wanted her. He hadn’t lost her. She was his. She would always be his. “Are they not deserving of your gratitude?”

“They are deserving,” he continued sincerely, “and I am grateful. But I think I would rather not have, than have it and lose it.”

“You would rather not have your brothers?” she smiled, unable to contain her joy for him. “I hear two have found you.”

He smiled in the dancing light. “And who did you hear this from?”

“Rauf. But you must promise never to tell him I told you. Do you promise?”

“Aye,” he vowed through clenched teeth.

She smiled, satisfied and happy to be talking about him. “Are there more than the three of you?”

He shook his head and she watched him as he spoke, unable to believe she was truly here with him. She had missed his face, the familiar pitch and cadence of his voice. It soothed her and comforted her like warmth in the cold.

“I am the youngest,” he told her. “Cain is the oldest and a commander in King Robert’s forces. He is a warrior of great renown, who has a strong belief in the goodness of God.” He looked up at the crucifix of Christ above the altar and smiled slightly, as if he were remembering something. “He lives with his wife and children in Invergarry.

“Torin is Warden of the Western Marches. He lives in Carlisle with his wife and children. He is more of a crafty, silent killer, unseen by the enemy until ’tis too late. He likes words and putting them together to form poems and stories.”

Her smile widened. “He can read and write?”

“Aye. He taught himself.”

“I am impressed by that,” she remarked. And she was. She had taught William as children and he hated it. “Did they tell you of your parents?”

“Just bits they could remember. My mother enjoyed her garden and my father was a blacksmith.”

“And,” she grew somber and covered his hand with hers, “did you tell them about your life as a servant? About my father?”

“Cain told Torin about—” he stopped for a moment as if an invisible hand had reached out and cupped itself over his mouth…or his throat.

“What is it?” she asked with concern.

He shook his head. “I just recalled I never sent a letter to my brothers informing them of my return.”

“Perhaps I can do that for you.”

He blinked and let his gaze linger on her for a moment longer. “Very well. But when will you have time?”

She shrugged her shoulders and let her smile return on him full force. She felt genuinely happy for the first time in four years.

“Of course, I will pay you extra,” he told her. “Do you have any coin at all? I can have Rauf take something out of the—”

“I have what I need,” she told him, holding up her hand to stop him. She blushed, hoping he didn’t ask her if she was saving her coin for anything in particular. Could she tell him that she was saving her coin to find him? That finding him was her goal?

They talked more about his brothers. The more she heard of them, the happier she was for Nicholas. She wished the English had left his family alone that night so that he could have grown up with his brothers. What a different life he would have had. She still would have had Berengaria. Nothing much would have changed for her save that she would never have known the little boy who grew to a man before her eyes. The one who was better than all the other boys she’d known, and then, better than all the men. She wouldn’t have had hope in escaping Phillip.

But she would have given William up for a chance for him to have his proper life with his family as Nicholas.

“What about you?” he asked her. “I wanted to hear about your life, and here we are talking all about mine.” He waited while she wrung her hands together. “What tore the spark of life from you, Julianna?”

She looked at him and her practiced smile grew dim. “You think I do not possess a spark of life?”

“Not the same spark you once had,” he corrected with a repentant dip of his eyes.

Had he always dipped his gaze when he spoke to her? She hated it. “Nicholas…”

He looked up the instant she spoke his name. She didn’t want to tell him who she had married.

“Come, lass,” he tempted like a siren, “tell me of your life. You have grown up.”

This was the best place to tell him, wasn’t it? He wouldn’t kill her here, would he? She wasn’t sure she could do it. She stumbled over a few words before she found the right ones. “As you said,” she paused to breathe in and try to summon her courage. “I have grown up. I have lived a less privileged life.”

He nodded as if he understood. “You married beneath you?”

She had married beneath a cellar rat’s shite. “I married…I married the Gov…the Governor of Alnwick.”

Her eyes filled with tears as her words and her reaction to them dawned on him. His expression grew bleak for a moment then hard as steel. “You married one of the DeAvoys?”

She nodded and held her fist to her chest as if it could keep her upright. “Aye.”

She closed her eyes as he asked, “Which one?”

Knowing how much her words were going to hurt him, she let her tears flow. But she did not sob or weep bitterly.

“Julianna, who?”

She wiped her eyes. “Phillip.” There. It was out. It was done. She felt a slight sense of relief from it. The rest of her wanted to look away from his shock and utter dismay.

He stood up from the polished bench as if it were on fire and raised his hands to clasp them behind his head. “Julianna, no. No. You did not marry that scum…” For a moment he seemed too angry and brokenhearted to go on. “How could you marry him?” he asked finally.

“I was penniless. He was the only one who wanted me.”

His eyes darkened like a storm billowing forth in the distance. “I wanted you.”

Lord, help her, this was no time to react to such a declaration. He spoke of the past. How he used to feel. She’d known it back then, even under the watchful eyes of her father’s guards. His servant was in love with his daughter, and she with him. As a child, William had taught her that the “haves” and the “have nots” were the same by always inviting her to play with him and his friends. She had grown up among them, hating their different statuses for keeping them apart.

“I have been haunted by you, my lord,” she confessed when he moved to leave her—and likely, the castle. “Not Lord Nicholas MacPherson, Earl of Rothbury, but humble William Stone.”

“William is gone, my lady,” he answered. “And that was not humility, ’twas subservience.”

Even to her? Even to me? She wanted to shout at him in the quiet chapel. She had never used her position to order him around or treat him hatefully. Aye, there was a period of time when she was no longer a child and not yet an adult, when she allowed the popular fear of the day to grip her. When her friends, including Phillip, laughed at him. She had laughed with them. She hadn’t always told the boys to stop when they struck him or threw things at him. But she would never have let it go on if they were hurting William too much.

She looked down at her hands. No matter what she said now, it wouldn’t ease what the end result had been. She had refused to leave the abbey and go with him.

“I did not choose you because I was a fool and a coward, and I have paid for that decision since the day I made it. But I never forced you to submit to my will. You are hurtful to suggest it.”

He looked sincerely stunned and he didn’t apologize, though she gave him a few extra moments. He sat down again and faced her. “How bad was it?”

“What?” He hadn’t heard a word she’d said!

“What did you mean earlier when you said you remained at the abbey? Had you been there while you were married, Julianna? Had you fled your husband?”

“Aye,” she answered, ashamed. She hoped she didn’t have to say anything more.

“Why, lass? What did he do to you?”

She looked at him, her William, and swallowed. Before she became afraid of the Scots, she loved when he called her lass.

Phillip had tried to take everything from her. She wouldn’t let him take Nicholas. “He made me his servant.”

She felt a wave of nausea wash over her, the scalding burn behind her eyelids. She didn’t say another word. She didn’t have to.

He covered her hands on her knees with one of his hands. When he spoke a moment later, his voice shook with leashed fury. “You said he was dead.”

She nodded.

“By your hand? Are you hiding from the other two brothers?”

“No. Phillip died at the hands of the abbess. Poison,” she said, moving closer to him. She owed the abbess her life. William was the only one she would ever tell.

“Do you hate me for marrying him, Nicholas?” she asked. She didn’t want to hear the answer but she needed to. As much as she loved him, she wouldn’t stay if he did not, or could not in the future, love her in return. She wouldn’t blame him. It made her want to pull out her hair. “I would know the truth.”

He moved his hand away from hers and looked away. Julianna was certain he could hear her heart banging.

Silence boomed even louder for an eternal moment until he spoke. “I have done everything to stop you from haunting me, Julianna. The only relief I have found in four years was the short time I had with Mattie. I sailed halfway across the world and tried to hide in the most remote places, but I could not escape you. I even went to Berwick to rid myself of the memory of you. Aye, I was there. I made myself hate you. ’Twas the only way to live without you.”

His eyes gleamed as he stared off into the flickering candlelight. “I couldn’t move on with you constantly in my head. And I have to move on. For the sake of my son.”

“Of course,” she said on a broken whisper. Why did he have to move on? She was here. She loved him. She wanted to tell him. She didn’t want to lose him again. “Nicholas, I—”

He turned to Rauf entering the chapel and grinning when he saw them. “What is it?”

“Nothin’,” Rauf said as he sat down. “I just wanted to see how things were goin’.” He grinned even harder when he caught Julianna’s eye. “Seems to be goin’ well.”

She smiled softly into her hand at the look of utter disbelief on Nicholas’ face.

“You can go,” Nicholas warned him. “Now.”

“Nicky, I—A’right then. I’m goin’.” Rauf stood up and shook his head, mumbling about him being worse than his brother.

“He cares for you,” she told Nicholas when they were alone once again.

“He is a fool,” came his reply.

Well, she certainly didn’t want to tell him she loved him now.

“I have been trying to find Berengaria.”

He looked up at her from beneath his dark brows. “Why?”

“I want to know why she left us.”

“Why?” he asked, turning away from her. “What will it change for you?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I do not know until I see her again, but you know I do not believe she left us for no good reason. She loved us, Nicholas.”

He said nothing.

“She did,” Julianna insisted, “and I intend to find out what happened.”

“What if she is dead?” he asked.

“Then I will live with not knowing, lest it devour me and change who I am.”

He nodded but, again, said nothing.

“Rauf mentioned being with you while you were away,” she told him. “Where did you and he go?”

“When did he mention that?” he asked, thankfully forgetting their previous conversation.

She shook her head. “I do not recall. Yesterday at some point. So?” she asked, getting back to what she wanted to know. “Where did you go?”

“Everywhere,” he told her. “We traveled to France and then to Spain. We sailed on ships and settled for a while in small villages encircled by the rainforest along the Marañon River. Rauf was ill most of the time there.” He smiled, remembering, then shook his head at himself. “But we made our way.”

“It sounds like quite an adventure.”

“Twas. But I have come home to a mountain of correspondence to read and answer.”

“I can write,” she reminded him. If he still hated her, perhaps she could win him back. “Remember?”

“Ah, aye. So you can.”

“I can help.”

“And take care of my son?”

“Do you still want me to?”

He scowled at her and nodded.

“Then, aye. I can do both.” And care for you. She wanted to tell him, but she stayed quiet.

The chapel door opened again and Simon stepped inside.

When they saw him, they stood up from the bench.

“Your son is awake, my lord. He cries.”

“Thank you, Simon,” Julianna said then looked up at Nicholas and offered him an apologetic smile for answering in his stead. “I have kept you from your duties long enough,” she told him, before he had time to speak. He closed his mouth and looked away for a moment. She hated having to leave him. She hoped he felt the same way. “Good day, my lord.”

She didn’t wait for his reply but stepped around the brother-in-training and left the chapel, trying to remember the way back to Elias’ room.
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Chapter Ten


“My lord?”

“What?” Nicholas looked at Simon, who was staring at him. “Did you say something?”

“I asked if you needed prayer. I know how hard this is for you.”

He knew because he possessed wisdom far beyond his sixteen years and had found a way beneath Nicholas’ armor to become his confessor. Simon was the only person who knew how he still felt about Julianna. Nicholas smiled and looked at the door again. “How many stars do you think there are in the heavens, Simon?”

“Innumerable, my lord.”

“That is how many times I have prayed to be with her.”

“And now she is here,” the young brother remarked.

“Aye, she is here. We are free, and I am stricken and stilled with terror.”

“My lord, you were praying for something and running away from it at the same time. Well, God has answered your prayers. Now what will you do with such a precious gift as a second chance?

Nicholas shook his head. “I do not know.”

He left the chapel and went to his private solar. When he entered, he bolted the door behind him and leaned against it.

She had been Phillip DeAvoy’s wife. Out of all the men in England, why his worst enemy? For money? For title? He felt ill. He doubted he would ever feel well again.

DeAvoy had struck her. She hadn’t said how bad it had been, but she didn’t have to. Nicholas was sorry he was dead. He would like to have been the one who killed the son of a pig who dared to touch her. Thoughts of Phillip doing to her what he’d done to young William Stone enraged him and made him want to hurry back to her, pull her close, and protect her from anything else this world held in store for her.

He felt lightheaded from the truth. She was back. She was here, taking care of his son. She had been married to Phillip DeAvoy.

How could he move on when, after four years, a wife whom he loved, his wife’s death, and a baby, he’d still had to go to Berwick to get Julianna Feathers out of his thoughts?

Now here she was in his life again. Half of him felt as if he were dreaming, the other half wanted to run as if from a nightmare. How quickly he’d fallen back into the ease of being with her, telling her about his brothers and the places he’d been, meeting her in the chapel, his place of solitude and comfort.

He was being careless, spending too much time with her. He wanted to trust that she wouldn’t leave him again, but he couldn’t.

He was sure she hadn’t loved her abusive husband. But then, she hadn’t loved Nicholas either. What did she know of it? That was the question he’d been asking himself for years, wasn’t it?

Love meant little to Julianna—even to Berengaria because it wasn’t real. It was a forced emotion used to breed guilt and feelings of inadequacy and a host of other horrors when it was gone.

He stepped into the light pooling in from the window above his table. He looked at the parchments, letters and invitations from other noblemen that had been arriving since he came home, piled in disarray. He gazed at the door. Should he go get her—to pen his missives?

He rubbed his hand down his face when he thought of his brother, Torin. How the hell should he tell her that his brother had not only killed her father, but had infiltrated Berwick and began killing men an hour before the Scots arrived? That the invasion was all Torin’s doing for the glory of King Robert? And that when it was over, he escorted her to St. Peter’s without her knowing a thing? Nicholas couldn’t tell her. He wouldn’t. She wouldn’t be here long enough for it to matter.

He walked around the large chamber and finally sat in his chair to think about all the reasons she couldn’t stay. Torin was one of them. Another was that she called him William because that’s who he was to her. But he wasn’t that boy anymore, or an orphan with no real identity. He knew who he was now. A MacPherson.

He wanted to get on with his life. To live again. He’d gone across the world to do it. But he’d still felt dead. He lamented and raked his fingers through his hair. Until she came to Lismoor. Until he saw her face, heard her voice, her laughter. He looked toward the door. He heard her laughter outside his door. Julianna. He heard a man’s voice next, muffled by even more laughter.

He stormed toward the door, ready to…? What? She wasn’t his. He didn’t want her. He didn’t want anyone. He had no right to be jealous of anyone in her life. Still, it pricked him in the guts.

He unbolted the door and yanked it open. He was surprised when he saw Rauf laughing with Julianna. His son was holding on to Julianna’s hand and looking bored.

“I’m trying to rest,” Nicholas barked out from the entrance.

“Oh?” Julianna queried with a light air about her. “I thought I was going to help you pen some letters.”

“Now?”

She smiled. “Why not? Dear Rauf—”

Dear Rauf?

“—has offered to sit with Elias in the great hall, but I think the babe needs to get to know his father. Do you not agree, my lord?”

Nicholas agreed that his son needed to get to know him, but he’d had no time to prepare. “I—”

“Do you have parchment? Ink? Quill?” she asked. “I have my own but my ink is…getting dry.” With his son in tow and without another word, she moved past him and entered his solar.

Nicholas watched her move about in his chamber then cast Rauf a “what the hell do I do now” look. His friend shrugged, smiled, and walked off.

“Ehm.” He stepped into the room feeling suddenly like he was entering a web—willingly. “Julianna, you should not be in my chambers alone.”

She went to the table and picked up a few of the parchments from the pile and looked them over. “I’m not alone, my lord. Elias is here. Also, I do not care where I should and should not be. I will be where I’m needed.” She pulled out the chair beside his table and sat. “Where would you like to get started?”

“With my son,” he told her. “What is to be done with him while you write?”

She eyed the boy while he toddled toward the bed, bent his knees and looked under it. “I was thinking you could play with him while you tell me what to write.”

“Me?” he asked. He knew he sounded terrified. Of a two-year-old boy. He didn’t give a damn.

“Well, I cannot,” she insisted. “He will get ink everywhere!”

“But, I do not know how to play with a babe,” he tried, hoping she would take pity on him.

He should have known better. She reached for a fresh parchment. “You are his father. You will think of something. Now, what do you wish me to start with?”

“I wish to start with you showing me how to play with him. You do remember that I have been away for two years, aye?”

“’Tis difficult to forget, my lord. Though I wish I could.”

She hated that he’d left his son. Doing so made him as bad as those who had left him. She didn’t understand. He didn’t expect her to.

“So, what do I do?”

“Try this,” she said, and held her hands over her eyes. “Elias?” she called out then held her hands away from her eyes and smiled at him. “I see you!”

As if she released some sort of magic to the air, Elias laughed and hid his face in the bedding. She did it again and the babe laughed even harder.

Nicholas thought it was the most profoundly moving sound he’d ever heard, the most gloriously beautiful sight his eyes had ever witnessed. It was a purely infectious event, making him laugh harder than he had in years. Many years. He watched, letting his gaze also revel in the sight of Julianna playing and laughing with his son.

He thought he would give it a try and before he knew it, he was on the ground and Elias was climbing on top of him and squealing with laughter when Nicholas tickled him.

The afternoon passed by with songs and silliness and no writing at all. Rauf came by with some food and drink for supper, which they ate on the floor of the chamber, picnic style.

“He eats well for one so young,” she remarked while Elias chewed some bread slathered in sweet butter. “Thanks to the village women helping to teach him.”

“Aye, I must find a way to show them my gratitude. What do you suggest?”

“Hmm, let me think,” she replied, smiling. “You could have a celebration to honor them. Food, wine, music and dancing.”

He scowled and shook his head. “I do not like that sort of thing. Too many people coming and going.”

“What is so bad about that?”

“I like quiet.”

“Well,” she said, tossing him a pitiful look, “you are not going to get it with a two year old around.”

“Papa, shoe!”

Nicholas looked down to see his son trying to fit his foot into his father’s discarded boot.

“Did you hear that?” Nicholas asked, nearly bolting to his feet. “He said papa! On his own! Without you telling him!”

Her smile softened and warmed on him. “That is what you are, my lord, his papa.”

“Aye.” Nodding, because he could not say more without risking choking on his strangled cries, he mussed his son’s hair and kissed the top of his head. Darkness fell early so they let Elias stay up and play for a little while longer.

When the babe grew tired, Nicholas picked him up and put him on his bed. “I will carry him to his bed later. For now, let him sleep while you write.”

She rose from the floor and patted her breeches then cleaned up.

“I do not know if he will sleep with us both in the room,” she let him know.

“He will if we lie down with him,” he suggested and then set the boy down gently on the bed. He kissed Elias’ head again and laid down next to him. “Come, Julianna.” He held out his hand and waited for her. “Forget the letters. Lie on the other side of him.”

She came shyly and climbed up onto the bed. Elias smiled when she grew close and closed his eyes. They whispered and smiled and kissed the babe’s hands.

Nicholas didn’t know why the sight of her lying with his child made his heart swell up with dreaded emotion. When Mattie died, he was tortured by the fact that his son would never have his true mother. Just as Nicholas had never had his.

He wondered what Mattie would have thought of Julianna. She would have disliked her four years ago. But Julianna was different now.

“Your bed is very soft,” she whispered over Elias’ little head. “You may have trouble getting him out of it, and me, as well.” She said the last with a soft laugh that sent warmth down Nicholas’ spine.

“He is asleep, my lord.”

Nicholas could see that. He didn’t want to get up, to leave the bed and her. He wanted to reach over his son and trace her features with his fingers. But he had never been free to touch her, until he’d kissed her in the stables—and he had been beaten and banished from Berwick for it. There was no one to stop him now. Her father was dead and so was her husband.

Still, he withdrew and left the bed. As much as he wanted to touch her, he didn’t want to feel anything again. He was finally healing from the loss of his wife…the loss of her. His gaze settled on her for a moment while she carefully left the bed. He looked away when she straightened.

What if Rauf was correct? What if everything had always been because of her?

“Let me at least get one letter written for you,” she offered awkwardly, hurrying to the table.

“No,” he stopped her and unclenched his jaw so that his offer was believable. “Go to bed. Or go explore the castle.” He forced himself to smile. “Rauf will escort you.”

“But I am not sleepy and I do not want to go anywhere,” she argued in a hushed voice. “I am Elias’ governess. My duty is to stay here and see to him.”

He might have to carry her out. She was digging in her heels. Why? Why would she want to stay with him when he didn’t want her there? Then again, if he truly didn’t want her there, she’d be gone by now. He was allowing all this for her.

“I am his father. I will see to him,” he muttered, sounding more like the low rumble of a large predatory cat.

“I grow weary of you sending me away, my lord,” she said and yanked her arm away when he tried to take hold of it. “I will go to Rauf then.”

She wheeled around on her heel and stormed out of the room without making a sound.

Good. He was glad. Why had he told her to go with Rauf? Did he want something to develop between them? What if something did? Hadn’t Rauf mentioned liking one of the maids? Agnes, perhaps?

But who was any woman compared to Julianna?

He looked at the bed and his son sleeping soundly, and ran from the room.

His larger steps overtook her much smaller ones and he caught up to her quickly, barely two doors down.

“Julianna,” he said, pulling on her elbow. “Wait! Do not go.”

She stopped immediately and turned to him. “Did you forget something, my lord?”

“Stop calling me that,” he warned her. “I do not care if I am your lord or not, you will not call me that again.”

“Very well, but ’tis not as if I’m calling you Zeus, for goodness’ sake. What is this that comes over you?” she demanded. “Why is it you are so afraid of me?”

He laughed softly, ready to refute her words. “There is no part of me that is afraid of you, Julianna.”

“Then what is it, Nicholas? Why do you always try to chase me away the instant there is any spark between us?”

“I do not—”

She stomped her foot into the ground and balled her hands into fists. “You do! And unlike you, I do not want to fight with you! So what are you afraid of? Tell me!”

“I am not—”

She walked away.

Damn it, he couldn’t let her walk away angry. He rarely could and she knew it.

“I do not want to love you again.”

She stopped and turned. Her eyes opened wider and shone like coals in a furnace, about to blaze. “When did you stop?”

He wasn’t prepared for her question. He didn’t know exactly when. He couldn’t pinpoint a certain event or day when he stopped loving her.

He gave his shoulders a shrug and shook his head as if he didn’t care. “Why does it matter?”

“Was it at St. Peter’s abbey?” she asked, visibly shaken.

Did she care so much then if he loved her or not? He thought about it then shook his head. No. He had still loved her after that.

“Julianna, why does it matter so much? ’Twas the past. I will not let it interfere with how I feel now.”

“And how do you feel now, Nicholas?” she demanded. “Do you hate me for a choice I made after everyone I knew was butchered by the Scots? Scots you were traveling with?”

“No. I do not hate you for that,” he told her in a low rumbling voice. “I do not hate you at all. And as I already told you, Cain was not involved in the massacre of Berwick. I would not have stayed with him if he had been. The villagers of Lismoor returned when Cain was here and not one hair on their heads was lost because of him.”

“I did not know that at the time. Did I?” she argued, swiping tears from her eyes. “And even if I had known, it would not have made a difference. I had recently seen crazed men running through my father’s castle with their knees exposed and their long hair swinging out around them while they killed everyone in their path. I hid in my room while they slaughtered my parents and our maids and all who lived with us. I did not go with you that day because I was afraid of the Scots, Nicholas.”

Hell. What was she saying? Was he that big of a fool? Was it truly just fear that had kept her away from him? No! he thought, raking his fingers through his hair while it all dawned on him like a sunrise on a long, tormenting night. No, he groaned inwardly over all the time he’d wasted, all the years she had suffered with, or because of Phillip. And what of Mattie and the years he’d put her through while he walked around Lismoor like a pitiful, prideful fool? Mattie knew he loved Julianna but she’d fought a ghost and won the battle—and it had cost her her life, giving him a son he did not know.

“I did not refuse to go with you because I did not love you,” Julianna confessed, looking scared senseless while she did. “I have always loved you.”

He felt too weak to stand. He couldn’t draw in a breath. Was everything for nothing? “Julianna,” he managed and leaned in, resting his hand on the wall behind her head. “I did not know you loved me. I had no confidence to imagine such a thing.”

She reached up to touch his jaw with her fingertips. He closed his eyes then turned away.

“Nicholas, what is it? Why are you ready to run still?”

He opened his eyes and looked at her. “Do you not understand? Now ’tis so much worse. Knowing you have always loved me—”

“That I love you still,” she corrected in a soft voice against his chin.

Before he could think to stop himself, he let go of the wall and cupped the nape of her neck. He tilted her face to meet his and kissed her. It was as if no time had passed from that night four years ago in the stables when he’d kissed her so intimately for the first time. Every sensation, every desire awakened from its slumber and came flooding back to him.

He couldn’t remember when he’d stopped loving her because he never had. The truth terrified him and thrilled him beyond his senses.

He curled his arm around her waist and pulled her up against him, deepening their embrace, their kiss. She coiled her arms around his neck and answered his desperate call, filling him up, making things right again. His tongue stole softly around her mouth and his heart thundered wildly against her chest. Hers beat just as fast against him. Her lips were soft, made of clouds and honey. What made them most irresistible though was that they were eager for him—just as he remembered. Her hair fell all around him, like fingers dancing over his skin, or a gossamer web, taking hold of him—

Someone was approaching.

Nicholas withdrew from their kiss, their embrace. His breath came hard as he stepped back. His languid gaze met hers for a moment, and it was all the time he needed to remember his dreams and how she was always his wife in them. His heart thrashed within. What if she left again…or died as Mattie had? He turned away and looked down the corridor.

Rauf was coming toward them, smiling. “Sorry to interrupt.”

“Are you?” Nicholas asked succinctly, lifting a doubtful brow at him.

“Sincerely,” his commander promised. “A missive has just arrived from Douglas FitzGerald, Bishop of Whickham.”

Nicholas’ frown turned genuine and he held out his hand. He hadn’t heard from the bishop in three years. He thought of the stack of letters on the table in his solar. Perhaps it wasn’t as long as three years. He was almost certain he’d seen something recent in the pile from the bishop. He’d been back for a sennight and he couldn’t take on what Rauf, who was once his steward, used to see to.

While he was away, Sir Richard, an old knight under the d’Argentan family, had agreed to stay on at Lismoor and see to all matters of state in Nicholas’ absence. The older knight had become Nicholas’ close friend—more like a father figure. He died six months before Nicholas’ return.

Nicholas broke the seal and opened the parchment. “The bishop reminds me that he is coming to Lismoor—what is today?”

“’Tis Monday,” Julianna told him.

“—tomorrow. Son of a—”

She pushed two of her fingers against his lips to stop him from swearing, and then realized where her fingers had settled and pulled them away to cover her own lips instead then pulled them away from her mouth, too.
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“What fer?” Rauf asked, ignoring them both to complain. “And what d’ye mean by sayin’ he reminds ye? When did ye first hear aboot him comin’, Nicky, and how am I to remind ye of yer duties if ye dinna tell them to me?”

Nicholas scowled at him. He knew asking Rauf to see to things again was a mistake. First of all, Rauf couldn’t read. After that, there really didn’t need to be another reason.

“If I do not want to sit in a chair reading to myself all the letters I get,” Nicholas asked him matter-of-factly, “what makes you think I want to sit reading them all to you?”

Rauf stared at him, blissfully unashamed of his inability to read. “What are we to do aboot it then?”

Nicholas handed Julianna the letter and asked her to please finish reading it.

She obliged happily. “There will be a gathering of the bishop’s closest friends and advisors from Northumberland who show support for the bishop’s peace talks with the Bruce,” she read. After skimming the rest and deeming it unimportant, she handed the parchment back to Nicholas.

“Are you a close friend of the bishop?” Julianna asked him.

“I was. I was hoping he had forgotten me.”

She tossed him a wide, curious smile that made him want to smile, too—or kiss the hell out of her again. “Why do you look as if you would rather be bitten by a swarm of ants than have him here?”

“Because I would rather that.” He wasn’t used to sitting with nobles—but she was. “’Tis not him. ’Tis his friends I cannot tolerate.” He looked miserable for a moment then looked at her. “Sit with me when he comes.”

“What?”

Aye, what? What was he doing returning to the past with her? He’d just returned from Berwick to rid himself of her and here he was kissing her! Hell, letting himself remember how much he loved her. She loved him? He had suspected it at times. After all, they’d grown up best friends. But he never imagined that she loved him the way he loved her. She still loved him? How? Had she loved him so much that she continued throughout her marriage? It was almost too much to take in. He was aware of how much he’d wanted to hear her confession.

But it couldn’t matter. He didn’t want to love her. Loving her would break him to pieces. Love tempted and teased with the promise of exhilaration, but it only always delivered pain. “Sit with me and perhaps let me kiss you at the end of the night.”

He was a mad fool, but when she nodded her head, he felt the sun on his face again, and the hope that, as Simon had said, they were being given a chance to set things right.

What would it cost him?
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Chapter Eleven


After breakfast, Julianna sat in Margaret the seamstress’ chamber and finished looking through Aleysia d’Argentan’s gowns. Margaret had kept them just in case the previous lady of the castle ever found use for them again and sent for them.

There were chests filled with Mattie’s clothes, but Julianna did not touch those. Save them for Elias when he found a wife.

“I like this one against your skin.” Margaret held up an emerald green gown with short sleeves and a lilac kirtle underneath.

“You do not think I will be too cold in short sleeves?”

“No, dear,” Margaret replied with a pin between her teeth and a spool of emerald thread clutched in her long, thin fingers. “The gown is velvet. ’Twas made for the winter. Now, I just need you to try it on so I can mark the adjustments. You are a wisp of a thing.”

Julianna did as Margaret bid and slipped into the gown. It felt like a luxurious piece of second skin, even in the places that were too big, like the bosom and the buns.

“I will have to bring it up some,” the seamstress said as she began marking the alterations. “You are a bit shorter than Aleysia.”

Julianna wondered if Margaret addressed Miss d’Argentan so informally in her presence. She wondered how her maids or house workers in Berwick had spoken of her when she wasn’t there. She hoped kindly.

“Also, I need to take in the waist some and shorten the arms.”

Julianna nodded and looked at Elias in a cushioned chair in Margaret’s sewing chamber. He was playing with a ball and cup toy. As if sensing her, he looked up and smiled at her.

She knew it wasn’t sensible for a governess to love her charge, and certainly not so quickly. But she loved Elias. He had no mother and she wanted to take the role.

First, she had to win his father.

She looked down at herself and smiled a little. She thought of his kiss in the hall and touched her fingers to her lips. Oh, it had been heaven! Pure bliss in a set of full, tantalizing lips. It changed everything and made it perfectly clear that she wanted a life with him. When he’d asked if he could kiss her at the end of the night, she couldn’t say aye fast enough. But then he’d left her without even a good eve. And he missed kissing his son goodnight, as well.

“Oh,” Margaret said wistfully, “how nice it must be to sit among such important men like the bishop and his friends.”

“’Tis not as pleasant as you might think,” Julianna told her.

Margaret joined her when she laughed and then the seamstress shared some stories about the men in the castle, like Rauf’s fondness for Agnes, a maid at Lismoor, and how Simon was terrified of cats, and they laughed some more.

Julianna wanted to ask her if she knew what terrified the earl. He was still running.

She decided not to worry over Nicholas while she was with the babe. She would make the most of the morning and take Elias outside again until Nicholas’ guests began arriving. She wanted to explore the rear tower opposite the keep. There were two smaller towers, but only the rear one had windows and she’d seen people, mostly the men, entering it. She wasn’t afraid of the men anymore. There was no reason to be. They had all been very courteous to her, inviting her here or there. It all made her even more sorry for ruining years of her life because she’d been afraid of them.

When she finished wrapping Elias, she bundled herself in two extra léines and two pairs of breeches, a coat and her cloak and left her chamber.

Where was Nicholas this morn? She hadn’t seen him at breakfast. He was still nowhere to be found. She was angry with him for staying away for so long. She didn’t like that he ran from his troubles. He was going to have to stop running. For Elias’ sake, and for hers. She loved him and she wasn’t going anywhere so whatever he was afraid of he would just have to get over.

When they were both ready to brave the cold, Julianna took Elias by the hand and left the keep with him. Some of the men greeted her and the babe on their stroll to a small walkway that was almost completely bare of snow. The path across had been made clear and the sides swept clean by its constant use.

She let Elias chase her over the path and to the narrow, stone stairs leading up to the tower’s narrow door.

“Come, lad, I must carry you up,” she told the babe.

“Lyahs want to climb!” he argued. He enjoyed walking and doing certain things on his own. A good sign of confidence. Was it growing already? Had he possessed it since birth?

“Does Elias want to fall, as well?” She scooped him up but he immediately began to cry and kick.

“Lyahs want to climb!” he carried on, squirming and flailing, kicking his feet and hitting her a few times on the arm. “Want to climb!”

“Elias!” she said sternly and set him down on his feet. She leaned down on her knee and looked him in the eye. “What is this behavior?”

“Lyahs want to climb.”

Gah! Impossible! Julianna stared at him. How could such a tiny being wield such power over her? “Very well,” she said, giving in and not caring. “You can climb, but Julianna will be with you. Aye?”

He wiped his nose, nodded, and turned for the stairs.

Julianna followed close behind. So close that the front of her was almost touching the back of him. She told him to press his hand to the wall and do not release it. It would keep him from falling over the side. She curled her shoulders in and stretched out her arms to encircle him and followed him up, slowly, carefully, to the top.

Nicholas stood in front of the door like a dark, shimmering shield, with his arms folded across his midnight blue cloak. He looked down at Elias, and then at her.

“You had him well covered.”

“Aye,” she whispered back. “He is very brave.”

Nicholas nodded and moved aside so she could pass. He brought them through the narrow door to a front room where she unwrapped Elias and removed her cloak.

Once his son was free, Nicholas bent down and picked him up. “You climbed well, for I watched. You listened and kept your hand on the wall and climbed to the top. Well done.”

He turned to her. “What are you doing at the tower?”

“I wanted to see it,” she told him then narrowed her eyes on him and remembered that she was angry with him. “What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to have a talk with the men about the bishop…and about you.”

“Oh?” she asked. “What about me?”

“I wanted them to know that if any of them dishonor you in any way, they will make an enemy of me.”

“Oh.” Her voice was low, laced with understanding as she looked into his flinty, gray eyes. “Thank you.”

It didn’t mean anything, she told herself as her heart accelerated. He was protecting his son’s governess. If she was unsafe so was his son.

“Did you want to go on alone?” he asked her. “Or would you prefer if I showed you around? We have time before people start arriving.”

He hadn’t been running after all. He’d been warning his men not to dishonor her. Her anger vanished. “I would like you to stay.”

His lips curled at the edges, just enough to prove he was pleased with her decision. He moved aside to let her and Elias pass and then took his place on the other side of his son.

“This is the gathering hall,” he said then turned to push open the heavy double doors leading to it. About a score of his men were drinking in their seats and sat up straighter when they saw her.

No one said a word as they continued walking through the gathering hall then to the coiling stairs.

“They seem afraid of you now,” Julianna whispered, moving beside him and pushing up on her toes to get closer to his ear.

“They should be,” he replied on a low rumble that sent a chill down her spine.

Who was this? Not her quiet William. Her humble groom who used to let other, less noble boys treat him poorly for her sake. Was this the man who had been brewing all those years while he watched the more fortunate laugh and act like haughty fools?

“What would you do?” Did she truly want to know?

“If one of them touched you,” he said deeply then gazed at his son. “Or him. I would beat him to within an inch of his life, and then I would kill him.”

She covered only one of Elias’ ears, since she was carrying him in her other arm. “A bit too much, Nicholas?”

His eyes rounded on his son then slid guiltily to hers. “He should not be squeamish about such things,” he defended.

“He is two,” she reminded him with an edge to her tone. “He will have his whole life to learn not to be squeamish. Let us keep such talk from his ears for a little while longer, aye?”

He nodded and smiled at his son as they ascended the stairs on the ground floor. Elias let his father carry him up the next three stories. Each consisted of two small, stone-vaulted chambers and a garderobe. The fourth landing was a large guardroom, empty of any guards. Bows and arrows stacked against the walls, beneath the narrow embrasures.

Nicholas walked toward one of the embrasures and let Elias look out at the white world below.

“About what happened,” he said slowly. “…between us…”

Julianna’s heart stalled. Was he going to tell her their kiss was a mistake? That it should not have happened and will not happen again? Or that he’d been dreaming of kissing her for four long years—as she had dreamed of kissing him?

“Julianna,” he said, and her name became a groan on his lips.

She wanted to cover her ears and turn away from the guilt of running away from the most treasured thing in her life.

“Horsey!” Elias shouted merrily and pointed downward.

Nicholas switched positions with his son to look out. He remained quiet for a moment and then let out a breath that made his shoulders sag. “Our guests have arrived.”

She wanted to ask him what he’d wanted to say. She wanted to shout it. Demand that he hurry and tell her. But she said nothing. The moment was gone. The guests were here and she was wearing breeches!

She followed him down the stairs, took Elias from his arms, and hurried off to Margaret’s chamber.
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Nicholas waited at the bottom of the outside steps while the bishop was helped out of his ornate carriage by two aides. It was good to see him but why did he have to come now? What was so damned urgent?

“Rothbury!” the bishop called out, reaching him. “How was Italy?”

They’d met four years ago, when King Robert publicly granted Lismoor to Nicholas. Bishop FitzGerald had remained for a month, getting to know him and Father Timothy. They found that they could both finish a jug of whisky without effect. And when everyone else around them had passed out drunk, they spent hours discussing God, the church, and the king. When the bishop left Lismoor, he considered Nicholas his good friend. Nicholas never told him about Julianna, but the bishop knew he’d been a servant in Berwick Castle before the siege.

“I do not know, Your Excellency,” Nicholas replied with an easy smile. Unlike many in the bishop’s vocation, he truly wanted peace. “I visited France and Spain, not Italy.”

“Ah, even better. You will tell me all about both places at supper tonight. Right now, I wish to refresh myself and rest a bit.”

“Of course, Your Excellency. Here is Simon. He is training to be a brother. I will let him tell you of which order as he shows you to your chambers and sees to your needs.”

The bishop left him alone on the stairs. The others would be arriving in a few hours. It was going to be a long night. He’d already been awake most of the night in the village tavern trying to figure out what the hell he was going to do. Should he risk all for Julianna? Everything he’d worked so hard at finding again in his travels. He didn’t know what it was. Still. To this day.

The desire to live, mayhap? Because, he felt it now and he hadn’t felt it before. Julianna stirred him back to life. Should he risk it all by letting himself want her, need her? Could he even stop himself from feeling those things? He’d tried not to love her, but it had never done any good. It was as if he had no control over his emotions at all when it came to her. Letting go terrified him, so he didn’t. Not completely. He thought that if he could keep hold of a little, it might help him gain something back if he lost her.

A breeze, warmer than expected for this time of year, blew his curls off his forehead while he blew out a deep breath from his nostrils and set his diamond-faceted gaze on the tower.

What would he have told Julianna up there if Elias hadn’t interrupted him? That he loved her? That he’d never stopped?

He wanted to thrill in her again…as he had that night when he was caught and thrown out of Berwick. He hadn’t cared about the beating. He would have gone back for her and been beaten ten more times if Cain had let him—if there had been anyone left alive to go back to. Hell, he understood what the Scots had taken from her, even more now that he knew about Phillip.

He walked back inside and went to the battlements to look out over the land and consider everything.

Julianna had changed, and his way of thinking of her was changing with her. He’d mentioned to her that she had grown up. The spark for life had faded from her eyes.

Phillip.

Nicholas clenched his jaw, hating all that DeAvoy had taken from her. God only knew how much of the Scots’ attack she had seen, if she’d seen her parents die, her friends. How long had it been before Torin found her and spirited her away from the massacre? It was just another reason to push her away. She would never see Torin as anything but a murderer. She wouldn’t care that he’d spared her life and then saved it when he’d gotten her the hell away from all the men.

Nicholas saw it a different way and knew he owed his brother much.

Torin didn’t matter in this, and neither did he. Julianna’s life had changed for the worse. She seemed to have paid the highest price for her father’s sins.

She’d told Nicholas that DeAvoy had made her his servant. How far had he gone? What did she mean when she’d said she had lived in his world? He’d never wanted her there. He’d wanted the best for her. And a man of means was not the best. He was. He’d always been the best for her. No one had loved her like he had. No one ever would. When he met her in St. Peter’s Abbey, he knew he could finally provide a place for her among his family. He hadn’t thought about what she’d recently gone through at the time.

His heart sank. He’d been a fool.

What was he to do about it now? She told him she loved him. He believed her in that moment. But now, doubts and misgivings crept back to the surface. Did she love him enough to stay? And was it already too late for him if she chose not to?

It didn’t matter. He was tired of running. He’d taught himself how to do it well. He ran from love. He ignored it. He saw it, recognized it, and kept on walking. Until he came home and saw his son in his small bed, sick from hiding under his bed on the cold floor, crying without any comfort every night. Nicholas knew he was falling in love with his son. There was nothing he could do about it. There was nothing he wanted to do.

It wasn’t his son’s love he didn’t trust.
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Chapter Twelve


Nicholas stood in front of Julianna’s door several hours later. He had slept an hour or two, refreshed himself, then dressed in fresh dark breeches and shirt. He finished donning his military coat of dyed blue wool, with strips of red and gold sewn into the wool above his heart. He ran his palms down the long panels, over his empty belt.

Though Lismoor was his, the church allowed no weapons in the presence of the bishop. It was a ridiculous rule but one Nicholas obeyed for the sake of his friendship.

The door opened and Molly stepped out. When she saw Nicholas, she smiled.

What was so telling about him waiting at her the door? Any upstanding man would be right where he was standing! Would he let Julianna walk to the great hall and then step inside alone? Should he let her stand there for everyone’s inspection while her eyes found him and his table? No. Never.

Agnes came out next. She was a pretty, dark-haired girl who giggled often whenever she saw Rauf.

Margaret was next and Nicholas wondered how many of them were inside the chambers.

They were all dressed in their finest gowns with their hair up or braided. Were they going to try to sit at the table? They were servants. The bishop and the others would never approve. Not that Nicholas gave a damn. He simply didn’t like having even more people around.

Julianna stood in the doorway, holding his son by the hand, and whatever he was thinking withered and disappeared like frosty flakes in the sun. He’d seen her in gowns in the past but nothing like this. She was breathtaking and ethereal in a vivid green gown, snug around her upper half and flaring out into waves of lush, emerald folds. Her hair fell freely down her back and was tied loosely at her temples, with bright, rebellious ringlets springing around her face and shoulders.

She smiled when she saw him. “Ni…My lord. I was not expecting to see you.”

“No?” he asked with a dark, raised brow. “I will have to remedy your faith in my manners.”

Her smile widened and, for a moment, he thought she might leap into his arms. He readied himself if she did it. He was a little disappointed when she didn’t.

“Good eve, Elias.” He bent to his son and picked him up.

“Down!” the boy, dressed in new shorts and doublet, demanded. Nicholas looked at Margaret. She must have sewn the garments. When he caught her eye, he offered her a nod and a smile. She had done good work.

He slipped his gaze to Julianna again, forgetting to breathe. He wondered how he could be the one to whom God would present this beautiful woman. She was like a living flame, an all-consuming fire, lighting up the way so he could find everything he’d lost.

“You look…” he had to stop to catch his breath. “You look beautiful, my lady.”

“Thank you, my lord.” She did a little curtsey and then pointed at Margaret. “I owe Lismoor’s talented seamstress much. This gown was too big and now look at it!” She spun around. “’Tis glorious, is it not?”

“Aye,” he remarked, filling his vision with her. “’Tis glorious.”

He could have stood there staring at her for the rest of his life, but the bishop was waiting to be announced and Elias was restless.

He took his son by the hand and crooked his other arm to her to escort her to the great hall. Was this truly happening? Was he walking with Julianna Feathers freely, openly, unafraid of her father’s unforgiving eye? How many times in his life had he thought about walking, just walking with her without fear?

He turned his head and smiled at her. He didn’t care if Molly and the others were behind them.

“What are you planning to do with the women?” he asked her close to her ear. Her hair brushed against his nose, his lips. He wanted to take her in his arms and tell her he loved her. He’d never stopped wanting that.

“Margaret,” she said, turning to the seamstress behind her, “is Miss Margaret Allerton, sister of the Viscount of Newton.” She waited while Margaret curtseyed and Nicholas bowed in response, and then did the same for the rest. “Agnes is Lady Agnes Huxley, daughter of the Marquess of Cartington, and Molly is Lady Burton, widow of the Baron of Newbridge.”

Nicholas smiled indulgently at Julianna as they continued walking. “I see you have this all thought out.”

“Oh, perfectly!” She tucked her arm through his again. “My friends will be ladies for the night.”

“And who are you?” he asked her with a teasing slant of his mouth.

“Why, I’m your son’s governess.”

He laughed and almost did not recognize the sound of himself. It had been many years since he laughed. “They will never believe that is all you are to me.”

Nicholas didn’t think she was even aware of how the soft flush of her cheeks worked like a sorceress’ spell on his senses, his thoughts. He wished her friends weren’t so close. She’d be in his arms by now if they weren’t.

“But ’tis true, my lord. Until I am something else, I am your son’s governess.”

Something else. Was that what she wanted? What kind of guarantee did he have that she would not change her mind and leave him and Elias?

“Oh, look what I have done.” She patted his bicep with her free hand and then kept her hand there. “I have brought a cloud over our conversation. Forgive me.”

He gazed at her, sorry that his inner thoughts were so plain to read on his face. “There is no cloud.

“Papa, me walk!” Elias tugged on his hand. He wanted his father to let him go. Nicholas did, and watched him run down the long, torchlit hall. “Stay close,” he called out then smiled, feeling lighter than he had in years while he watched his son circle back, running with all the stamina of a hundred well-rested men.

“You have not told me how you know the bishop,” Julianna remarked, walking close to him.

She tempted him to tell her everything. What he had discovered about his life—discovered about himself. He wanted to open his arms to her and hold her so bad it made his body ache.

“Being a personal friend of Robert, King of Scots, has many advantages.” He shrugged one shoulder. “The bishop is one of them. Most of the rest are curses.”

She looked up at him. How was he supposed to think when her beauty mesmerized him? “How do you know the king?”

“My brothers fight for him. They are renowned warriors. Cain kept me with him after he found me and I met the king through him. Robert is a good man. I respect him. He does not just order his men to battle. He fights with them.”

“Have you fought for him?” she asked softly, sounding as captivated by the story as he was by her.

He shook his head and then dipped his nose to her hair and inhaled. “Though Cain taught me to fight well,” he said, lingering for a moment before moving his head away, “for the first two years I was here, the only battles taking place were the ones in the great halls of the noblemen. The men who made decisions about peace. ’Twas where I won battles at the diplomatic table as shrewdly as his best warrior. ’Twas why Robert made me earl.”

“So, your tongue is your best weapon?”

He looked down at her, lost in the deep, sable depths of her eyes. “Not my best.”

“Oh?” She smiled playfully, teasingly, slanting her eyes at him. “What is your best then?”

He quirked his mouth and returned his long, smoky gaze back to Elias. “We would have to be married for you to find out.”

What the hell was he doing? His wife? Was he truly so mad to put himself through that, and with Julianna? Terror gripped him. Love was torment. He didn’t want to love her. He didn’t want to die again if he let her claim what was left of his heart. She said she had always loved him. That meant she was able to deny her heart in the past. What was so different now?

Now, he was an earl.

No.

It was more than that. She had changed.

She had been a servant.

He heard footsteps coming from the opposite direction around the bend. Elias heard them, too, and stayed close to his father, which filled Nicholas’ heart with love for him.

“Ah, Rothbury,” said Barnabas Black, Viscount of Bellington. “I was not sure we would see you here. I did not believe you had finally returned.”

The viscount was a tall, average built, uninteresting man with long dark hair reaching to his shoulders and even darker eyes. Nicholas wasn’t sure what it was but he remembered that he didn’t like him. He didn’t trust him.

Nicholas tried to force his smile but it seemed more difficult than it ever had before. He’d forgotten how to fake his interest in people like the viscount. “Bellington, had I known you would be here, I would have stayed away.”

Bellington tossed back his head and laughed, having no idea that Nicholas was serious. Men like Bellington didn’t know him. Not the real him.

“You must tell me who this is,” Bellington drawled and closed in on Julianna like a predator that had just spotted its prey while she bent to gather up his son.

Nicholas stepped into his way, putting his body between them. “She is Miss Feathers, my son’s governess and…my betrothed.”

She tilted her face and looked up at him with a playful smile.

Saying it felt unreal, fantastical. It was something he had only dreamed about in the past. He smiled back at her. “We are to be married in the spring.”

“Ah, your betrothed.” Bellington grinned and gave Nicholas a hearty pat on the back. “Now your long absence makes sense!”

Nicholas’ smile froze and his eyes watered for an instant while she gave his arm a painful pinch.

Without the slightest flinch, he turned to introduce her friends, using the names she’d given him a few moments earlier. Bellington set his hungry gaze on Agnes next.

Nicholas stepped closer to the viscount yet again and leaned down to warn him in his ear. “She is my commander’s woman. He approaches as we speak. He is unreasonable and unruly. I would use caution were I you.”

Nicholas’ smile remained as he gave Bellington’s back a hard pat of his own.

Rather than stay and meet the commander, the viscount promised to meet and talk again later.

“Arrogant bastard,” Nicholas muttered as they parted ways and he and his party moved on toward the great hall. “He has not changed in two years.”

“Why should he change?” Julianna asked him.

Aye, she was correct. The viscount had no reason to change. Nicholas was expecting too much. He agreed to sit through this to show his support for peace between Scotland and England, not to give a damn how rotten the statesmen were.

He led them to his raised table. “Do not fear,” he promised them as Rauf caught up—and smiled a bit more meaningfully when he looked at Agnes. “This is a small gathering of the bishop’s closest allies. Only a few other noblemen are here.”

“I’m not afraid,” Julianna reassured him. “I carry my knife.”

Nicholas smiled but his eyes opened wide on her. “Woman, the bishop prohibits weapons in his presence.”

She gave a slight shrug. “He will not find out unless he tries to touch what he should not.”

He laughed softly and leaned back to have a better look at her from head to toe while she sat Elias in the chair. “Where do you hide it, lass?”

She cut him a smile filled with promise and whimsy. “We would have to be married for you to find out.”

His playful smile remained. “Did you not hear me tell Bellington we were to be married in the spring?”

She reached out to pinch him again but he moved back, avoiding her hand. “Nicholas, marriage is nothing to jest about.”

He waited for her and the other women to sit then he took his place at the center, with Julianna and his son on his left and the seat at his right, where Rauf usually sat, empty. His commander sat in the seat beside it, with Agnes after him.

“Who says I’m jesting?” Nicholas asked, feigning mild interest while he looked around.

“I do,” she let him know haughtily. “You barely like me. You tolerate me being here for Elias’ sake.”

What? He shook his head. Hell. They were jesting, were they not? When had it taken this serious turn? She should know the truth, that he loved her. He didn’t want her to go for his sake as well as his son’s. Would she marry him if he asked? Would she marry him if he had nothing?

When had he started thinking of marriage? He had gone pitifully mad. It was the only explanation. Hadn’t he been telling himself since she arrived that he didn’t want this? But he did want it. He’d always wanted it.

“Julianna, what you say might have been true in the beginning, but—”

Her expression collapsed into one of despair.

He closed his eyes. They weren’t jesting.

“It might have been true?” she lamented. “The beginning? Nicholas, we have been reunited for three days! You have not gone from hating me to wanting to marry me in three days!”

“I could,” he disagreed, and then confessed, “I do not want to lose you again.”

She smiled at him over his son’s crown of chestnut curls, and moved in a bit closer. She leaned in and he inclined his ear to her lips. “You do not have to marry me to ensure that I will not leave you. As long as you want me to stay, Nicholas, I will stay.”

The bishop was announced and everyone stood up. Nicholas turned to her. He wanted to say something to her. To tell her that he loved her still. That he had never stopped.

They all waited in silence while the bishop made his way to his seat to the right of Nicholas, who expelled a great, silent breath before greeting him.

He introduced Elias and Julianna, but the bishop stopped him before he could explain who Julianna was.

“Miss Julianna Feathers. Your father was the Viscount of March and the Governor of Berwick, was he not?”

“That is correct, Your Excellency,” Julianna told him. She appeared a bit taken aback at being recognized and looked at Nicholas as if she needed help.

“Miss Feathers is my guest,” Nicholas told him.

“Your guest?” The bishop gaped for a moment and then composed himself and took Julianna’s hand. “First, let me express my sincerest condolences, my dear. I knew your father through various meetings attended by King Edward’s closest advisors for peace.”

“Peace through the Scottish nobles’ surrender,” Nicholas pointed out soberly.

“I know those days are over, Son, but we must find another way to secure it. Peace still needs to reign,” the bishop said and returned his attention to Julianna. “Tell me, Miss Feathers, what are you doing here in a castle full of Scots when they are the ones who sacked Berwick and killed your father?”

“I seek peace as you do, Your Excellency,” she replied. “The Lord of Rothbury and I have been friends for many years.”

“This is wonderful!” the bishop exclaimed. “When the English see that you are both friends, ’twill be a nice example that we can get along.”

Nicholas agreed—if that’s what the bishop wanted. What Nicholas wanted was to do what was expected of him and get everyone out. He wanted to get back to life with his son…and Julianna. Could they be happy? Would they be miserable?

“I see your face in the boy,” the bishop remarked while his attendant pushed his chair closer to the table. “I was sorry to learn of your wife’s death.”

“Aye, ’twas a difficult time,” Nicholas said quietly.

“But the time has passed, eh, whelp?” the bishop smiled at him and then at Julianna. “Let us speak of this—” he motioned with his finger back and forth between them, “—friendship later.”

Nicholas looked heavenward and let out a short laugh. “Aye, later, when I will be listening to you rather than to the sweet melody of my English lady’s voice.”

“Um, hmm.” The bishop narrowed his eyes on Nicholas and nodded. “You are correct. I have invited an important guest here tonight. I would like him to see the two of you together. Do everything you must to give us reason to celebrate, eh?”

Nicholas passed her a sickened glance. He was sorry he’d gotten her into this. She should not have come to his table. He didn’t like that the bishop knew who she was. It meant that he knew Nicholas had been her servant. What would it say about it to the English? The Scots?

The bishop’s guest turned out to be Thomas, Earl of Lancaster. The Scots in attendance were surprised and troubled to learn he was cousin to England’s King Edward. The earl was quick to reassure all that he was here as Edward’s enemy.

“Ye mean, a traitor!” someone called out.

“I stand against everything Edward stands for,” Lancaster called out to them.

He was a man of small stature, with a wiry physique built more for running than for standing firm on a battlefield.

“He is a tyrant who does not only terrorize the Scots, but his own countrymen, as well. There are many of us who will stand with you and your king in battle.”

“We would prefer peace,” the bishop spoke up.

“Your Excellency,” Lancaster turned to him. “Edward does not want peace. He will never agree to a treaty with you. I have seventy-two witnesses who have heard him say it.”

Whether Nicholas liked or respected Thomas of Lancaster was unimportant. None of them were surprised that Edward didn’t want peace. He was a fool. He also never fought in any of the battles he caused.

“Who are the others that stand with you?” Nicholas asked. “We will require names before we can trust you. You understand.”

The bishop and the other Scots agreed.

“Of course,” Lancaster agreed. “Edward will need to be defeated. He will never support Robert as King of the Scots. After you defeat him, there will be peace. I can guarantee it.”

“How?” Bellington asked.

“Because I will rule,” Lancaster claimed.

“As you ruled after Bannockburn?” Nicholas called out. “Your attempt to govern then failed and after four years and much of the northern territories reclaimed by the Scots, you were asked to relinquish power. So,” Nicholas said and let his son climb back into Julianna’s lap, “how can we take your word that your barons will allow you to rule again. And if you do, that you will support Robert?”

“You will have to trust me.”

Nicholas smiled. “We will need more than that.”

He waited while the earl thought about it. He was thankful the bishop trusted his judgment. Douglas FitzGerald trusted Cain and Torin for the king’s sake. But he knew Nicholas. Nicholas had sat with him at meetings like this one and had proven himself loyal and worthy.

“I will arrange for the other barons who stand with me to come to our next meeting.”

“That will do,” the bishop announced, putting an end to the talks.

The rest of the evening passed at a snail’s pace, especially when Elias fell asleep in Julianna’s arms and quit being a source of entertainment for everyone sitting close to him. It turned into a blessing in disguise when Julianna asked for his help carrying his son to bed.

“I owe you something wonderful for getting me out of there,” he vowed to her as they walked to Elias’ room.

“After you put him to bed,” Julianna said with that same alluring blush to her cheeks, “you may kiss me goodnight.”
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Chapter Thirteen


Julianna watched Nicholas bend to lay his son down. Her breath came in short little gasps that made her feel lightheaded and giddy. He looked so handsome in his military coat that she could scarcely breathe. She’d asked him for a kiss. How could she have been so bold? She didn’t care how bold she was. She liked it. Nicholas liked it. He didn’t have to say it. The fire in his eyes spoke volumes. He desired her. It excited her and frightened her at the same time. She was afraid of being intimate with him. She knew he would be nothing like Phillip, if they married…in the spring. She closed her eyes remembering his playful replies that had suddenly become serious. Had he been? Her heart sped and her belly flipped and burned. She wrung her hands together while she waited for him to bid Elias goodnight.

Why had she asked him to kiss her? Why did she feel like an inexperienced virgin when she was not? She had been married, and forgetting Phillip, she had kissed Nicholas before. Yet it was as if she had just met him, as if he had never touched her before that moment.

He straightened from seeing to his son and turned to her.

Her heart leaped in her chest. She wanted this intimacy with him, no matter how it frightened her. This was the man she trusted, the man she’d known her whole life, but could never have. Now, she could have him.

“Come,” he said in his low, bewitching voice, taking her hand. “I will escort you to your chambers.”

She wondered while they walked how the simple act of holding his hand could almost be the thing to bring her to her knees. For Julianna, there was nothing more intimate than taking her hand and walking with her. She loved how big he felt beside her, the way his gait felt against her, making his arm brush her shoulder or his hand touch her hip. She loved how possessive his taking hold of her hand felt. Her nerve endings sizzled with desire for more with him, of him.

When they came to her door, he took her hands in his. He kissed her knuckles and let his lips linger on her while he looked up from beneath his dark brows and whispered against her skin. “I miss kissing you, Julianna.” He turned her wrist over, exposing the inside to his teasing lips.

She closed her eyes, though watching him in the golden glow of the torchlit walls was almost just as pleasing as his mouth.

He stopped and lifted her wrist around his neck. She opened her eyes to gaze into his and tried not to groan out loud, but failed. She was tempted to call him William because that’s who she remembered loving. But he wasn’t William anymore. He was Nicholas, the brooding father, a broken, angry, detached man with a shield around his heart. A man who ran from her when things felt serious. A man whose words now carried weight with others. A man she was falling in love with all over again.

His warm breath fell against her nose, her lips while he touched her face with his fingers as if to convince himself that she was really here, with him. Then, he ran his hands down her back, around her waist. He pulled her in. She fit everywhere against his hard planes. She was certain he could feel her thumping heart battering, wanting to burst free and throw itself at his feet. She bent backward just a bit, but he enveloped her like smoke, allowing her to feel the thrashing tempo of his heart, keeping pace with…no, surpassing hers.

His mouth descended on her throat first, devouring her with soft, eager lips, and salacious strokes with his tongue that made her forget her fears and burn with desire instead.

She lifted her hands and ran her fingers over his shoulders then up the sides of his head. She closed her fingers through his hair and tugged softly, directing his mouth to hers. She wanted to be kissed, and only with Nicholas could she be so bold. It felt good, wonderful, in fact.

He dragged his mouth to hers, open and hungry, and covered her in rapture. His kiss sapped the strength from her knees but, thankfully, his embrace was complete. All she had to do was keep her arms around his neck.

When he’d first kissed her four years ago, his arms were cautious, his mouth, inexperienced. But, oh now, he held her with a perfect blend of strength and tenderness. Now, his mouth tempted and teased. His tongue laid siege to her defenses, her fears with slow, tender strokes and a dance to a melody only they could hear. She wanted more. She needed it.

But he was withdrawing, leaving her panting.

She opened her eyes and met his gaze. He smiled, though his jaw was clenched as if it took everything he possessed not to pull her back.

“Goodnight, lass,” he whispered along her ear, sending fiery sparks through her blood.

He backed away with a resigned smile fixed on his face, and left her.

Julianna wanted to bring him back, but she knew it was not wise. They would end up in bed, and as much as she innately wanted what came next with him, she didn’t want the disgrace of being caught, unmarried.

So she let him go, bolted the door, and dressed down to her chemise. Thanks to Margaret’s crafty expertise, making her back laces long enough for Julianna to reach and undress herself.

She thought of Nicholas’ hot mouth covering hers, his hands on her, holding her close, as though she were treasured. Oh, she prayed it was so and climbed into bed.

A short while later, she heard Elias crying. She rose from her bed and hurried to him.

“What is this?” she questioned in a gentle tone while she climbed in beside him. “Why are you crying?”

His cries did not intensify, but they continued. Julianna guessed the poor babe had had a bad dream. “Do not be afraid, my love,” she cooed, holding him close. “All is well.”

She remembered something Berengaria had done for her when she had bad dreams. She began to hum and then to sing in a soft voice. She sang an old ballad her nurse had taught her about a very old woman remembering the love of her youth.

Then old MaggieBrown,

Put leaves in hercrown,

With a leap in herstep,

And a song on herlips

She danced to the edge of thecliffs.

Oh youth, how lovely were yourdays?

Oh joy, my path was always brighter with youthere,

Oh love, stay beside me, stay beside mehere.

Julianna sang softly. In her darkest days when she’d given up hope, she remembered this song. It helped her to believe that she and Nicholas would be together when they died. She used to think the song was about her. She no longer did. She had William back. She was given a second chance. As she rested her head, she was tempted to leap up and find him to make certain nothing terrible happened to him ever again.
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Julianna opened her eyes the next morn and looked up at Elias, who was sitting up and waiting on her. “Good morn, Elias.”

“Dood morn, Lanna.”

She leaned up on her elbows. “Are you hungry, my love?”

He nodded and rubbed his belly.

She smiled and looked down at herself. She was still in her chemise. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep in here last night. She was going to have to hurry to her chamber to dress. She would take Elias with her.

Unbolting the door, she wondered if Nicholas was up and eating in the great hall. When she stepped out of her room, she found him asleep in a chair by the door.

Had he slept here all night? Why? Had he tried to get in and couldn’t because she had bolted the door?

She reached out and touched his shoulder. “Nicholas,” she said softly. She hated waking him and even more so when he moved and his back and neck cracked.

If he was in any pain, he made no mention of it when he opened his eyes. He looked at her and smiled as if he were seeing her for the first time.

“Good morn,” she greeted, overwhelmed with love for him.

“Dood morn, Papa!” Elias greeted and stepped forward to touch Nicholas’ leg.

Nicholas yawned and then smiled at his son climbing his leg to get to his lap. “Good morn to you, Son.”

“Did you sleep here all night?” Julianna asked him, resting her palms on her knees to look him in the eyes.

Remnants of love and warmth for his son painted his eyes in shades of pale gray splashed across starlight. She thought he was the most perfect being she’d ever seen first thing in the morning.

“Aye, I heard you singing.”

She glanced away, smiling modestly. “Oh no. Do not tell me you listened for longer than a moment. I have a terrible singing voice. I hope—”

“Berengaria used to sing that ballad to me when I could not sleep.”

Julianna’s heart melted over him. He’d heard her singing and came to rest.

She wanted to tell him that she wanted to marry him, to be his wife, to be his. She didn’t care if she was a woman and women did not propose to men. She kicked rules out of her way.

“Nicholas?” Would she tell him in her chemise? That was a different rule altogether. “Let me go and dr—”

“Nicky!” Rauf came racing down the hall with Agnes attached to his hand. “We are under siege!” His face was pale and, upon reaching them, he pushed Julianna, along with Elias and Agnes, toward the room.

“Where? How many?” Nicholas demanded, rising to his feet.

“More than what we have,” Rauf advised. “But enough to take them. Our men are preparin’ to fight, alongside the bishop’s men, and the Earl of Lancaster. That is aboot eighty men.” He stared into Nicholas’ eyes. “They will need us.”

“Aye,” Nicholas agreed without hesitation. He turned to Julianna. “Stay here with Elias and Agnes. Bolt the door after we leave.”

“Take us to my rooms, Nicholas,” she pleaded with him with Elias in her arms. “I must not be half-naked if strange men get inside.”

He nodded and swept them all forward to her chamber door.

“Find Margaret and Molly and bring them here,” Julianna begged.

Agnes shook her head. “They left the castle before us. We could not find them.”

“I will find them,” Nicholas promised then turned to go.

Julianna grasped his wrist, stopping him, not by force, for she couldn’t budge him with all her will if he didn’t want to move, but with the slightest pressure. And the slightest whisper. “Come back to me, my love.”

He nodded and came closer. “I will come back for you.”

“Take this.” She placed the hilt of her forbidden dagger in his hand. The blade was sheathed in a leather scabbard. “Use caution not to touch the tip or the edge of the blade, for ’tis laced with poison. Even a scratch will put your enemies to sleep almost instantly.”

He smiled and took the scabbard. He moved in, just close enough to lean in and kiss her. It was a kiss of possession and such tenderness that it brought tears to her eyes.

She watched him lift Elias in his arms next and plant a kiss in his son’s soft curls. She wanted to cry as he passed Elias over to her. But she didn’t. He would come back to her this time.

When he left, Agnes touched her arm. “Oh, Julianna, how could such a wonderful day for us both turn into a nightmare?”

“It will not, Agnes. All will be well.” It had to be. After an entire life of being apart because of rules and opinions, she would not lose him the day after he kissed her and made her dream of something more with him. Again!

Please, God, not again.
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Nicholas ran toward the front doors of the castle in his search for Molly and Margaret. He had checked their chambers just in case they had returned, but the women were not there. He knew the way to the walls so he’d parted ways with Rauf and went the opposite way.

He kept Julianna’s scabbard in his hand, unsure if the enemy had already encroached upon the inner wall.

He left the castle and hurried down the stairs. He searched the grounds looking for them. He searched the shadows and the hen houses. How dangerous was the threat? He had to find out. What about the villagers? His belly turned. Where was the bishop? Lancaster? He had to get back. He needed to know what was out there. Was there still enough time to help the villagers?

The battlements were busy with guardsmen hurrying out and scattering to the four corners with their long bows and arrows.

Nicholas hurried to the wall to look over the situation. There were about three hundred men. Rauf was correct. The guards needed his and Rauf’s help in battle. It would require much determination to win and stamina to see it through.

He’d fought in two small skirmishes for the king before he married Mattie, and in France, with the people of a village in Sainte-Enimie. He was taught to wield a blade by his brother, Cain, and was called fearless in battle by Rauf. But he had nothing to fight for then. Nothing to lose.

Now, he would be even stronger, more determined and ready to fight because he had everything to fight for.

He took up a bow and a quiver from the stack leaning against the wall, aimed over the battlements and began firing. He took down many but they were getting through the outer wall!

Throwing down his bow, he picked up a sword from the many brought out from the tower and strewn along the floor and ran toward the north wall. He looked up at the tower and at the archers firing from the embrasures. He motioned them to aim north then spotted Rauf across the walkway. He called out, “Did you find the women?”

Rauf shook his head.

Sadly, Nicholas thought, the women would have to wait. He prayed they were unharmed. “The north wall is about to be breached!”

Without another word, Rauf raced to it, shouting orders to the men as he went. Nicholas reached the wall first and hacked at a man who’d climbed up a long ladder and was about to climb over the wall. The man received a sword through the neck instead. The man behind him on the ladder looked shocked and then terrified when Nicholas leaned over the crenelated wall and saw him. He didn’t have time to lift his sword arm before Nicholas swiped his blade across the man’s throat. Blood splashed onto the three men below him before his body fell.

“Come on!” Nicholas shouted at them while blood dripped off his blade. “Come up!” He swung but he couldn’t reach, so he pulled back and ran for the nearest archer. After taking the soldier’s bow and arrow, he ran back to the ladder. Some courageous fool from the other side leaped over the wall and landed on Nicholas’ battlement wall.

Almost instantly, Nicholas nocked his arrow and let it fly. The victorious man fell over the wall backward with an arrow in his chest.

Nicholas was upon the next man an instant later. The rest were just out of reach. Nicholas wanted to leap over the wall and fight them, kill them all.

From the corner of his eye he saw another ladder go up a few feet away from him. He straightened and shouted for Rauf. Where the hell was he? There was no time to find him. He nocked another arrow and fired it at the first soldier climbing the second ladder.

He held both positions, keeping his enemies away—until he saw Molly below—outside the castle walls in the clutches of a hooded man, who was holding his hand up to Nicholas.

“We are here for the Earl of Lancaster. Bring him out or I begin killing everyone we caught—starting with her.” He took a dagger from his belt and held the edge of the blade to her throat.

No! Nicholas held out his hand as if to reach for her, though she was too far away.

He swore to himself that by the end of this, he would kill this man. What the man was asking him to do was to turn his back on peace for the life of a servant. What if Lancaster was the only way to rid Scotland of Edward? Nicholas didn’t truly believe that and Lancaster had chosen the path of fighting his own countrymen. Molly had not. Her life was just as important. He liked Molly. He didn’t like Lancaster. And besides, he’d promised Julianna that he would bring her friends back to her.

He was about to call out to the man that he would see it done, when someone on his side of the wall fired an arrow at the man holding Molly. He missed, and the man’s hand swiped across Molly’s throat.

Nicholas felt sick. His eyes had to be deceiving him. Molly could not be falling to the ground. Dead or dying at the hands of this bastard! Nicholas dropped his sword as his enemy ran to pluck another prisoner from the small crowd of villagers he had taken captive.

Nicholas lifted his bow…nocked an arrow…let it fly. It did not miss but struck the soldier in the lower back. He went down, and an instant later so did Nicholas.
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Chapter Fourteen


Nicholas opened his eyes then squeezed them shut again at the blinding light in his eyes. He was moving…or being moved. He was bound and lying on a cart. Every time the cart went over a pebble in the road, Nicholas almost lost consciousness again from the pain. What had happened? Was he dead? No. He felt his heart beating. Faint, as if it were far away. He groaned loudly when he tried to sit up and found it impossible, for his ropes were tight. Shoved under his bound arms was a bloody plaid. Agonizing pain radiated from his ribs and coursed down his leg and up his left side. A few ribs were likely broken. He’d also been shot in the left shoulder and he was almost certain his arse had been beaten. The cold was likely the only thing keeping him alive, numbing the pain. He was a prisoner. Of whom? He remembered one of them demanding the Earl of Lancaster or he would kill…Molly. They killed Molly.

Julianna! He thought as his memory returned. He left her inside the castle with Elias! He never thought they would breach. He was no soldier, no commander like his brothers, but he was an excellent swordsman and archer. The more he remembered, the harder he struggled to be free. He’d taken her only weapon.

He wanted to scream and shout and go berserk like the Northmen of old, break free and go get her and his son and kill anyone in his way.

What about Rauf and Margaret, and Walter—everyone else from Lismoor.

His heart ached.

“This one is not dead!” a man called out somewhere to his left.

A few moments later another man rode up behind the cart and came close on horseback. “We have the earl and we have the bishop.”

Nicholas tried to remember to breathe. He kept his eyes closed, not caring if the man knew he was awake or not. Was the soldier going to say they had Julianna and his son?

“Tell the king that Lancaster was making deals with you,” the man said and came around to the side of the cart to look at Nicholas, “and I might let you live.”

“And who are you?” Nicholas asked him, opening his eyes.

The man smiled but there was nothing friendly about it. Nicholas narrowed his gaze. Where had he seen…no! He tried frantically to be free, but to no avail.

“I am the Defier of Death—”

“Phillip,” Nicholas stared at him, both horrified and stunned. Did he know Julianna was at Lismoor? Had he seen her? Did he have her? Nicholas’ heart drummed hard in his chest making him feel ill.

The man’s gaze hardened on him, no doubt wondering from where he knew Nicholas’ face. “Aye,” he said, “Phillip DeAvoy, Governor of Alnwick.” He stared for another moment and then his smile faded into disgust. “William. Well, I will be damned. You are William Stone, are you not?”

“You said it,” Nicholas replied with no trace of emotion is his voice, though his eyes blazed like all-consuming fires.

Phillip laughed and the sound brought back memories of how Phillip used to torment and harass him. Nicholas couldn’t hit him back then. There was nothing holding him back now—save that he could not move.

No! No, Phillip could not be alive!

“First,” he said, “you will tell me how a peasant became the Earl of Rothbury.”

“Where is the bishop?” Nicholas demanded. As much as he liked the bishop, it was Julianna and his son he wanted to know about. But if DeAvoy hadn’t seen her and he did not know she was at Lismoor, Nicholas didn’t want to clue him in.

“Second, you will tell me where I can find Julianna Feathers.”

Nicholas tried not to react to hearing Julianna’s name coming from his mouth. There was nothing he could do.

DeAvoy moved closer and bent to the cart. His smile was more like a snarl when he cast it on Nicholas. At least he didn’t have her. “You remember her, do you not, Stone? I know she ran to you. She could never wait to get back to you when we were young. She tried to kill me. Did you know that? She buried me alive! I woke up eating and breathing dirt! I clawed my way out of that hell and vowed that she would pay. So you will tell me where she is or I will personally kill the bishop when the king is done with him. But I promise you, I will find her.”

Nicholas wanted to beat him almost to death, and then finish what Julianna had begun with a shovel. “The last time I saw Julianna Feathers—”

DeAvoy turned and shouted to someone behind the cart. “Go back to Lismoor. Look for a woman with fiery red hair and—”

“She is there,” a man called out. “I met her almost a sennight ago. She was traveling alone to Lismoor. But she said her name was Julianna Fenly.”

Nicholas struggled to move.

DeAvoy watched him and smiled. “Bring her to Alnwick. And Bamburgh…”

“Aye?”

“Do not touch her or she will try to kill you.”

Bamburgh didn’t reply, but left on his horse.

DeAvoy grinned and peered down at Nicholas. “I’m not going to kill you right away, servant. I’m going to have you ripped apart while she watches and then, in an act of supreme domination, I’m going to castrate you and piss on your balls.”

With every bit of strength he had left, Nicholas pulled one arm free and snatched DeAvoy by the throat. Pain lanced through him in agonizing fire, but he held on and squeezed. For touching Julianna whether as a husband or a tyrant. For all the years he harassed Nicholas for no other reason than because he could.

But his might was weak and he blacked out just before DeAvoy did.
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“Make him stop crying or I will kill him!”

Julianna glared at the stranger as she stepped between him and Agnes holding Elias close to her. It had been close to an hour after Nicholas and Rauf had left them when the first stranger kicked her door in and burst inside the chamber. After seeing two women and a babe, he left them alone with a warning to stay where they were or he would be forced to kill them all. Lismoor had been taken, its guards killed or taken as prisoners to York, where England’s king awaited his men.

“And Lord Rothbury?” Julianna had asked, trembling while she waited for his reply. Nicholas couldn’t be dead. She wanted to fall apart, fall to her knees, but Elias needed her, and so did Agnes, who burst into tears at the soldier’s words.

“I do not know,” the English soldier had told her and left without telling her anything else.

Now, she stared down a second brute who had been guarding the broken door while someone in charge was notified. “He is a babe!” she growled at him.

“I do not care. I might just kill him because he disturbed me.” He grinned.

She smiled back. “You come near and you will surely die.”

He laughed, but there must have been something in her glare or in her voice that convinced him she spoke the truth, for he did not go near them.

She comforted Elias and Agnes and prayed that God would keep the babe quiet.

“Are you its mother?” the ogre asked.

“It is a he. Have you already forgotten? Are you dimwitted?”

He frowned and looked to be about to step forward.

She pulled up the sleeve of her léine, exposing her wrist and the ring around it with three tiny fangs of tarantulas secured to it. The fangs were dipped in poison.

“You insult me,” he said in a low warning tone.

“You make it very easy.”

From the corner of her eye, Julianna could see Agnes shaking. Poor Agnes. She certainly wasn’t going to like what came next.

“Let us go and I will not lay you flat on your homely face.”

He studied her for a moment and she imagined what he saw. A woman slight of frame, at least six inches shorter than him, making threats she appeared to believe herself capable of fulfilling. He laughed and came at her.

She lifted her arm and the fang pricked him in his left hand that was reaching for her. He blinked and then he crumbled to the ground.

“Help me get him behind the bed.” Julianna wasted no time and grabbed for him. “Agnes, stop weeping. Everything will be well. Now, help me!”

Agnes set Elias down and helped Julianna pull the man behind the bed.

Julianna returned to Elias, kissed his head, then stepped away into a corner and wept.

She’d grown hard and strong in the last few years but Nicholas could possibly be dead. She had to find out. There was no one guarding the door but…she looked at Agnes and Elias. They had to flee. More men were coming. Lismoor had fallen. She closed her eyes. How many men were there? Her belly sank. Not again. She wanted to hide as she had the night the Scots had attacked her home. She wanted to hide from what she might see before this was over.

But she had Elias and Agnes to think about. She wanted to take the babe but she couldn’t take the chance of pricking him with a fang. “Take the child, please, Agnes,” she said quickly, quietly, and with the authority of a noblewoman. “Elias,” she said once Agnes had lifted him, “do you want to see the horsies? Aye?” She smiled at him with tender emotion warming her gaze. “Remember I told you about the noisy dragon? You must stop crying so that we can hide and not be found. Do you understand?”

He nodded and smiled back at her. “That is my boy.”

She turned to Agnes. “Where should we go? You know the castle better than I.”

Agnes shook her head then wiped her eyes. “We should get to the dungeon below. There is a way out from there.”

To the dungeon then. “Let us be away!” She pulled her friend and then ran for the stairs.

They turned a small bend and ran straight into a large man Julianna had never seen before. He wore breeches and a red coat, though it was not one of the military coats the English normally wore. This brute, along with his comrades, were the ones hired to rid the king of his enemies before they grew too big to stop.

He looked surprised to see them there in the hall.

Where was everyone else?

He reached for them, grabbing at Agnes’ wrist. Elias cried out and Julianna sprang into action, poking the stranger in the neck with another fang on her bracelet. He toppled over like a lightning-blasted tree.

“Oh, Julianna!” Agnes cried out, holding Elias in her arms.

Julianna breathed. He was safe. It was all that mattered. “There now, love,” she cooed, wanting to hold him, but unable to.

“What power is it that you possess?” Agnes pulled the babe back when he reached for her. “You touch them and they fall! Is it from God or the devil?”

“’Tis a blend of different poisonous plants and oils coated on the fangs of my bracelet. They only sleep.” She motioned to the fallen man. “I do not know how to fight and I will not be touched, or allow anyone I care for be touched.”

Agnes stared at her for a moment and then smiled. “Mayhap you will make me a poison bracelet.”

“Aye,” Julianna agreed, “After we get out of here.” She pulled them onward until they reached the stairs. There was a way out. She had to take them to it and escape. She would worry about where they would go later.

Following Agnes’ directions, Julianna led them to the dark dungeon below. With only a short candle to light their way, they came to a small, concealed door in the wall.

Agnes set Elias down and pulled the door open, exposing a shadowless gaping hole.

They needed to escape through that? With a child? Julianna’s blood went a little cold and her skin grew clammy. She wasn’t sure she could do it.

Elias’ cries pulled her free of her doubts and fears. She spun around and almost leaped at the sight of the babe in the arms of a man.

A man she knew.

“Bamburgh,” she spat. “Put him down.”

“Settle down, murderess,” the viscount snarled. “I am the only reason any of you are still living.”

“Let us go.”

“I cannot,” he told her. “I was sent back for you.”

What? Sent back by who? Her heart began to pound. “Let this maid go with the boy,” she pleaded. “I will go—”

“No!” Agnes cried out and took a step toward her and away from the door.

Julianna turned her back and bent her head for a moment then returned her gaze to the flaxen-haired viscount. “Let him go.”

He drew out a short burst of laughter. “You are in no position to negotiate, Miss Fenly. Or should I say Miss Feathers.” He reached for a knife tied to his belt and held it to Elias’ throat. Julianna and Agnes both moved forward.

Julianna could only strike if there was a clear shot to hit only him and no one else. He remained far enough away that she couldn’t prick him with an innocent looking swipe of her hand. There was nothing more to do than hold up her hands in surrender. Agnes did the same.

“Please,” Julianna begged while Elias’ cries grew louder. “I will do whatever you ask.”

“That is a dangerous promise to make, Miss Feathers,” he said, giving her a lingering looking over. He grimaced an instant later when Elias screeched in his ear. He closed his eyes and jammed his pinkie finger into his ear. “Here!” he screeched just as loud. “Take the little devil! I was not going to harm him!” He put away his knife and plunged the babe forward.

Julianna stepped aside and forced back the need to hold and comfort Elias and let Agnes take him.

With the babe safe—for now, she turned her attention to the viscount. “What does your grandmother think of you doing this?”

“My grandmother would want any traitor to the king dead—just as I do.” He moved behind her and gave her a slight push toward the door. He stayed just out of her reach and let Agnes go ahead of him with Elias clutched to her breast.

“Up,” he commanded.

“Let them go.”

He looked at Agnes then at Elias then finally nodded.

“Go back to the tunnel!” Julianna said with enthusiasm. “Take him to the village. Or somewhere! Keep him safe, Agnes. Do you swear?”

“Oh, Julianna,” Agnes cried, “I do not want to leave you!”

“You must. For Elias’ sake, you must.”

After a swift farewell, for the viscount had commanded Julianna to come, she turned away from the babe she loved and her friend, and climbed up the stairs.

She stepped around her last victim and slanted her eyes to her side when the viscount hastened his steps to reach her.

“What did you do to him?” he asked her. “He is a large enough fellow. How did you bring him down with no blood?”

She didn’t answer. She wasn’t about to tell him the truth, or that there was another one in her room. Let him come closer and find out. “Where is Lord Rothbury?” she asked him instead.

“I could tell you,” he answered, stopping and turning to face her fully, “after you answer my first question.

It was a pity his heart was so black, for his face was quite comely.

“The tip of my blade was dipped in poison,” she went on. “A scratch was enough to fell him.” He was clever. He would never believe she brought the man down with a weapon or her own strength. Poison-tipped blades were common and would distract him from her jewelry.

She expected him to take her knives, but he didn’t. He still did not come close though. “I do not want you to be defenseless against the men here,” he told her, “but let me warn you if you think to attack me. Without me to protect you, you will not last long.”

He hadn’t tried to disarm her. He’d let Elias go—after the bastard held a blade to his neck. She wouldn’t poke him. Not yet, anyway.

“And Lord Rothbury?” she asked, reminding him of their agreement.

“He lives last time I saw him, but barely. He has been taken prisoner and will go before the king. If he makes it.”

Oh, what could she do? How could she save him? She had to! She didn’t want to live in a world without him in it. “Where did you see him?”

Bamburgh picked up his steps and continued on. “He was lying in a cart on his way to York. He will most likely die. He looked quite bad.”

She felt tears stinging her eyes.

“You just met him,” she heard the viscount murmur.

“I have known him my whole life.”

He said nothing after that but led them through the long halls, past the chapel, and outside, where more men waited on horseback.

“What are you going to do with me?” she asked the viscount.

“I’m going to take you to Alnwick.”

Julianna stopped walking. She felt faint. Alnwick? Why? She didn’t want to ask. “Why are you going to take me there?”

“Because that is where the governor wants you.”

Julianna grabbed for something to hold on to. There was nothing. She tried to remember to breathe. She was having trouble. She fought hard to gather herself. Phillip’s brothers. Which one? Either would kill her for killing their brother.

“Am I what all this was about?”

He shook his head. “Not for me. I did it to expose the Earl of Lancaster.”

“You are sending me to my death,” she whispered, continuing to walk.

“Why?” he asked. “Why will he kill you?”

“Because he thinks I killed his brother, Phillip.”

The viscount stared at her for a moment longer, making her want to run. Then, “Miss Feathers, Phillip DeAvoy is not dead.”

She blinked. What did he just say? No. She heard him wrong. No! This was some sort of cruel jest. She asked him.

“Phillip DeAvoy,” he repeated. “He is alive.”

“No,” she groaned out loud. It couldn’t be true. Phillip was dead. Phillip had to be dead! She helped bury him! No! Bamburgh was mistaken. Her hands began to shake—along with the rest of her. “We buried him.”

“I know,” her captor told her. “He makes certain to tell anyone who will listen how he was buried alive. He escaped his grave and took his place as governor.”

Buried alive? He escaped his grave? Dear God, no! She never meant to…Julianna shivered in her spot thinking of it.

Phillip was alive. She was going back to him.

No. No way in hell.
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Chapter Fifteen


Bamburgh and his men (seven in all) made camp for the night on the outskirts of Cartington.

The viscount gave Julianna a tent to sleep in, but she sat on a stool outside of it thinking about all that had happened. Was Nicholas still alive? If he was, would he take back Lismoor from the English? If he was not…she couldn’t think of it. She refused. She missed him now more than ever before. The weight of it felt dangerously heavy. She missed Elias and Agnes…she looked away and wiped a tear from her eyes for Molly and Margaret.

She heard a sound when the wind died down and glanced to her left to see the viscount coming toward her. He carried a lantern, lighting his path and his golden countenance. He wore a long, brown coat over a stained léine belted at his narrow waist. His long legs were encased in breeches and boots. A strand of pale blonde hair had escaped the clasp at his nape and fell over his cheek and jaw as he sat on the other side of a fire.

“Why are you not in the tent I provided? There are wild creatures lurking about, waiting to devour you. You should be inside.”

She wondered if he was speaking of animals, or his men. “I cannot sleep, my lord.”

“Louis, please,” he insisted with an easy smile she remembered from traveling with him and his grandmother in the carriage to Rothbury. “Tell me what is troubling you.”

“You, for one,” she told him honestly. “Did I meet you just so you could deliver me back to my nightmares? Or was it for a better purpose?”

His smile widened in the moonlight. “Miss Feathers, I never do the ordinary. But do not think I will risk my neck for you or your cause. I am fighting for enough already.”

“Of course.” She remained quiet after that, partially because the wind picked up and was whipping their words away.

“Do you work for Phillip?” she finally asked. “Did you tell him you knew where I was?”

“Aye. To everything,” he answered honestly. “I did not know you were married to him.”

She had told him some things about her life with Phillip on the way. She wanted him to know what she was facing when he brought her back.

God help her, she was still married to Phillip! Waves of panic and fear threatened to drown her, engulf her in hopelessness.

Was Elias safe? What if he no longer had a father? Elias could be an orphan. She would take him, become his mother and tell him all about his father.

William. Nicholas. He couldn’t be dead. Not when they were just finding each other again. She loved him and she ached to tell him. He couldn’t be dead and Phillip, alive.

“Come, let us speak in your tent.” He stood up and invited her inside.

She didn’t know him. She didn’t want to be alone with him. She didn’t want to put him to sleep and face his men in the morning without his protection. Their eyes had strayed many times to the woman entering their company. They were hungry to devour her. She could feel it any time one of them was in her sight. She could run, but how far would she get before she froze to death?

With no other option, she went when he commanded and followed him into the tent, her fangs ready.

“Was the governor a difficult man to love?” he asked when they were inside. He set his lantern down in the center of the space and sat down on one of the loose cushions covering another corner. “Was he unfaithful?”

She looked around for another cushion to sit. He tossed her one of his. “He was impossible to love,” she told him as she sat. “For me at least.”

“Did he beat you?” he asked in a softer tone.

She looked away and heard him swear under his breath. “All right,” he agreed, “we will figure something out.”

Hope sprang forth and gave heat to her blood. “Help me by helping Lord Rothbury,” she implored.

He smiled knowingly at her, “You love him.” It wasn’t a question.

She nodded. “For a long time. Tell me, what can we do to find and help him?”

He looked so uncertain for a moment that it shook her to her bones. “My lord, I—”

“No.” He held up his hand and sat up. “Do not try to convince me of what this means to you, or what Rothbury means to you. I am not blind. I will have no begging.”

She smiled at him, certain that he couldn’t see her in the dim light. His heart wasn’t so black after all. He had spoken to her on their way to Rothbury. He hadn’t cared if she had no title. And later, speaking with his grandmother, Julianna had discovered that the viscount’s compassion for the less fortunate had changed many minds in Bamburgh and, for the most part, servants were treated better.

“What is this cause that would make a man like you follow a man like Phillip DeAvoy?”

He grinned at her compliment and his green eyes danced. Another moment passed and he grew serious. “The Earl of Lancaster is a traitor to his king. He makes dealings with the king’s enemy. That is treason.”

She nodded. Aye, he spoke the truth. “I suspect I will be found guilty of it as well as murder.”

“No,” he corrected with a clever smile. “You cannot be guilty of murder against a man who is alive. What had been done to him that made you believe he was dead and you allowed him to be buried? He warned me not to touch you.”

She couldn’t tell him about the abbess. Not after the abbess had saved so many girls from the hands of their violent husbands or fathers.

“He…consumed something that caused an unwanted reaction in him.”

“He was poisoned.”

Julianna stared at him over the lantern flame. What would he do with such knowledge? What would he believe?

“I had fled from him,” she told him in a low voice. “He followed me and…he was very angry.” She didn’t continue for a few moments. She didn’t have to. “I prepared his supper and—”

She was thankful when he raised his hand and motioned for her to stop. She wouldn’t have told him about the abbess. Now, she didn’t have to tell him anything more.

“So,” he said, picking up their prior conversation, “there is no proof of you trying to kill him.” His smiled widened into a grin again. “And just because you cared for a traitor’s child, does not make you a traitor as well.”

“Nicholas is no traitor,” she corrected softly. “He is a Scot, my lord. His king is Robert. How can he be a traitor to a man to whom he never swore fealty?”

The viscount tilted his head to look at her from a different angle. “You speak the words of William Wallace. I must give you the same reply that knight received. If Rothbury is not for King Edward in this War of Independence, then he is against him. Treason.”

Nicholas would be found guilty. Even if he lived to see Edward, he would die shortly thereafter for following Robert Bruce. Her belly turned and twisted. She had to help him!

“Lord Rothbury was my father’s servant.” The words spilled from her mouth. They felt good rolling off her tongue. She would speak of Nicholas every day, no matter what it cost her. “He was taken from his family at the age of two and was put to work in the kitchen on his first night. His life was difficult, and yet, he managed to bring life and laughter to me every day.”

Bamburgh was quiet for a moment. He looked pained and then pensive before he spoke. “Your father allowed you to spend every day with a servant?”

She shook her head. “No.” She smiled and told him about Berengaria. He listened to her silly stories about she and William falling into a nest of hornets and having to jump in the river to escape them, and how she fell from a tree when she was seven and broke William’s arm when she fell on him.

When she was done, Bamburgh smiled at her. “That is all quite something. He is, indeed, an intriguing man, your William/Nicholas. His is a story of hope for a poor man.”

She nodded and studied him in the dim light. “Some men believe hope for the poor man is dangerous. It could cause an uprising.”

His smiled gleamed over the fire and his gaze was colored with mischief. “Let us hope you are right, Miss Feathers.”

He rose and, with a quiet voice, he bid her goodnight and left the tent.

Julianna watched the flap where he’d disappeared. Could she trust him? Why would the viscount risk his neck and help her? Was he deceiving her about everything…including Nicholas? He wasn’t just going against Phillip by not bringing her back—he was also defying King Edward.

She gathered all the cushions and fell asleep on them, dreaming of Nicholas searching for him and not finding him.
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Nicholas cracked open his eyes and looked up at the man who was trying to shove a spoon into his mouth.

Food. He opened his mouth and felt his dry lips tearing. He didn’t care about pain. Only food. And warmth. He tugged at the plaid that was shoved beneath his wrists and tried to cover more of himself with it.

But what the hell was this food? Piss water and rock soup? Nicholas spit it out, not wanting to discover if he was correct. The man grinned at him, exposing a gaping, toothless hole, and then he scratched his dirty face.

Nicholas turned his face away. He was going to starve. He closed his eyes, resigned to his passing and then opened them again when he saw Julianna’s face in his mind. Was she hurt? Had DeAvoy’s man found her?

Nicholas knew he loved Julianna. He might not have known how much he loved her until now. He couldn’t remember an exact moment that he first fell in love with Julianna, but he remembered seeing her as a babe, cradled in his mother’s arms. He remembered watching her walk to him, her red hair falling over her huge, chestnut eyes. He had memories of her running outside with the sun in her blazing curls and wings on her little boots. She was filled with exuberance and life, climbing trees, running into streams, defying her parents and sneaking off to the servants’ quarters to play with her best friend. Her best, forbidden friend. She stayed by his side until she was thirteen. But she never left his heart. He loved her always. He would never stop.

He blinked his eyes and saw Elias’ innocent smile. His son! Where was Elias?

Nicholas had to live and get back to them. If that meant drinking foul water, then drink it he would. He turned back to the toothless man but he’d leaped from the cart and was gone.

Nicholas tried to move. His ribs weren’t having it. Pain shot through him and made him feel ill. The arrow he’d been shot with was still lodged in his shoulder, likely festering by now.

He moved as slowly as he could, inch by inch until he was bent at the center. He tried to sit up and groaned.

“Good morn to you, William,” Phillip said, riding to him.

“How many days have I been captive?”

“Four,” Phillip answered. “We will soon be in York and Lancaster will go before the king with you as his judge.”

“The arrow in my shoulder needs tending to.”

DeAvoy laughed at him “You think I will do anything to make you stronger after you tried to choke me to death? You are a fool.”

Aye, a fool not to kill him when he had the chance.

“Julianna?” He couldn’t help but ask. He had to know.

DeAvoy rode closer. “You have seen her then?”

Good. He didn’t have her.

“In my dreams,” Nicholas told him, not caring what her husband thought.

“Fool,” DeAvoy croaked out a pitiful laugh. “She cannot follow simple orders, and she is cold in bed. Cold as ice.”

Nicholas closed his eyes and clenched his jaw. He wanted to smash DeAvoy’s face with his fists. He vowed then and there to kill the bastard as soon as he had the chance.

“Perhaps I should not have sent the Viscount of Bamburgh to find her,” DeAvoy complained. “The ladies do adore him. If he finds my Jules, he might seduce her.”

He gazed into the distance as if he were hoping to see someone there. “Charlie!”

“Aye, my lord?” A man with no coat, only a thin cloak around his shoulders hurried toward them.

“Prepare me something to eat. I am going back to Alnwick.”

No! What if Bamburgh had found her and Elias and taken them to Alnwick?

“But, my lord, the king expects you,” Charlie reminded him.

DeAvoy let his horse bump Charlie’s shoulder when he spun his mount around. “I have something to see to. ’Tis very urgent. Keep the prisoners alive or you will answer to me.”

He waited for Charlie to get to his duties. When they were alone again, DeAvoy moved closer to Nicholas’ wounded body. “I believe that once she was free of me, she would have found you, Stone. I’m going back to get her. She is guilty of trying to kill her husband. She is a mad vixen who can only be controlled one way.”

He began to sweat and lick his lips.

Nicholas struggled to be free, ignoring the pain of his wounds. He couldn’t let DeAvoy go back and find her or his son. Nicholas pushed against his binds and DeAvoy laughed looking at him.

“I will bring her back so she can watch you die, William Stone.”

He kicked his horse’s flanks and thundered off toward Charlie. Nicholas listened to him go, cursing his own body. He fought to sit up and swore an oath when pain lanced through him. He had to do something. He had to get up and go help the people he loved. But even if he managed to get himself out of the cart, how would he get past DeAvoy’s men?

He would worry about that when he got there. For now, he struggled through and managed to turn himself around. He pushed himself slowly up the back of the cart until he was almost in a sitting position, still bound, looking out of the back of the cart. He let a wave of nausea pass over him and tried to catch his breath. He counted at least thirty men, going as far back as a half-mile, some walked, liked Charlie, and some rode horses.

He was going to have to fight—once he got himself free of his confines. The harder he worked, the more exhausted he became. He no longer felt cold but warm, burning up as a matter of fact. He’d managed to get his right arm and leg free before he passed out.
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Chapter Sixteen


Nicholas woke up twenty-two hours later. The first thing he became aware of was that he was no longer on the cart. The ground felt spongy and blessedly still beneath him. He was covered with several blankets and a fur cloak.

He heard sounds around him. A pot hitting into another. A campsite? Someone’s footsteps to the right. He opened his eyes to the sun hidden behind the tangle of thick, bare treetops. He moved his fingers, and then his wrists…his arms. He was free!

“Nicky!”

Rauf?

“Och, hell, Nicky! Simon, Margaret, he is awake!”

Nicholas closed his eyes again, this time to keep them from turning to liquid. They were alive. He gave thanks to God.

“Wait!” Rauf shouted them off. “I think he passed oot again!”

Nicholas should have known his friend wouldn’t leave him for too long. “No,” he said, smiling as he opened his eyes and saw their concerned and elated expressions hovering over him. “I am awake.”

“How d’ye feel?” Rauf asked and touched the back of his hand to Nicholas’ cheek.

“Better than I have in many days, old friend. Too many days.”

“Aye,” Rauf agreed in a low voice.

“Now tell me, how did you free me from DeAvoy’s men?”

“They believed Rauf dead and left him at Lismoor,” Simon told him. “They had rounded Margaret and me up with some of the other prisoners and took us away. Our group was not far from where they were moving you.”

“Just us?” he asked hesitantly. He didn’t want to hear bad news of Julianna or Elias.

“Just ye,” Rauf told him. “I woke up a few days ago hangin’ over the battlement wall in Lismoor. I went through the castle but, Nicky, I didna find anyone. They may have been hidin’ because they are not among the prisoners. There are others I canna find,” he lamented. “Agnes…Lancaster. Some bastard ran me through with his sword.” He lifted his léine beneath his plaid to reveal a perfectly sewn gash on both sides.

Nicholas’ gaze fell to Margaret and he smiled. She smiled and blushed back.

“The blade narrowly missed anything vital,” she told him.

“God smiles upon Rauf!” Simon declared with an easy grin.

“I am glad,” Nicholas told him then tried to move. The pain was intense but it was over more quickly than before. “I have to find her.”

“You need to be still, my lord,” Margaret said, putting a hand to his shoulder to stop him. “You are badly injured.”

She was right. He felt worse when he moved. He needed to heal. He turned to Rauf. “How did you rescue us?”

“I arrived a day ago,” his commander told him. “I brought horses and some weapons. I learned where people were. I found the bishop but not Lancaster. I waited fer the men to sleep and made my way quietly into the camp. I fought and killed a few of the men but it seemed they had no officer. They were easy to kill, even with my wound. Margaret sewed me and she and Simon aided me in gettin’ ye and the bishop oot of the camp. Margaret tended to both of ye. We removed the arrow from yer shoulder. ’Tis healin’ already.”

“What happened to the bishop?” Nicholas asked, looking around and not finding him.

“He didna make it,” Rauf told him sadly. We thought he was doin’ better until twelve hours ago when he perished from his wounds.”

“Damn it,” Nicholas swore. The bishop was his friend. More for DeAvoy to pay for.

“We must go back,” he commanded in his most authoritative tone. “We must find Julianna and my son before the Governor of Alnwick does.”

“Why?” Rauf asked watching him struggle to sit up. “What does she have to do with him?”

“She was married to him,” Nicholas told them. “She…he died. Or so everyone thought. He was buried alive and escaped his grave.”

They both shivered in their skins. Rauf recovered first. “That is damned unnervin’, Nicky.”

Nicholas nodded. “He accuses Julianna of conspiring to kill him. He has gone after her.”

Rauf paled.

“He will…” he ground his jaw and began again. “He will beat her.”

Rauf leaped to his feet. “I will go get her!” he pledged loudly. “Simon and Margaret will remain here and see to ye. Aye?”

“Aye,” they both said in agreement.

“I will go back to Lismoor. They have to be there. What of Lancaster?”

“Let the king deal with him,” Nicholas said. “He is the reason for all this.

There is nothing more we can do.”

Nicholas warned him about the Viscount of Bamburgh who had been sent to Lismoor to get her. He set out alone on his horse a short while later.

Nicholas grimaced then smiled when Margaret caught him trying to rise. “I hate that he is alone.”

“He is quite a capable man, my lord,” Margaret told him as if he didn’t already know. “He checked every cart until he found you. When he finally did, he rejoiced with Simon.” She smiled, remembering.

Nicholas smiled, too.

“But, of course, there are those who are not here that he wishes were. Julianna, Elias, Agnes.”

Nicholas’ smile warmed on her blushed cheeks. “Does Agnes return his affection?”

Margaret nodded emphatically. “She does!” Then, just as quickly, her smile faded and left a dark frown in its place. “But she could be dead. Many of Lismoor’s villagers are dead.” She stopped to weep a little, then apologized, vowing that it was beyond her ability to stop.

He understood. The villagers were his responsibility. Many were dead. The bishop was dead. Who else? “I must get well.”

“You will, lord,” she comforted. “But you are just over your fever and your ribs have not yet healed. You must rest now. ’Tis the best thing for you. Here, have a sip of tea.”

He didn’t want to rest, and he didn’t want tea. He wanted to go to Alnwick in case Bamburgh was following his orders and taking her there.

“You two must help me,” he pleaded.

“We are going to, my lord. Here, just a bit. ’Twill help you feel less pain. Do you feel its effect already?” she asked when he drank some and stopped struggling.

“Aye,” he answered drowsily.

“Good,” she whispered. “You will heal and then we will go.”

He closed his eyes, but he didn’t sleep. How could he rest? How could he wait, not knowing what was befalling Julianna and his son?

His legs felt a bit like melted butter, which he guessed was an effect of the whisky, so he had to wait until it wore off. In the meantime, he watched Margaret and Simon prepare some dried meat and mushrooms for his breakfast, she informed him.

He wolfed everything down like a man who hadn’t eaten in a sennight. He hadn’t. He felt better when he was done and insisted on Simon helping him to his horse.

“You may have to secure me to my saddle, my young friend.”

“Oh, my lord,” Margaret worried, trying to help. “No good can come out of this! You will fall and break your neck!”

“I will not fall. Now use that rope to tie me on.”

She grabbed for the rope that had bound him and with Simon’s help followed his instruction on how to secure him to his saddle. Unfortunately, he couldn’t lift any of the swords Rauf had brought back from the castle, so he couldn’t protect his two friends. He couldn’t leave them here alone. He was unsure if he could fight and was acting rash, thoughtless. His brothers warned him against it. He didn’t want to get Lismoor’s seamstress and brother killed, so he asked their aid in helping him down.

He had to wait, for their sake.

“I will use the time wisely,” he promised and walked for a bit around the camp.

She went back to cleaning and Simon stayed close by his side while he practiced lifting his blade. At first, the pain was intense and he wasn’t sure he was doing the right thing. But then the pain ebbed and after another twenty hours, ten to work and ten to sleep, he carefully gained his mount. He lifted his blade and swung and a flash of pain shot through him and reminded him why he was doing this.

He had to keep her from DeAvoy.

“Gain your saddles,” he told them. “I am going to take you to safety.”

“I want to stay with you, my lord.”

“Now, Margaret—”

“I will not separate from you,” Simon argued. “That was not part of the plan.”

He could argue that he hadn’t agreed to any part of any plan, but what did it matter? He nodded, allowing them to stay with him. He reminded them of the dangers. He wasn’t sure he could fight.

They nodded and they set off north. They rode hard throughout the morning, and then stopped to eat fruit and drink water. Margaret talked about her capture on her way to the village. She had seen what happened to Molly, and she ran. Nicholas was glad she had. She told him how Rauf had come for her as he promised and then they went to his cart. Rauf wouldn’t go without him.

“He is brave and was part of Cain’s army for many years,” Nicholas assured her. “I will make certain that what he did today is acknowledged.”

She nodded and then they rode toward Alnwick.
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Julianna sat by a window in a huge set of rooms shown to her two days ago by two happy, young maids named Lizbeth and Cicily. She pushed open the shutters and looked down into the inner bailey. She wasn’t at Alnwick. And she wasn’t at Bamburgh. The viscount had told her it was his cousin’s castle in Edlingham. It was more like a garrisoned manor house with a small keep and a tower than a castle. Bamburgh hadn’t taken her to Alnwick. That was all that mattered. He promised he would help her and she was beginning to believe him.

She looked out over the yard and enjoyed the wind in her hair. She liked her time alone, when she could think about Elias and how he was sleeping. She thought of everything except for the one who mattered most to her.

She couldn’t think of Nicholas without weeping and fighting off hopelessness. She wanted to see his face again, hear his voice again, feel his arms around her, his mouth upon her.

The viscount had sent letters of request to rescue Lord Rothbury from the hands of Phillip DeAvoy to three former soldiers of King Edward, each with a small regiment of men at his command. He also wrote a letter to Kind Edward telling him all about Phillip’s crimes. All they could do now was wait for any word. Bamburgh had refused to go free Nicholas himself if she was anywhere near DeAvoy. He also refused to leave her here alone. So he hired men to do it.

A knock came at her door.

“Enter.” She turned as the door opened and smiled when she saw the viscount. “Any news?”

“Nothing yet, but these things take time.”

What things? Julianna thought fitfully. Finding out if the person you love more than life is dead or not? She turned back to the window.

“You have not eaten,” he pointed out, looking down at her untouched breakfast tray.

“I cannot eat when I do not know the fate of the man I love,” she murmured, staring at a stand of treetops in the distance.

“From what you have told me, your earl sounds like a strong, resilient man. I am sure he still lives.”

Julianna finally turned to him and smiled. He was kind for trying to reassure her. Kind for hiring men, which did not come freely, to find and rescue Nicholas. For hiding her here instead of taking her to Alnwick.

“My lord,” she began. She wanted to tell him—

“Louis.”

“Louis,” she accepted with a slightly warmer smile. “I wish to thank you for all you are doing for Nicholas.”

“I do it for you, Julianna.”

Her breath faltered on her lips. His emerald, somber gaze fell to her mouth. She brought her hand there like a shield.

He looked away.

“For whatever reason you do it,” she continued, lifting her chin from her hand, “You have my gratitude.”

He cared for her. Why else would he risk so much? She was sorry he could never win her heart.

“May I sit?” he asked, motioning to the chair close by, before the hearth.

“Of course.” She would deny him nothing but her body and her heart.

She watched him settle in and began to braid her hair to keep it from flying into her face.

He held up his hand to stop her. “Not all of it.”

She stopped midway and tied it with a strip of cloth from the pocket of her léine.

“You have told me much about your Nicholas,” he began. “I feel great compassion for him and—” he crooked his mouth to one side. “—a measure of jealousy for what he shares with you.”

She smiled and shook her head at him. He was silver-tongued and full of charm and decadence. She pitied any woman who fell under his spell.

“But you have told me little about you,” he continued. “How did you escape Alnwick and DeAvoy?”

“With great planning and the clothes on my body,” she answered. “I drugged him one morning at breakfast and left the castle while he slept. None of the guards stopped me since I was often sent to search for fresh berries just outside the gate.”

“Why did you drug him if nothing you did was suspicious?”

“Because I needed a horse and I wanted the best. His. He sometimes went riding in the morning and I wanted to ensure that he would not call for it to be saddled since I had drugged all the guards’ ale the night before and while they thought they had slept on duty, I stole Phillip’s horse and led it outside the gate. I tied the beast to a tree, saddled it, and left it waiting for me until the morning.”

The viscount’s smile widened on her and his gaze brightened with admiration.

“I was very frightened,” she told him, stepping down from a place she didn’t want to be. “I ran away—abandoned my husband. I did it to survive.”

He nodded and softened his smile. “I know.”

“What about you, my lord?” she asked, wanting to veer away from the topic of her. “Tell me of your life in Bamburgh and what made you pick up your sword?”

“My mother was a Scot,” he confessed quite bluntly, much to her astonishment. “Damnation, but that felt good to say to someone.” He grinned at her. “Graham. Sarah Graham she was called.”

“Then why do you fight for King Edward and England?”

“Because I was raised in Bamburgh as an English noble. You understand,” he said. “You were raised in an English house. The Scots killed your family.”

“Aye, and the English killed Nicholas’.”

“Aye,” he agreed softly. “Both sides are guilty.”

“And here you are,” she reminded him with a curl of lips and a playful slant of her eyes, “trying to save the life of a Scottish nobleman.”

He laughed at himself and shook his head. “Truly pitiful.”

“Then all men should be as pitiful.”

He looked at her and smiled. For a moment, he appeared as if he might spring from his chair and go to her. He didn’t. He left his chair with a quiet word or two of thanks and then left the chambers.

Julianna was thankful he hadn’t tried to force himself on her. She felt safe enough with him to remove her rings and bracelets. That feeling of safety fled when a movement caught her eye outside, just beyond the trees.

A rider on his horse. Her heart leaped. Nicholas?

Please, let it be Nicholas.
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Chapter Seventeen


Rauf could not believe his eyes. Lismoor in the hands of the English! Cain would ride in and kill them all if he knew. Aleysia would likely do worse. The first Lady of Lismoor had traps all over the forest. Some were still set, waiting in the trees to be cut loose.

He thought about luring some of the English soldiers patrolling the battlements into the woods. He wasn’t sure he could time the traps correctly. But killing wasn’t the main purpose. He needed a way to get inside and find any who remained.

From the tree line, he set his eyes on a guardsman on the wall. He lifted his bow and nocked his arrow. He didn’t miss. The guardsman doubled over and fell off the wall. Rauf sprinted toward the western hill, where a tunnel had been erected years before by a village set on saving its lady from the Scots.

He waited while the guards saddled up and left the outer gate. Less than half went out but it was now or never to get inside.

He found the tunnel entrance and crossed himself as the wind whipped his hair in front of his face. He heard a sound on the wind. Faint enough to make him doubt the good of his ears.

Crying. A babe crying. Elias! He turned right and took off, following the sound to a dark, narrow path. Elias’ wails grew a little louder as the path opened and a shaft of light poured through the canopy and a sheet of thin ice on the forest floor. He kept going, fighting overgrown bramble and bushes that tried to stop him on the path. Finally, he turned a bend, toward a small opening barely visible beyond the bramble.

He stepped through and immediately spotted Agnes pacing in the patches of snow on the grass, trying to comfort Elias. Rauf’s heart rejoiced at seeing them. He had feared the worst. But Julianna was not with them. What happened to her to make her leave the babe? Was she already forcibly taken by the Viscount of Bamburgh? Was he too late?

“Rauf?” Agnes sounded as happy to see him as he was to see her.

She ran to him and squashed Elias between them. “Oh, Rauf! I thought I would never see you again! Or anyone else,” she cried, pressed against his cloak. “I was sure we would die here. How did you find us?”

“The weepin’,” he said, smiling at Elias, thankful for the first time for the strength of the lad’s lungs.

But right now, they needed him to keep silent. “Shh,” he whispered to Elias and pulled out his sword. “The noisy dragon sleeps beyond the hills. ’Tis called England. Let us not wake it.”

Thankfully, the lad stopped crying and set his glittering eyes on the hills.

“Agnes,” Rauf said, turning to them. “Where is Julianna?”

Agnes told him everything that had happened with the viscount and the bargain Julianna had struck with him to release her and the babe. “I think she knew him.”

Rauf wondered how she would.

“He came here for something—”

“Her,” Rauf said.

Agnes dipped her brows and looked even more forlorn than just before she saw him.

“Her husband,” he continued, “who she thought dead and buried is alive and responsible fer all this. He sent Bamburgh here fer her.”

Rauf thought he saw a hint of a smile on Agnes’ lips when she opened them to speak. “For her. Still, he let her bargain for our lives. He could have refused, laughed in her face, for what could she have done against him? Though he did see the two men who appeared dead by her hand. He could have killed us easily, for their men killed almost everyone else. But he did not refuse. He gave in. Elias and I escaped through the tunnel but we could not go back to the castle, and the village—” She began to cry. “—many are dead on the road. I did not want Elias to see so I gathered what food I could carry and came here. Aleysia took me here once with Mattie. ’Tis difficult to find. I did not know where else to go. I did not know if you were alive.”

He stroked her head when she rested it on his shoulder and did his best to comfort her. Holding her and the babe, letting them feel warm and safe before they moved on. He wouldn’t fail them as he had everyone else. Lismoor’s dead pierced his stout, leathery heart. His men were not prepared for war. They had grown soft fighting nothing for years. As their commander, it was his fault.

Not this time. He fought through over two dozen men trying to breach Lismoor’s walls and came out alive. He’d fought wars alongside the fearsome commander, Cainnech MacPherson. He was going to get them the hell out of here, and then he was coming back with the MacPhersons to kill them all.

Where should he take them? The safest place he knew was Carlisle. To Torin MacPherson, Nicholas’ older brother. Elias would be safe there, as would Agnes. The journey would take a few days by horse, of which he needed two more, possibly longer with a babe, but what other choice was there? He would not leave them here and he would not take them to Alnwick to find Julianna. Aye, he’d take them to Carlisle and then he and Torin would return to find Nicholas and rescue Julianna from Bamburgh, DeAvoy, and both their armies if they had to.

“Come. We will go to the village fer some food. By now, everyone who needs buryin’ should be buried. We will leave Rothbury at nightfall.”

“Oh, Rauf,” she cried, pulling Elias closer to her. “I am afraid to leave the glade.”

“My dear, I’m here now. I willna let anyone hurt ye or Nicholas’ son.”

She smiled and melted his heart a little. She’d taken him quite by surprise a day after he returned. He’d seen her around the castle when Aleysia was here, and then when Mattie was lady. But not many women had ever appealed to him before. They could never look past his scarred face. They immediately saw a mean, dangerous warrior.

But Agnes had seen more. She followed him around like a hungry kitten. He hadn’t minded. He liked looking at her with her small, pert nose and a spray of freckles across it. Her eyes were cornflower blue and her hair was dark and as glossy as his horse’s mane.

Aye, she appealed to him very much. She had got him to thinking. Mayhap it was time to settle his roots and start a family. He was thirty years old after all. He would ask her in Carlisle, after everyone was safe.

“Follow me. And Agnes, if any man comes near, look away. I wouldna want yer bonnie eyes to see what I am so good at.”

She smiled at him and then tucked herself and Elias under his arm as they left the glade.

When he suggested that they climb the sloping trees to the planks above, he thought Agnes would put up a fight.

“I learned to climb them with Aleysia,” she told him. “I was here when all this was built, and before that, when Giles was lord here.”

Rauf laughed. “Och, how did we not…” he found no suitable words for what he wanted to express.

“I do not know,” she laughed softly with him. “But I am glad we did now.”

“Aye,” he said with an understanding grin.

He held Elias and stepped up first. He waited for Agnes, who waved his concerns away and motioned for him to proceed.

He ascended quickly, having come up often with Nicholas to hunt. Some directions led to weaker branches, as they both discovered when Rauf and Elias stepped on one and a loud crack sounded throughout the trees. Silence answered. It was as if those trees were poised to hear what happened next.

He looked to the left and saw a plank nailed into the wood. He counted to two and then stepped onto it.

The branch beneath his boot cracked a bit more. Rauf held Elias and pulled himself over to the plank by the strength of his leg.

The branch didn’t break. Rauf turned to look back but Agnes wasn’t there. His gaze scanned the thousands of trees and he was about to call out to her.

“Enjoying the scenery?”

He turned in front of him and saw Agnes five branches ahead. How did she…?

“Over here!” one of England’s men called out from below.

They were coming from the southwest. Rauf made a detour he was certain Agnes saw him take. He ran and waited high above for them to gather in the field of arrows. His knife was at the ready, his heart pounded with excitement. He smiled at Elias facing him, and cut the heavy rope holding back the trigger of the trap.

The arrows flew, as if from the ground and with good aim, and put down at least thirty of them.

Rauf and Agnes kept running until the planks stopped. They were close to the village. They climbed down and approached with caution. It seemed abandoned and reminded Rauf of the first time he came here with Cain, a small, deadly regiment of men fighting a ghost.

“’Tis Agnes with the lord’s son and the commander of his forces.” Her voice was loud echoing through the village.

Slowly, doors began to open. People stepped out of their homes, most dressed in mourning clothes.

“’Tis me, Agnes, Mattie and Aleysia’s maid.”

They suddenly came alive and hurried to her and then to Rauf. They had many questions. Some he could answer and some he could not. He begged for their mercy in failing to protect them and their loved ones and they freely forgave him. They invited them into their homes for some refreshment, but they had little. Rauf assured them that he would return with the brothers and take back Lismoor. There was not a doubt in his mind that they could. They filled their bags and borrowed another horse for Agnes. He retrieved his horse that he had tied off to a tree behind the village and they were off.

It wasn’t until they were a day into traveling that Rauf realized who Torin was to Julianna. He had penetrated Berwick’s forces and had gained the trust of Berwick’s army of men. He managed to get most of them drunk the night the Scots attacked. Everyone in Berwick was massacred.

Everyone but Julianna, whom Torin had delivered to St. Peter’s Abbey.

Hell, they were bound to meet again. What would Julianna do when she found out who Nicholas’ brother was? He shrugged his beefy shoulders. That was Nicky’s trouble. There were plenty more to see to first.
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Phillip DeAvoy shoved open the doors to his castle and bellowed for the Viscount of Bamburgh. He didn’t expect an answer. The groom had already told him that no one had come to the castle in weeks.

The bastard either stole her or she killed him. Phillip wouldn’t be surprised if the latter were the case. She was a wicked murderess and she would hang for her crimes—after he bedded her good and hard, the way she deserved.

He would find her somewhere between here and Lismoor. He’d whip her for making him chase her. He ordered six of his men to go with him and set off again. He remembered a small keep that belonged to Pratt in…hell, where did he say it was? Alburic? Lorbottle? No. That was too far north.

Edlingham.

He’d leave in an hour. First he wanted to check in on someone who was here with him. He looked toward the stairs that led below, to the large prison cell he’d had built for her. Would she speak to him today? He used to listen to her screaming from the deep pit. He was a child. He thought it might have driven him a little mad. He knew what it had done to her—and he didn’t care. She deserved it.

He lit a torch and descended, calling her as he went. “Leigh! Leigh, I have returned!” He laughed when he heard her anxious pacing. “Your savior, the Viscount of Bamburgh may have cut ties with me and stolen my damned wife. If he has, I no longer need you up here and you can return to the pit where you belong.” He looked for a reaction from her but she didn’t seem to care. “You bore me. We will see how quiet you are when I return with my prize!”

He thought of his wife on the way to Edlingham, hoping he wasn’t wasting time going there. Julianna. She was a defiant hellcat who had more scars on her back than many men he knew. He laughed softly to himself. She was seemingly unafraid of the whip and was caught breaking his rules often.

He had never been all too fond of her. He had known about her keeping company with servants. He thought it was deplorable. What did the poor and deprived have in common with the fortunate? Nothing. Julianna’s father should have used a firmer hand.

Phillip had often wanted to tame her. He’d even fought his brothers for her once. He’d won, of course. He thought marriage would tame her, tie her down. But she fought back with every means at her disposal, her teeth, her fingernails, her sharp tongue, and finally with poison in his ale. She had run away, escaped him, but he’d found her. Just as he would find her now.

The next day he did just that.

He expected more of a fight from Bamburgh’s men, but he knew that when he was angry, his strength and stamina increased. He killed many of Edlingham’s men on his own, plowing a bloody path to his wife.

“Julianna?” he called out, entering the castle. “Come out, Jezebel. Come to your husband.”

He kicked his way into every room, calling her.

He heard a sound and looked down the hall. There was Bamburgh standing at the end of the corridor. His long limbs at the ready for a fight. Legs braced. Arms up, sword pointed.

“You have my wife,” Phillip accused while he turned to him.

“I protect her from you,” the viscount dared to say.

Phillip wanted to kill him slowly. He thought to come between a man and his wife! “Who will protect her when you are dead, Pratt?”

“You have ten breaths to leave my castle or I will kill you.”

Phillip grinned at him. He had ballocks. Pity. While holding his hilt in one hand, he reached his other hand into a pocket of his coat and produced a much smaller blade. He tossed it quickly at Bamburgh and watched it sink into his opponent’s belly. He watched Bamburgh go down and went to him. When he reached Bamburgh, he pulled out his blade and then stabbed him three more times.

Without waiting to see what damage he’d caused, he climbed over Bamburgh’s body and stepped into a large room.

“Julianna?” he called out, looking toward the tall window. “If you make me wait another moment, I will…” he paused and hurried back into the hall. Pratt had been protecting her. Who knows what she’d told him. It didn’t matter now. He had her. And he knew how to lure her out.

He grabbed Pratt’s collar and dragged him back into the room. There, he yanked his knife free of Pratt’s belly and held it up to his throat. “Come out or he dies.”

He didn’t have to wait long. He heard her boots clicking across the wooden floors and he turned to look at her.

Damn him, but she was beautiful. He’d always thought she was, with her fiery red tresses defying her clips and moving around her face like a flame. She stole his breath—as, he suspected, she did to every man who came upon her. He didn’t blame William Stone for his forbidden love. The Governor of Berwick should have sent his servant away when he was a child—before he became as vital to his daughter as the air she breathed. And, it seemed, no amount of beating could rid her of her need of him.

“Phillip, what do you want?” she asked him, sounding brave. He knew better.

“I want you,” he told her. “My wife, bound to me until death. I will teach you who you belong to.”

“I belong to no one, Phillip! Especially not you! Careful or ’twill be me teaching the lessons.”

Oh, but she was fiery. She didn’t know but when she fought with him it made him even hungrier for her. “Was your Reverend Mother trying to break our bond?”

“Bond?” she laughed. “There is no bond between us, Phillip. I have always loved him. Never you.”

“Perhaps that was the first dent in our marriage.”

“That is not a dent,” she said. “’Tis a break. ’Twas doomed before it ever began. And then when you proved to be a monster—”

“Stop it, Jules,” he warned.

She straightened her spine and squared her shoulders and stared him in the eyes. “You never had a chance!”

His gaze grew harder on her but he made no move to strike her. After a moment, he laughed at her. “Look at you. Puny thing. What man would want cold bones in his bed?”

She smiled, looking as if she were remembering something. “Strong enough to bury you, Phillip.”

He stared at her, stunned to hear her confess such a thing.

“I could not heap the dirt upon you fast enough.”

“You will hang for it.”

“’Twill be worth it to know you woke up eating dirt, just like the worm you are!”

Phillip wanted to kick the door closed and show her, but she and her abbess had ways of killing men with just a touch. DeAvoy was careful not to touch her. “Remove your clothes, your adornments, everything. Do what I tell you and he lives. Disobey me, which I know you love doing, and he dies. You see what is happening here, love? I am taking control.”

“Aye, Phillip,” she agreed and did what he commanded.

He smiled. This wouldn’t be so difficult after all.
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Chapter Eighteen


Nicholas sat up against a rock and looked toward Alnwick Moor. He didn’t go to Lismoor because he didn’t believe Julianna was still there. He prayed that Elias was with her but the longer he journeyed, the more he changed his prayer, the more his heart broke within him, stone by stone.

He’d regained some of his strength but traveling was taxing and took much out of him. At least his arm felt somewhat better. He could swing his sword or axe, though thankfully he hadn’t had to.

He was exhausted and they were cold and hungry, but they continued on. Margaret and Simon were still with him, though he had tried to leave them in three different inns. He’d tried to convince them that it wasn’t safe for them to travel with him but they wouldn’t hear of leaving him.

He was glad for the company. Margaret told him all about her life while he practiced fighting in whatever field they came across. Margaret wasn’t as close to Mattie as Agnes and Sarah had been, but she believed Mattie would have liked Julianna.

“I like her, too,” Margaret told him, trying to conceal the deep emotion she felt for Julianna. “She treats me kindly and with thoughtfulness. She made me a lady for a night.”

“Aye, I like her, too,” Simon chimed in.

Aye, Nicholas smiled with them. Julianna was easy to like.

“You will get her back,” Margaret assured him. And his son, as well.

They gave him hope. He was thankful they lived through the attack. He would make sure they lived through this journey, as well.

“Just a few more miles. They must be in Alnwick by now.” He used his last ounce of strength to get back on his horse. He sat up in the saddle, clutched his side, and then he didn’t see anything else.
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Someone was touching him, fussing with him. His or her hands were gentle and busy on him. Even…shaving his face. He wanted to push them away. His hands didn’t move.

He opened his eyes the next day. He tried to sit up and found that his ribs felt better. He was in a bed, a small, straw bed to be exact, in what looked like a large prison cell. Margaret worked at a pot of something on a trivet in the center of the cell. Simon sat close by while another, older woman worked near her.

He lifted his hand to his face. He was clean-shaven. Where was he? Why did the place look as if it had been lived in? Who had taken care of him? He felt better and more rested than he had in days.

“Simon?” he called.

He turned, and so did the older woman. When Nicholas saw her he sat up, oblivious to pain. His eyes filled with tears instantly but he didn’t allow any of them to fall. Had he died? Was he dreaming?

“Mother,” he whispered, afraid to break whatever hold had come over him.

The woman looked at him—straight into his eyes. And then she smiled crookedly and went back to her work, leaving him shaken.

Defying how he felt, Nicholas swung his legs off the bed and stood up. It was her. His mother. Berengaria. Her hair was gray where it had once been dark brown. She wore it in a long braid coiled around the back of her head. Her skin was more weathered and her teeth were darker than they had once been. Her eyes were different, as well. Still gentle, kind sea-foam blue eyes that had once seemed to look into him now looked through him as if he weren’t there. How…? “What are you doing here?”

He should be angry. She deserved his anger for leaving them. For leaving them alone at twelve and nine years, to fight a world that stood against them. But he didn’t feel angry with her. He wasn’t sure what he felt.

“My lord.” Margaret touched her fingers to his arm. “This is your mother?”

“Aye. What is the matter with her? Does she not know me?” He reached out and touched his mother’s elbow. She turned at the feel of his fingers and looked up into his eyes. “Mother. ’tis Nic—William. Do you not know me?”

For a moment, her vision seemed to clear. Just for an instant, she drank in the sight of him, touched her hand to his face. “William, my love.”

“Where have you been?”

She looked around the cell and tears filled her eyes. And then the fog returned and she stepped away from him.

“I do not understand this!” Nicholas shouted, taking her hand and not letting her go. “What has happened to you? Where have you been?” His voice shook with emotion. “Why did you leave us?”

She pulled and tried to free herself from him. He let her go. She was here! How long had she been here?

He heard the sounds of men running toward them. He let go of Berengaria and reached for his sword. It was gone. He looked at Margaret.

“The men who found us and brought us here took your weapons,” she told him.

When the two men reached the cell, Nicholas stepped up to the iron door. “Where are we?”

“Alnwick,” one of them answered. “What is all the screaming about?”

“Where is the governor?” Nicholas demanded. “Has he returned?”

The man cast a suspicious smirk at him. “Who is asking?’

“The Earl of Rothbury,” Nicholas informed them, squaring his shoulders. “His close friend. Why were we put in this cell?”

“I did not know you were his friend, now did I?” the man asked nervously and took keys from his belt.

“Who is the woman with you?” asked the second man, looking her over.

“My wife,” Nicholas told them. “Who may I ask is the older woman? What is wrong with her?”

“We call her Leigh because, according to the tales, ’tis the only sound she has ever made.”

Not the only sound, Nicholas thought, recalling her words of affirmation only moments ago.

“We do not know her real name,” the first man continued. “She has been here for years. Before we got here. She seems to be a dumb mute.”

“A dumb mute who healed my wounds in a day?” he asked angrily. “What is her crime? Why is she here?” Here for years.

“Look, m’lord. I do not know the answers to all your questions. You just missed the governor. He was here a few days ago. He did not say where he was going or when he would be back. We thought he would be in York by now. Did we not, Harry?”

“We did,” his lanky companion returned.

“We will release you and your wife and your bald friend and you can stay here or be on your way.”

“And what of her?” Nicholas asked, pointing to Berengaria. He knew what would become of her if she remained here. Nothing. She would die here behind a locked door where no one visited or bothered to know anything about her.

“She stays,” the first man said.

“No,” Nicholas countered. “She comes with us.” And I will not kill you. “I will be responsible for her.”

“She is locked up for a reason,” the men tried to convince him.

“Aye, and you do not know what it is. Release her to me. I will remain here and eat your lord’s food until he returns and he can settle the matter.”

“The good Lord will bless you,” Simon added.

The men discussed it between themselves for a moment or two and then turned to him. “Very well. You can take her.” They opened the door.

Nicholas nodded then stepped out of the cell with Simon and turned to reach out to Margaret, then his mother. “Come,” he urged her softly.

Did she not remember him? Had she lost her mind? It would explain why she left.

“Come.” He dropped his hand and stepped aside, but she would not pass. When he stepped out and waited for her, she did not come. In fact, she shook, as if afraid.

“How long has it been since she has been out of the cell?”

“This one?” Harry asked, looking a bit nervous.

Nicholas’ heart dropped to his belly. He felt his blood racing to catch up. “Where was she before?”

“Are you friends with Viscount Bamburgh? Has he sent you?”

“Why would Bamburgh send me?” Nicholas demanded with full authority.

“We know he abhors the mistreatment of slaves, prisoners, and the like.”

“I do not know the viscount,” Nicholas told them truthfully. “But tell me this,” he ordered as he moved closer and leaned in. “She was moved in case he showed up, aye?”

The first man shook his head. “She was moved just before the viscount’s first visit about six months ago.”

“Ah,” Nicholas smiled at himself. “My mistake.” He wanted to kill them both. “Where was she before this?”

The men looked at each other and grew equally pale. Neither wanted to speak. Finally, the first man did. “She was in a hole. A dark, stinking hole. She had no light and barely any room to bend her knees and–”

Nicholas held up his hand to stop him from going on. He’d already heard too much. He watched Margaret hurry to his mother’s side and try to comfort her.

“Why was she treated so poorly? Is there not even a rumor?” Nicholas asked while a thousand emotions from forgiveness to guilt swept across his heart. He should have searched for her. He should be the one comforting her. But he wanted too badly to kill Phillip DeAvoy and his brothers, and Nicholas would have vowed to kill their father if he was still living. He felt too much anger to comfort his mother. Besides, she didn’t know him. She likely went mad living in those conditions. She was afraid of him, afraid to leave.

“Well, the latest rumor is—” Harry began.

“No. Not the latest,” Nicholas directed him. “What is the oldest rumor? That is the one most likely to be closest to the truth.”

“Aye,” both men agreed and thought about it. “I…ehm…” the second man cleared his throat and began again. “I seem to remember something that used to be whispered about when I was a lad.”

“What was it?” Nichols asked him.

“She was a witch—”

“No,” the first interrupted. “The oldest tale is that Leigh was involved in a very close matter with Sir Roger DeAvoy and was thrown into the pit to keep her quiet.”

Nicholas’ fingers cramped at the force of his fists. He tried to remember to breathe, to react calmly. “Why did he not just kill her?”

“I do not know, m’lord. Are you coming?”

Nicholas shook his head. He looked at his companions. They shook theirs, too. “No, we are not leaving her. You will bring us three more beds—”

“Three!” they both exclaimed. “Why three if you two are married—”

“Should we enjoy our marriage bed in front of this woman?”

The warning glint in his eyes must have convinced them to be careful with their response.

“Aye, m’lord. Three beds.” They hurried off, leaving the four of them alone.

“Oh, my lord,” Margaret lamented over his mother. “She must have gone mad. The poor soul.”

“When did you last see her?” Simon inquired.

Nicholas entered the cell again and went to stand close, keeping his eyes on his mother. “Fourteen years ago. Her name is Berengaria.”

Margaret wept harder and his mother pulled out a cloth and wiped Margaret’s tears with soothing strokes.

Nicholas turned away, unable to see the woman he’d hated for so long for something she seemingly had no control over. He felt too heavy with guilt to rejoice at finding her. He remembered her goodness and the lessons she’d taught him and Julianna. Whatever she had done was not deserving of this.

He wanted to claw at his hair, shout until the walls crumbled, but nothing would bring back those years.

Phillip would pay. Nicholas would wait and then he would kill him.

“I wonder why they call you Leigh,” Margaret said finally, smiling when her face was dry. “What were you trying to say?”

Nicholas felt his eyes begin to burn. Where the hell were they with the beds? “Likely, Julianna. Berengaria was her nurse from her birth.”

“Or William,” Margaret added. “A mother does not truly forget her own child.”

“I was not her true child. My true mother and father were killed by the English. I was tossed into Berwick’s kitchen and put to work at two years old. Berengaria saved me and became the mother of my heart.”

A clay pot Berengaria was cleaning crashed to the floor and startled Margaret. Nicholas stared at his mother. Did she understand him?

“Mother?” She crouched low and picked up the larger pieces of clay.

He hurried to help her, afraid that she would cut her hand.

“Mother, Julianna has recently found me.”

No reaction.

“You will see her soon. You will see Julianna and my son.”

She smiled softly at him and continued cleaning up. He spent the entire day with her, trying to ignite a memory here or there, trying to see some sign of recognition from his mother. He told her about Julianna and his life, his son and his travels. She gave no sign of understanding, but Margaret did.

She wept for him and when his mother pushed him to Margaret’s side and scolded him with a scowl, Nicholas put his arm around Margaret the way he had when he and Julianna were younger and she was crying.

Finally, he smiled at Berengaria. He’d found her. He was never going to lose her again. Her or Julianna.
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Chapter Nineteen


Before they left Edlingham, Phillip stripped Julianna of her clothes and her jewelry, along with having her fingernails cut down low. If there was poison anywhere on her, he made certain to remove it.

He did this to her in the sight of his men, and in the presence of the Viscount of Bamburgh—whether or not he was alive, she didn’t know.

“Phillip, there was no poison,” she told him angrily and quite convincingly. She had to convince him that it was nothing she did, but rather the will of God that gave him a second chance. “Would you throw it away?” she challenged him. “And would you take the risk of it happening again and, this time, you do not escape your grave?”

His nostrils flared with rage at her. She almost lost heart and thought of running away. She didn’t care if he killed her. If Nicholas was dead, what did it matter? She would love to raise Elias but if she couldn’t, Agnes would take good care of him. She didn’t stand her ground for Nicholas, or for Elias. She stared Phillip down, unblinking and ready to call on the power of God to help her, for herself.

Whatever he feared most kept him from touching her and he smiled rather than squeeze her throat. “What do you want me to make of this little spectacle of yours, Jules? Hmm? That you found your beloved William and you can die in peace? Because, you are going to die, but first there is someone at Alnwick I want you to meet. When you do, you will wish you were eating dirt.”

“Anything would be better than spending another moment with you.”

He laughed. She did not. She could feel her hair springing tighter as her heat rose. He could haul off on her at any moment, but she wouldn’t back down.

“Get dressed, Wife. We are leaving.”

Julianna turned away from him and nearly leaped into her clothes. She slipped her ring on her finger but that was all she could take before Phillip stepped behind her and poked her in the back with his sword. “Move.”

She stepped around the viscount lying motionless on the floor and said a prayer that he lived. He and Nicholas. Phillip had taken enough already.

“Tell me, Phillip,” she asked, grinding her jaw at him and fastening her cloak around her neck, “who is this person I will wish I had never met?”

“’Tis my mother, Jules. And you have already met her.”

That was all he would say. But it was so like Phillip to want to remain cryptic. Julianna didn’t care much about anything but Nicholas. She had to find a way to escape Phillip, yet again. Escape and find Nicholas. To do that, she had to first stay alive. She did what he ordered, gained a horse without any help from his men, and was ready to leave when he was.

She had her ring. She had her ring! As soon as he couldn’t see her…she smiled and breathed. First chance she got. First chance, and she would make him sorry!

About a quarter of the way to Alnwick, two of Phillip’s men pushed her off to the side of the road. She didn’t know what they wanted, to grope or fondle her, or worse. She wasn’t about to find out. She stuck the fang in her ring into one man’s face and into the other’s bare hand.

They both fell almost instantly. When they did, Phillip was there watching.

He looked worried.

So did she.

She had no more poison. She hadn’t wanted to use the last of it on Phillip’s men. She wanted to use it on Phillip! Her only consolation was that he was still afraid of her. Perhaps more now than before. She had no weapons. He’d made certain of that. He hadn’t checked her adornments and he hadn’t seen her lift her ring. So how was she still knocking his men unconscious? She dropped her ring in the grass. By now, there was no more poison left on the fang so the ring was useless.

“I do not know what befell them, my lord,” she said, feigning innocence, and doing so rather poorly. “They tried to touch me and they just dropped dead from their horses.”

He stared at her with fear marring his brow. “Devil!”

She shook her head and looked up.

“You tempt me to increase my cruelty toward you,” he warned her when she rode back to him.

“You were born cruel, Phillip. I had nothing to do with it.”

“Oh,” he said just before she rode away, “but you did, Julianna. You had everything to do with it.”

“What?” she laughed and rode at an even pace at his side, just out of his reach. “What are you accusing me of now, Phillip?”

“I’m saying you took my place at my mother’s breast, while I was given to a cold bitch who hated me for being the product of a love affair between her husband and a servant.”

Julianna took a moment to take in what he was saying. What? She took his place…his mother?

“Since her own birth brought forth a dead babe, Claudia DeAvoy was able to nurse me and pretend I was the babe she had given birth to when, in fact, I was not.”

No! Nooooooooooo! Chills ran through her. She took his place…she blinked. Berengaria! No! Julianna shook her head.

Phillip nodded. His smile was charged with cruelty and satisfaction. “Aye. I am the son of a scullery maid named Berengaria.”

It was as if he pulled out his sword and rammed it through Julianna’s middle. Berengaria. Her Berengaria was Phillip’s mother? It couldn’t be! She gripped her belly as an ache flooded through her. It threatened to knock her from her mount. She and Phillip were the same age. Claudia and Berengaria were with child at the same time, by the same man.

Julianna leaped off her horse, ran to the side of the road, and expelled the bit of water she’d had earlier.

Berengaria had been forced to give up her son and nurse someone else’s child. Oh, poor, poor Berengaria. Julianna choked on her tears rather than shed them in Phillip’s presence. And Nicholas! What would he think of the woman he had loved as a mother being the mother of his mortal enemy? She wanted to weep at the terrible tragedy of it all. She wiped her mouth instead and went back to her horse.

“Did Berengaria leave us to go back to you?” she asked him quietly. She truly didn’t want to know.

Phillip smiled at her as if she were the most pitiful fool. “No, Jules. Claudia had her arrested soon after my father died. You see, ’twas he who had kept Berengaria safe in Berwick. He never stopped caring for her, I believe.”

“Arrested?” she echoed in a hollowed voice.

“Aye,” he answered calmly, as if they were discussing how the sun rose. “And thrown into the pit.”

Julianna’s eyes widened. The tears that threatened a few moments ago now filled her eyes and fell from their heavy weight. “What was her crime?”

“Sleeping with my father.” He laughed shortly. “It cost her everything.”

“When? When did you find out she was your mother?”

“I have known for some time, years.”

Julianna stared at him, horrified. She didn’t think Phillip could get any more hopeless. “You have known for years that your mother was in the pit? Did you have her taken out?”

“Not until I met Bamburgh and he told me that he would never serve a man who mistreated his servants. I had to let her out then. Make her comfortable.”

Julianna felt ill again, as if she might fall faint. He made her comfortable for the viscount’s sake, not for his mother’s. “So you hated me for drinking from your mother when I could not eat on my own? How very like you that is, Phillip. I’m sure you hated William for being the son she always wanted.”

“I’m going to strip you of whatever power you have and—”

The sound of horses suddenly coming upon them stopped whatever Phillip meant to say next.

“What is the meaning of this?” Phillip demanded as if the men cared about his query.

“We are looking for the Lord of Rothbury,” said their leader, a man with charcoal-colored hair and a fur lined cloak over his wide shoulders. “If you are him, speak up!”

“He is not him!” Julianna shouted. “He is the man who just left Edlingham and Lord Bamburgh for dead!” They were the viscount’s mercenaries and they wouldn’t be getting paid because of this man.

“Who are you?” the leader asked, gazing at her from his horse.

“My wife,” Phillip snarled at him and then at her. “Mrs. Julianna DeAvoy.”

Julianna closed her eyes and cringed in her cloak. She hated the idea of it. She had been such a coward. She swiped at an icy, stubborn tear.

“Take them both,” the leader commanded, riding through them like Moses parting the sea. “Kill the rest.”

Julianna didn’t care about Phillip’s soldiers. They had known the kind of man they served. “I was with Lord Bamburgh when he penned you those letters,” she rode close to the leader and told him. “’Twas my plea that inspired him to offer such a high reward. Tell me, please, have you found any trace that Lord Rothbury lives?”

He stared at her face and into her eyes and then at the hair beneath her hood. “Aye, Bamburgh would do the like for you. Your earl stopped at some inns on the roads from Otterburn. He was with a woman.”

Julianna’s heart and hope soared. He was alive! She wanted to hug the leader for the good news, but she refrained. She did show her joy in her smile though. As for the woman, Julianna hoped it was someone from the castle, or the village. Margaret or Molly.

“This news of him pleases you?” the leader asked with a soft smile that revealed a deep dimple in his cheek.

“Aye, it does. Lord Rothbury is a good man and a father. I would see him receive help from the wiles of men who will never be like him.” She spoke softly so that Phillip didn’t hear but slanted her gaze to him for an instant. Then she was back to smiling. “Lord Bamburgh vowed that you were good men.”

The leader was quite obviously taken with her. He hung on every word she said. She let the wind push down her hood several times so that her hair was free to whip around her face. It seemed to please men to look at it.

“So you are his wife?” the leader asked, referring to Phillip.

“Sadly, aye.”

“And you are in love with Lord Rothbury.”

“I have always been in love with Lord Rothbury,” she confessed.

“But Lord Rothbury,” said Phillip, riding up behind her, “used to be a servant, so she refused to be with him. She married me instead and has been nothing but a disloyal trollop ever since. When last I saw her before this, she was tossing dirt onto me, burying me alive.”

Julianna said nothing. She bit her tongue and closed her eyes. If she’d known he was alive, she would have dug him back up and killed him before continuing.

“She has nothing to say,” Phillip spat.

“You are mad and if I go too far you will strike me,” she accused.

Phillip tossed back his head and laughed. “I have never put an angry hand to her, though ’tis my right if she is my wife and she is a trollop.”

Without another word, Julianna slipped from her horse and removed her cloak. She looked up at the leader. He dismounted and went to her but she turned her back on him and pulled up the back of her léine and her chemise underneath. She bared her back to him and then felt his fingers pushing aside her hair so he could see the scars lashed across her flesh from Phillip’s whip.

When she thought the leader had seen enough, she yanked down her clothes, bent to snatch up her cloak, and swiped a tear off her cheek as she turned to him. “You can believe who you like.”

He lowered his gaze from hers. “I believe you. But Miss, you are married, whether you wish it to be so or not. What will you do when Rothbury is found?”

She looked toward Phillip and shrugged her shoulders. “Perhaps, he will not escape the next grave he finds himself in.”

The leader crooked his mouth at her and nodded as she walked away then motioned for his men to keep moving toward Edlingham.

The leader’s name was David Lawson. He was forty-four years old—about the same age as Berengaria. He had once been considered Edward Longshanks’ most fearsome warrior. When EdwardII took the throne, he dismissed his father’s generals and officers and put his personal friends in charge. Some of the original men had remained, some had not.

Lawson had given the second Edward his loyalty, but he soon discovered that when they went to war with the Scots, the new king always positioned Lawson and the others on the front line. He wanted to be rid of his father’s memory, including his father’s men. So finally, Lawson left. But he was still loyal to the throne. His mother was a relative of Louis Pratt’s grandmother.

The road back to Edlingham wasn’t long, so that was all Julianna could learn about the older warrior.

They entered the manor house but, astoundingly, the viscount was not where they left him. Julianna couldn’t be happier! But, if they didn’t find him soon and the men began to doubt her, there would be trouble.

She called out and led everyone to the keep, but he was found moments later in the tower, armed and close to death in the rushes.

She remained at his bedside for the next two days while Lawson and his men cleared the dead from the castle and buried them in the woods.

They locked Phillip away in the dungeon until Lawson decided what to do with him.

In the evening, she made certain the men, twelve in all, had something warm in their bellies. But she served no ale, wine, or whisky. Nothing to make the men more reckless, daring, defiant…no. No spirits.

She had one thing on her mind. Nicholas was alive. He’d been spotted in several inns, traveling with a woman.

Where was he now? Was he thinking of her? She saw him in her mind, so handsome, so rugged and resilient against the wind. Did he miss her? Did he know Phillip was alive? What would she do now that he was? The church would tell her she was still married. She didn’t care. She would be with Nicholas. She would never leave him or Elias.

“I’ve sent some of my men to Lismoor and Alnwick,” Mr. Lawson said, entering the viscount’s room.

Julianna turned to him with a grateful smile. “You have my gratitude.”

He dipped his head then smiled at her when he straightened. “We will find him.”

“Aye,” she agreed with a sigh. She was so grateful to him and to Louis for doing so much to help her, a woman they didn’t know, find a man they didn’t know. She would never forget. She brightened suddenly, remembering her news. “His fever broke about an hour ago!”

“Ah!” he said with a dimpled smile. “That is good news. My mother would never forgive me if he died in my care.”

“We will stop that from happening,” Julianna replied with a muffled laugh. “He should be waking up any moment now. He will be happy to see you.”

“Happier to see you, I’m sure.”

“Perhaps,” she agreed. “At first.”

When she looked away and yawned, he continued to talk, filling her ears with the droning, comforting sound of his voice—putting her to sleep in her chair.

She woke up twice, not completely, but somewhere close to the veil of awareness. She heard men laughing, saw the blurred image of someone golden-haired sitting up, propped on many pillows. He had a cup in one hand.

She smiled and breathed his name, “Louis?”
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Nicholas was getting tired of waiting for DeAvoy. If Phillip had Julianna, they should be back here by now. Where else would Phillip take her? He was a madman. Who knew what his mad thoughts told him to do? How long into his friendship with Julianna had Phillip known that the woman she loved so much was in his father’s pit, suffering unspeakable torment? It didn’t matter; what did matter was that he didn’t change it.

They had to leave. He’d talked it over with Simon and Margaret and they let him know that they trusted him. He hoped it would go as well with his mother.

She hadn’t shown any further signs of knowing him over the past pair of days. Despite sleeping beside her open door, she gave him no proof that she knew him. He didn’t care. Her not knowing strangely gave him a small bit of peace. She hadn’t left him because of anything he had done or hadn’t done.

The rest was horror, shame, and fury.

She’d been taken, absconded by Phillip’s family and tortured alone and in the dark because of what she knew. Their mother had been taken and kept in a pit. Who had comforted her when she cried? Not him. He’d pushed her from his thoughts because he hadn’t believed in her better, the way Julianna had after they discovered she was gone. He’d never searched for her the way Julianna had.

He wanted to be the one who reunited them.

But first, he had to get Berengaria out of her unlocked prison. He found opportunities to speak to her often while he helped her and Margaret cook and clean up. He’d asked her for more information about what had happened to her. She didn’t speak, but he was able to pull a few smiles from her. He was glad he could still make her smile, even if she didn’t remember him.

One night while he rested in a chair after the evening meal, he heard the sound of footsteps and men’s voices coming downstairs to the prison. He stood up and looked at his two friends and winked at them, easing the alarm in their eyes. Was it DeAvoy?

“My lord!” Harry called out and then appeared at the archway, “There are mercenaries at the gate. They insist you come out or they will kill everyone at Alnwick.”

Him? Was this a trap by Phillip to get him outside? Why would it matter where they were? “I will speak to them,” Nicholas said despite the fear on Margaret’s face, spreading to his mother. Simon remained quiet. Nicholas was sure he was praying. “Do not be afraid.”

He followed the guards outside and was surprised to see mercenaries and not Phillip. He gave the men a measured look. They appeared older, more experienced, and far more dangerous than any man on Alnwick’s side. They wore no uniform, but most wore a thick cloak and a long sword.

“Are you Lord Nicholas MacPherson, also known as William Stone, Earl of Rothbury?” one of the men called out.

Nicholas drew in a long breath. “I am.” Who were they and for which side did they fight? “Who wishes to know?”

“Lord Louis Pratt, Earl of Bamburgh, wishes to know,” called the man. “He also wants you to return with us to Edlingham.”

Return to Edlingham for what? “I am waiting here for Phillip DeAvoy, the governor.”

“My lord,” said the mercenary, “the governor is in Edlingham.”

DeAvoy was in Edlingham. So was Bamburgh. That meant Julianna was there, as well. But why did Bamburgh summon him?

“Whatever Bamburgh is paying you, I will double if you agree to fight for me and to keep the two women and a young brother with me safe.”

The man laughed. “That sounds fine with me.”

“Tell me,” Nicholas asked him. “Do you happen to know if there is a woman with Bamburgh or the governor?”

“How many do you want?” The mercenary eyed him. Then, when he saw that Nicholas was quite serious, he grew serious as well. “Aye, there is a woman. Long red hair flying behind her like a flag. A somber woman. Now, will you stand here all day asking questions, or are we leaving?”

She was there! She was with them!

“And a child?” he pushed. “Is there a child also?”

“No, no child. Now, let us go.”

No child. Where was Elias? Nicholas’ heart thrashed in his chest.

“I cannot go yet,” he explained. “I must get my mother and my sister.”

“Look, we want to get back. The sooner we get back to Lawson, the quicker we go home.”

Nicholas didn’t know who Lawson was and he didn’t care about anyone going home. “I will travel to Edlingham when we are ready. You can go on ahead of us and let your lord know I am coming, or you can wait. ’Tis your choice.”

He left them and went back to Margaret and Simon and told them what was going on.

“It could be a trap,” Margaret told him, unsure if they should go.

“You and Simon stay here with Berengaria—”

“My lord, no,” she pleaded. “After everything, do not leave me here in Alnwick. And will you leave your mother?”

No. No, he wouldn’t leave any of them. But how could he lead them into a trap?

“For now,” he said. “We must figure out a way to get Berengaria out of here.”

They tried everything, but when Nicholas promised to let her meet his son, Elias, she seemed to want to.

“I must hurry, Leigh. Elias has not had me for two years. He has trouble sleeping. Julianna has done much for him, but I want to be there.”

She moved toward him, closer each time he moved away. “He has been crying often. I have lost some good maids because of it. The men seem to like him though. He seems to only like Julianna.”

Berengaria smiled and stepped out of the cell.

“Come, Mother, we must hurry.” He handed her off to Margaret and he started putting her things into a riding bag.

She stopped him and shook her head. Then pushed him forward and out into the cold air. He tossed the heavy wool cloak he’d snatched up just before leaving around her shoulders and pulled her under his arm.

They met the mercenaries and prepared their horses to leave. Nicholas felt hopeful, joyful, for the first time in years. There were so many things that could happen on this trip. If it was a trap, he, Simon, Margaret, and Berengaria would likely not make it out alive. He would be responsible. If he lived. But if it wasn’t a trap, if Julianna was at Edlingham…
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Chapter Twenty


Julianna went to the window in her chamber and looked out, ignoring the cold.

The viscount was awake and doing quite well. Mr. Lawson spent much time with him or guarding the castle. She was glad for her chamber, and to be alone. She needed time to think clearly. Time to think about her beloved returning to her and her husband in the dungeon below.

If Phillip lived through this, he would likely try to have her hanged. Or, knowing him, he would rather let her live apart from Nicholas, under the watchful eye of the church.

She knew one thing. She would never live with Phillip again. She’d rather be hanged. She could always bring him back to the abbess.

What about Berengaria? Would she return with Nicholas? Had it all been a grand tale to make Julianna do what she was told? No. She believed Phillip.

Oh, her dearest Berengaria. How Julianna had missed her. How many nights had she cried in Nicholas’ arms for her? She prayed to have her back soon.

What about Elias and Agnes? She wished she had news of them. Would Nicholas forgive her for sending Elias off with Agnes?

And Rauf. Was he alive or lying dead and unburied in Lismoor’s yard?

Oh, she missed them all. If she didn’t hear something soon, she would go mad!

Finally, she heard the sound of horses in the distance. It had to be Nicholas!

She bolted from the chambers and ran in her men’s clothes to the doors leading outside. She didn’t see anything at first, so she waited. Soon, Mr. Lawson appeared at her side. His men stood ready to fight behind him.

She heard the horses again. Closer.

“I see my standard bearer,” Mr. Lawson said. “They are my men.”

Julianna was sure he could hear her heart thudding in her chest. She saw about ten men riding toward her, and then she saw Simon and Margaret. Margaret! Her heart rejoiced. The woman he had been with was her seamstress. She smiled, not really knowing why. She brought her fingers to her lips and searched for his face until she found him. She thanked God for bringing him back to her yet again and took off running. She wouldn’t let him go again.

His eyes were fastened on her as he slowed his horse and leaped out of the saddle.

She almost dove into his arms but skidded to a halt when her gaze fell upon another woman. An older woman.

Berengaria.

Her Berengaria…and seeing her again was like waking from a dream into a wonderful truth. Berengaria was alive, and she was here, and it didn’t matter why she had gone away.

Julianna turned her direction and ran to her instead. When she reached the woman she loved even more than her mother, she flung her arms around her and wept.

“Julianna,” Nicholas’ wonderful voice sounded near her ear. “My love, she does not know us.”

What? What was he saying? Julianna turned to him and almost forgot what she was going to say. “I’m so happy to see you well,” she told him. She had to. She wanted to kiss him, but she would wait until they were alone. She had to tell him about Elias and Agnes, and Berengaria and Phillip. But…she turned to Berengaria and was stunned to find her looking rather terrified, especially when Julianna set her eyes on her.

What…?

“Berengaria?” she asked in a soft voice.

No reaction.

“Leigh,” Nicholas said, “this is Julianna.”

“Who is Leigh?” Julianna asked, confused and growing frightened that the truth was turning out to be a terrible nightmare. “Berengaria, you know me, do you not? ’Tis me, Julianna.”

“Juli—” Nicholas began but his voice was cut off by Berengaria’s.

“Julianna.”

“Aye,” Nicholas said, sounding hopeful and taking a step forward. “Aye, Mother, ’tis Julianna.”

“You see?” Julianna took Berengaria’s hands when she saw tears filling the woman’s eyes. “She knows me.”

But as quickly as Berengaria had returned, her drying, blank gaze proved that she was gone again.

“Berengaria?” Julianna prompted. “My dearest?”

Julianna heard someone weeping behind her and turned to see Margaret wiping her eyes.

Julianna reached for her hand and brought it to her cheek. “Thank you for caring for him. I am in your debt for life, my dear friend.”

Margaret pulled herself together and glanced at Nicholas, and then smiled at Julianna. “’Twas no trouble. Allow me to do one more thing. Berengaria is tired from her journey. I would take her to a room and see her rested and refreshed. She has a long tale I’m sure my lord is eager to tell you.”

Julianna smiled and was struck by how thoughtful Margaret was toward her.

She watched Margaret take Berengaria’s hand and lead her away. She wanted to know Berengaria’s tale, but it would wait. Her muscles ached for—

“Lord Rothbury, I presume?”

She blinked at Mr. Lawson and smiled.

“Aye, and you are?”

“David Lawson, former general in the king’s army, presently a hired hand and relative of the Viscount of Bamburgh.”

“He sent his men to Alnwick and to Lismoor to find you,” Julianna was quick to tell him.

“They have direct orders to not only search for you at Lismoor,” Mr. Lawson told him, “but for your son and Agnes, his maid, as well.”

Nicholas flicked his worried gaze to hers. “Elias is not with you.”

She shook her head, hating to tell him, not knowing how. “When the viscount came for me I was with them at the entrance to the tunnel. I did not know what this new enemy meant to do with me and the two extra people, one who cried constantly, he hadn’t come for. I begged him to release them and he did. I told Agnes to go to the village. Someone there would—what? Nicholas, what is it?”

“The village was also attacked by Phillip’s men. I do not know how many are dead.”

“No.” She shook her head. “Not them. I brought the matter before God. They are safe.”

“Rauf went to Lismoor,” he remembered. “He will find them.”

“We will hear from my men soon,” Mr. Lawson said reassuringly, herding them toward the castle. “Do not fret over it until we know more. Come inside and share the fire, along with some ale and black bread until supper. First though, we will meet Louis.”

Nicholas nodded and followed Mr. Lawson inside. Julianna stayed close by, speaking softly to Simon.

They were taken to the viscount’s chamber and found him propped up in front of numerous pillows. He didn’t need them all. Julianna was certain he liked the way he looked with them.

Nicholas didn’t know what to expect so she tried to help by telling him what had happened, but he waved his hand to stop her after she told him about him bringing her here instead of Alnwick.

“You have my gratitude for protecting her.”

“I have heard much about you, Rothbury,” the viscount told him with a furtive grin. “Miss Feathers thinks quite highly of you.”

Nicholas looked at her and smiled. “I feel the same way about her.”

“Good. You have intelligence in your head. She deserves that.”

Nicholas agreed and they proceeded to make her blush.

They discussed Phillip briefly with the viscount promising to kill him if Nicholas did not.

Finally, Nicholas thanked him again for everything he had done. Nicholas vowed that no one in the viscount’s family would find themselves at the end of his or his brothers’ swords. If Bamburgh ever needed men to fight at his side, the MacPhersons would be there.

After that, they went to the great hall in the keep and all the men drank to Mr. Lawson’s success and Nicholas’ safety. They were mostly happy to be getting paid. Lord Rothbury had been safely delivered.

They told Nicholas about holding Phillip below stairs in the dungeon. Nicholas remarked that he would like to see him. Mr. Lawson agreed to letting him whenever Nicholas wanted to go.

Julianna tried not to have too much to drink. She wanted to be fully aware of how things were going with Nicholas when they were finally alone. There was so much to tell him, so much for her to hear.

“Well,” Mr. Lawson said and lifted his cup one last time. “Your lady is most happy to have you back, my lord. I hope you both find a way.” They all lifted their cups and drank and no one questioned what way he was talking about.

Julianna thought of Phillip somewhere below. Her skin crawled.

After his toast was over and drink and food were consumed by all, Mr. Lawson rose from his seat, winked at her, and then left the table and took his men with him…along with young Simon under his arm.

With no one left but a few stragglers, Julianna let out her breath in her seat beside Nicholas and turned to him. Oh, where to begin?

“Nicholas. I did not know the viscount when he found Agnes, with Elias and me. The men who had arrived before him were aggressive toward Elias, complaining of his crying. I worried one of them would try to harm him. I had my bracelets and my rings and I managed to take down two of them. But I—what?”

“What are you saying? What bracelets? What rings? What did you mean you took down two of their men?”

She told him about her fang jewelry along with other various, poison-tipped things she carried.

He smiled at her and touched a curl that was falling down her cheek. “You are an outstanding woman, Julianna Feathers. You are strong and courageous, charming the swords off noblemen and mercenaries alike. I trust that you did the best for Elias. Especially by praying for him—so Simon often tells me. Rauf probably found them.”

He smiled and she was thankful that he didn’t hate her.

“Still,” he said. “I will leave tomorrow for Lismoor. Rauf may be needing me.”

“Of course,” she said, disappointed and doubtful she could let him go.

“Tell me of Berengaria. What happened to her?”

He told her all he knew and when she began to cry, he ushered her outside to the ice-covered garden. “I know ’tis heartbreaking what she went through at the hands of the DeAvoys.”

Julianna nodded and sniffed. Then, “Nicholas?”

“Aye, love?” He closed his arms around her, keeping her warm.

Love, that’s what he’d called her several times now. It warmed her to her core and she nestled deeper into him. He didn’t hate her anymore. Perhaps he even loved her.

“I know what Berengaria knew,” she said into his muscles. “The thing that put her in the pit.”

“What was it?” he asked, withdrawing just enough to look at her. His dark brows were knitted over his eyes.

“I do not want to tell you, my love. I do not know if I can!”

“Now you must,” he said. “You know that, aye?” He crooked his mouth at her in a familiar half-smile that had always melted her heart, and still did.

She wiped her eyes and took a breath then blew it out. “She and Claudia DeAvoy were—they were both—with child at the same time by Roger DeAvoy.” Oh, she hated having to be the one to tell him. She sniffed again. “They both had their babes, but Claudia’s babe died during its delivery. Berengaria had a healthy baby boy.” She continued speaking even as he let her go and backed away, the terrible truth dawning on him. “They took Berengaria’s son and gave him to Claudia and they sent Berengaria away.”

He was quiet for so long that she began to fear he might never speak to her again for bringing him such terrible news.

“Nicholas…”

“Phillip,” he said quietly, staring at nothing. “Phillip is her son.”

“You are her son!” Julianna insisted. She had to, for she could hear in his familiar voice utter disgust and horror. She could see in his smoldering, steel eyes the rage, coiled and so masterfully controlled for years, begin to unravel. “Nicholas, you listen to me,” she commanded and took a step toward him with such force her curls flipped over her shoulders and jostled around her face. “She chose you, not to lie at her breast—she had me for that—and ’tis why he hates us. But because you needed her, she went to you in the same way I felt when Elias needed me. It bonded me to him instantly. Berengaria kept you as her own, giving you a name, William. ’Twas you she raised, you she loved, you and me. An orphan and a might-as-well-have-been orphan. Two for the one she lost.” She smiled at him.

He smiled back and pulled her into his arms. “I have missed you, my fire.”

His eyes were closing as if he could scarcely wait to kiss her, taste her.

She tilted her head and parted her lips, receiving him like water to a parched and dying soul. He tasted like need and truth. Love she could trust through anything, and though everything else had failed her, his love never had. It never would. She opened her mouth as his hands slipped over her curves, pulling her closer by the thigh and one buttock of her plump arse.

She met his tongue in an eager, seductive dance that heated their blood. His kiss grew deeper, more urgent.

Dragging both palms up her sides, he encircled her waist and lifted her off her feet.

She instantly coiled her legs around him and locked her ankles. Her long hair fell around them like a curtain. She felt him pause and then grunt as he took her arse in his hands. She wanted him desperately. She wanted to hurry to her room with him, bolt the door, and kiss him like this until their clothes came off and their bodies came together.

But what about Phillip?

He was her husband.

He was Berengaria’s son.

“Nicholas,” she whispered against his mouth and uncoiled her legs.

“Aye,” he sighed and closed his eyes as she slipped down his hard body.

“You are her son, but so is Phillip. We cannot kill him. We cannot do such a loathsome thing against her.”

He let her go. “Is this what you are thinking about while kissing me? Killing Phillip?”

She hadn’t meant for it to seem that way but, aye, it was true. It was what she was thinking about. “I am trying to keep a level head. Also, isn’t it better that I think about killing him and not kissing him?”

He stared at her as if she had just felled ten of his men. “Why would you say that?”

“Well, is it not?” she demanded.

“Aye, ’tis, but—”

“Do you disagree with me concerning Phillip and Berengaria?”

“No, but—”

“’Tis important to me, Nicholas.”

He pulled her close to him again and rested his chin on her forehead. “Mmhhnn…”

For her, this was the worst part. “We cannot kill him…and…he is still my husband.”

Nicholas shrugged his warm, wide shoulders. “We will go live in the Highlands, near my brother, Cain, and his wife, Aleysia.”

“Just like that?” She snapped her fingers at him. “What about Lismoor? You would be giving up the castle and your title.”

Her words drew a scowl from him.

“I do not care about titles.”

“What about the church?” she continued, not catching on to his deepening frown. “They will denounce us. King Edward will order our arrest.”

“What is the alternative, Julianna?” he demanded. “Being apart? Would you go back to him? Would I ever stand for it? No. When this is all settled I will return to Invergarry. England is not my home. Scotland is my home. Are you with me?”

She had always been with him. She told him.

“Even without my title?”

“I should slap you for that.”

He smiled, and she noticed that he was doing it more.

“I must get back to Lismoor for Elias.”

“I do not want you to go,” she cried. “But I know you must. Can I not go with you?”

He shook his head. “If I must fight, I do not want to think of you fighting also. ’Twill distract me.”

“But I am afraid of losing you.”

“You will not lose me,” he promised confidently. “There are many things I love about you. I plan on telling you all of them.”

They stayed up late, talking in the garden and then in the viscount’s private solar. They agreed about what to do about Berengaria, and what to do with Phillip—for now. She, Berengaria, Simon and Margaret, would wait for him here.

She directed him to her chambers and let him kiss her goodnight.


[image: ‡]
Chapter Twenty-One


Nicholas waited outside Julianna’s door. He didn’t know what he was waiting for exactly. The nerve to go inside? To finally be with her? He’d kissed her goodnight. How much of a fool would he look like if he—?

The door opened and Julianna stood on the other side, looking as uncertain and anxious as he.

“I was just about to knock,” he told her, feeling inept and ill at ease with her for the first time in his life.

“Oh!” She feigned a short laugh and a look of surprise. “I was…coming…out…to…” Nicholas took her in his arms and pulled her back inside, shutting and bolting the door behind them.

He cupped her face in his hands and tilted her head to kiss her from a different angle. Each was intoxicating, a flame setting the rest of him on fire. He scooped her hair away from her nape so that he could press his lips to her skin and smell her, taste her. He wanted nothing more than this. Her. For the remainder of his days…or of hers. No more wasting them.

“Julianna,” he groaned against her throat, curling one arm around her waist. A memory dashed across his mind of his voice crying out her name while he dreamed of her. “I have loved you my whole life, but ’tis not enough. Come with me to the Highlands.”

He opened his eyes to gaze at the face he knew and loved so much. He kissed her parted lips and felt a pull of his heart that bent him over her.

Suspending her in his embrace, he slipped his tongue into her mouth and deepened their kiss. He loved touching her and let his hands explore all her soft curves. He pulled her up and then tugged at her léine. She tugged at his in return. Her chemise still covered her when he pulled her léine over her head. He was bare beneath his. He liked how her gaze took in the breadth of his shoulders, his lean muscles produced by hard practice and not having an abundance of food for the past two years.

He kissed her smile and then took the deepest recesses of her mouth. He felt hard, tight in his restraints. He wanted to be free of them. He unbuckled his belt and dropped it to the floor. He tugged at the laces of his breeches and kicked off his boots.

She held her hands to her mouth and smiled, blushing and doing a poor job trying to hide it. “It does not feel real, but rather like a dream, that I should be here with you.”

“Or I with you,” he agreed with a low chuckle.

She untied the laces of her breeches with more hesitancy than he. She undressed with grace and offered herself up to his suddenly deft fingers, letting him peel away at her clothes. When he was done with her, he yanked his pants down around his ankles and straightened.

She looked down at him jutting up to the heavens, hard as steel, long and heavy, threatening to break her in half. “Nicholas—”

“Aye, love, I know,” he whispered and lifted her in his arms. He carried her to her bed and set her down on it. Then he backed away just a bit and set his ravenous gaze on her. Her long, red curls fanned out around her body. He let his gaze devour her. When taking in the sight of her led to wanting more, he returned to her and climbed into the bed. “You are a feast for my eyes.”

“And you are for mine,” she said boldly, seducing him.

He took her nipple between his lips and pulled softly, dragging a moan from deep within her throat. He flicked his tongue over the tightening bud and relished the way her body responded to his. His body responded no differently. He ran his hand over his steel shaft and moved over her. She immediately spread her thighs. The thought of taking her brought him close to eruption. Here she was now, naked and spread out before him, ready to give all to him.

His blood felt charged with lightning as he hovered over her. He would take his time with—her eyes were closed, as if sealed shut. Nicholas noticed the rest of her, taut as a harp string. He spoke her name.

She opened her eyes, petrified. When he reached out to touch her, she leaped and tried to laugh but Nicholas was almost certain he could hear her heartbeat.

Maybe it was his own. It didn’t matter. “Julianna,” he said in a comforting whisper. He moved off her and lay on his side beside her. He took her hands in his. He’d never seen her like this. She was struck with pure terror for at least twenty-five breaths.

“My love.” He spoke gently, kindly. “Julianna, my fire. You are safe.” He touched his fingers to her and she bolted into his arms.

“Oh, Nicholas!” She came out of it just as quickly. “I cannot forget what he—’tis difficult to focus completely on you.” She turned over on the bed and let him see her back. When he saw the scars, he wept for her and vowed to kill Phillip with his bare hands.

He held her in his arms and did not try to make love to her again. He didn’t think he could take hearing it but he asked her if she wanted to talk about it with him.

“No.” She shook her head, facing him. “I have not waited my whole life for you to let him ruin it.”

He looked into her eyes and smiled. “We have the rest of our lives to be intimate. I want you to feel at ease and happy and safe.”

She kissed his dimpled chin. “You are making it easy for me to feel that way.”

They talked and kissed and laughed a little, entwined in each other’s arms. She told him about her dreams and wanting to find him to show him she had changed from a cowardly, selfish girl, to a thoughtful woman. He told her he’d noticed and admired her for who she was. After a while, Julianna fell asleep.

Restless, Nicholas rose from bed. He sat in a chair that was uncomfortably small and watched Julianna sleep. What kind of torture had she suffered at DeAvoy’s hand? He didn’t care that she had chosen Phillip as her husband. She hadn’t deserved the life he’d given her as his wife.

He wasn’t sure he could ever forget the fear on her face tonight or the sight of her back. She wasn’t seeing him. She was seeing Phillip. Nicholas was going to destroy him in Julianna’s life and in her mind. He was going to see to it that Phillip never hurt her again. He was going to show her every day that his love could be trusted and that she was safe. He never wanted to see that kind of fear in her again.

He didn’t only want Phillip dead, he wanted to be the one who killed him.

He dressed and left the chambers. He grabbed a torch from the wall and headed down the stairs—and down some more.

Quietly, thoughtfully, he made his way to Edlingham’s dungeon to speak to a man he’d hated all his life. A man whose family was responsible for taking his mother. A man who used his strength and force against the woman of Nicholas’ heart. A man responsible for killing Molly and the others at Lismoor and the villagers.

If Nicholas killed him in secret, could he keep it from his mother?

He had two more stairways down to ponder it.

The first thing to hit Nicholas was the smell then the heat. There were no windows down here, no fresh air. The light was low. He almost didn’t see the old dungeon keeper rising from his chair, and almost hit him in the face with his torch.

“What do you want?” the old man asked.

“I want to see Phillip DeAvoy. I am the Earl of Rothbury.”

Nicholas took a step back when the old man drew a long spear and blocked his way.

“I do not care who you are, Pup. ’Twill be ten shillings to pass.”

“Do you care who the Viscount of Bamburgh is? He is your master, is he not? Does he know you are taking money from people wanting to speak to his prisoners?”

The old man stared at him with cloudy eyes. His skin was sallow and dry enough to look like dust. It was also covered in brown spots and shadows.

Coming to some conclusion he didn’t like, the dungeon keeper lifted his rod and muttered, “Pass.”

Nicholas scowled at him and stepped into another short corridor. There were two cells at the end set into the wide wall.

The doors were made of solid metal.

The dungeon keeper appeared at his side and placed a key in the door. He pushed the door open then moved aside. “You have five minutes.”

When Nicholas saw Phillip bolting to his bare feet, his ankles cuffed to chains hammered into the stone ground, he knew he was going to need more than five minutes. “I will pay you a shilling a minute.”

“Very well,” the old man said, looking and sounding as if he could care less either way. Nicholas knew better.

“Do you have that many shillings, servant?” DeAvoy asked with a snarl as Nicholas stepped closer.

“That is far enough,” the dungeon keeper called out. “Another step or two and he can reach you.”

Nicholas wanted to say something back but he remained silent. Phillip laughed and then cursed him. “You have always been afraid of me, Stone, admit it!

Nicholas smiled. But he said nothing.

“How did you get away from those incompetent imbeciles?” he demanded to know, then laughed at himself. “I should have killed you when I had the chance.”

He was probably correct, Nicholas thought. He should have killed him.

“Where is she, Stone? Where is Julianna, my wife?”

Nicholas closed his eyes. “You do not have the right to call her that.”

“Oh no? How about whore? Or bit—”

Nicholas stepped forward and punched him in the face, tearing his bottom lip, loosening two teeth, and breaking Phillip’s nose.

Nicholas stood in his spot for a moment but Phillip did not hit him back and, after a moment, Nicholas moved out of reach. He said nothing but watched as Phillip spit out blood.

“I’m going to have your balls for that,” Phillip promised.

Nicholas only smiled.

Knowing now how to provoke him, Phillip grinned, then scowled when pain from his lip shot through him. “I’m going to gain my freedom and then I’m going to come after her.”

“You will not be free, Phillip,” Nicholas bit out over his voice. “I will kill you first.”

“And what will your beloved mother think if you do?”

“When,” Nicholas corrected and then shrugged. “I do not know what she thinks now. I’m certain I will not know what she thinks later.”

DeAvoy narrowed his gaze on nothing in particular. “She is not as empty headed as everyone believes. She used to curse my mother while she was in the pit.”

“Why not your father?” Nicholas asked, more curious than he wanted to be.

“He had nothing to do with it,” Phillip told him. “My father was the one who kept Berengaria out of the pit. When he died, my mother was the one who had her taken and put away. My mother always hated—”

“Berengaria is your mother,” Nicholas reminded him.

“No! She chose you. You! A serving boy. A waif. She gave you all her love. That is why when my mother had her thrown into the pit, I rejoiced.”

Young Simon would tell him that Phillip was speaking from pain and jealousy of what Nicholas had had with Berengaria.

Nicholas didn’t give a damn.

“You’re not going to make it out of here alive,” he promised.

“I think I will,” Phillip countered. “Do you want to hit me again?”

“Oh, aye, I do.” Enough. He’d tried. Oh, how he’d tried not to lose his control, but Phillip had done too much to the people Nicholas loved. He took too much pleasure in it. “In fact, I probably will. When I come at you, I will make it as fair a fight as it can be with your ankles shackled.” He quirked his mouth to one side. “So you better start preparing for the worst now.”

Phillip snarled at him. “If you would have opened your mouth like this to me in the past…”

“What?” Nicholas put to him. “What would you have done in the past that you cannot do now? Tell your father? Your mother? Have me whipped for pounding your face into the ground?”

Phillip’s face burned red and the muscles in his neck were taut. He was livid, ready to inflict his worst. But he had nothing except whatever he could do with his own hands. Therefore, he had nothing.

“All you have to do,” Nicholas said, wanting to fight, “is speak unkindly about Julianna, and we will begin.”

He waited. There wasn’t anything else Nicholas wanted to ask him. He’d heard enough. “Oh, and by the way, the instant you are dead she will be my wife.”

That was enough to make Phillip reach out for Nicholas’ arm. But Nicholas was too quick, having trained every day with Cain for a year, and Phillip grabbed at the air.

“Phillip, think well on what you do next.”

He came at Nicholas again, spitting mad. “If you touch her I will—”

“You will do nothing,” Nicholas assured, leaning back out of range and avoiding the blow. He moved forward and sent his fist into Phillip’s nose hard enough to snap Phillip’s head back and splatter blood everywhere. He didn’t move. This time, Phillip shook his head at the effects of Nicholas’ blow. He swung again, but Nicholas easily sidestepped the strike. He remained close to Phillip, as if his ankles were also shackled to the ground. He fisted both hands and hit Phillip with a right and then a left, finishing with another crushing right uppercut. Phillip managed to hit him in the side, He was strong and his rage was fierce. Nicholas lost his breath and almost buckled in half. But hell, he’d been hit harder than that in the past and had continued fighting. Now was no different.

Images in his head that he wished were not there, of his mother in the pit and Julianna filled with fear. But they gave him the strength and stamina he needed to finish this.

He bent the rest of the way to the ground to avoid another swinging fist then he rose up and smashed his elbow into Phillip’s cheek, cracking bone. Phillip went down in pain and Nicholas finally had the chance to finish him, beat Phillip DeAvoy to death for all he’d done, all he’d been part of.

He stood up and stepped out of bounds, finishing the fight.

He’d seen savages. He’d lived among them in the jungles of the south. He wasn’t one of them.

When he passed the dungeon keeper, the old man gave him a nod of approval.

Nicholas didn’t need it. Living under the harsh hands of the men above him, he’d learned the value of mercy, for it was the most difficult thing to give away.

He started up the stairs and didn’t come to a window for two more sets. When he did, he saw that the sun was beginning to rise.

He heard the sound of footsteps moving quickly toward him. He scowled at himself for not carrying his weapon.

A guard turned the bend and saw him. “My lord, men approach. One claims to be your brother, Torin MacPherson, Warden of the Western Marches, another says he is Rauf Hisfirstincommanddamnyou!”

Nicholas smiled and then hurried with the messenger not far behind toward the doors.

Suddenly he stopped and looked toward Julianna’s room.

Torin was coming.

Hell.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


Margaret braided Julianna’s hair into three parts then blended the plaits into one that fell like a burnished rope to her waist.

“He was very sick,” Margaret told her. “I think two ribs were broken and there was an arrow in this shoulder that Rauf and I had to remove.”

Julianna’s face grew red with anger. How much more would Phillip be able to hurt them? She wanted to march to the dungeon and poison him now that she had her adornments back.

The thought of Berengaria stopped her.

She looked toward the older woman tidying her bed coverings. Hers was the first face Julianna had seen that morning. She’d arrived early with warm tea and hot porridge and sweet butter. Julianna loved having her back—even though she wasn’t completely back yet.

They needed Elias back to be a family. It made her heart swell thinking about it. Nicholas loved her. But his suffering, brought about by Phillip’s decision to attack Lismoor, was too much. But when Margaret advised her of Molly’s death, she knew forgiving Phillip was, at least for now, impossible.

“I swear Rauf would have carried him in his arms if he had to.”

Julianna smiled, knowing that Rauf was Nicholas’ most loyal friend.

She wondered where Nicholas was. When had he left her bed? She remembered them naked and her heart began to race making her flush. They had almost made love but Phillip appeared in her thoughts and wouldn’t leave. Things he had done to her flashed across her mind and brought fear where desire and passion should have been. She felt terrible about it. She knew Nicholas would never hurt her. She had told him while she lay falling asleep in his arms. He wanted her to leave England and go with him and Elias to the Highlands. He’d be giving up his title and land. There was nothing to think about. Of course she would go.

“He was very strong and very brave to travel in his condition,” Margaret told her. “One thing drove him to recover. You.”

They heard horses outside in the small courtyard. Margaret went to look out the window. “A group of men—oh, ’tis Rauf!”

Julianna hurried to the window. Her heart crashed within her when she didn’t see Agnes or Elias. She didn’t know any of the men with Rauf. The one to whom he stayed closest was cloaked with a fur-lined, hooded mantle.

She reached for her bracelet and slipped it on.

Had Rauf seen Agnes? Elias? Her heart pounded in her throat. She didn’t want to greet them and hear more terrible news, but when Margaret left and Berengaria stared at her as if she were waiting for Julianna to move, she did.

She met up with Margaret and the two found one of the guards to question.

“Who are the men we saw from our window?”

“Lord Rothbury’s brother and his first in command, I’m told,” said the guard.

Nicholas’ brother! Julianna wondered which brother it was. She walked a little faster, eager to hear any news of Agnes and Elias.

The men were still outside in the courtyard dismounting. There were nine in all. Julianna smiled when she saw Nicholas waiting for them.

She watched them dismount. The man in the fur-lined hood, whom Julianna assumed was Nicholas’ brother, pushed his hood back. Bronze streaked curls fell loose around his face. His handsome, familiar face.

Captain Gray.

He had been one of her father’s men. He’d rescued her from the…Scots. What? Was he Nicholas’ brother? No. He couldn’t be. Why would he have fought against the Scots if he was a Scot? One of the other men must be his brother.

She stepped outside to find out. Nicholas saw her first. His face went pale and Julianna’s blood went cold.

Captain Gray turned and saw her and was visibly vexed.

Julianna felt ill. Something was very off here. The captain had arrived at Berwick from Etal two months before the Scots had attacked. He came with high recommendations from the barons of Etal and Branxton.

He had found her hiding in her chamber after the attack and convinced her that her father wanted her sent to St. Peter’s Abbey should he fall to his enemies. His body would then be sent there and buried after she arrived. So she had gone with the captain, away from all the death to safety. He had been quiet, almost unresponsive at times while he rode his magnificent horse called Avalon onward toward her new home until her promised husband came for her.

“Captain Gray, welcome to Edlingham Castle, home of Louis Pratt, Viscount of Bamburgh.” She greeted him as if she were the lady of the castle. “The viscount was injured and cannot come to greet you personally. He sends his apologies.”

Margaret giggled and blushed when Julianna introduced her.

“Your visit is quite unexpected,” Julianna remarked to him. “Do you travel with the Scots now?” She didn’t understand how some could kill a man and then have a drink with that’s man’s cousin.

“Aye, Miss Feathers,” he told her. His voice was deep and wonderfully melodious—like Nicholas’. She didn’t remember it sounding this way before. Before, it sounded more English. “I do.”

“Good,” she smiled at him and looped her arms through Nicholas’. “So do I.”

Nicholas turned to her and shook his head. “Do not speak treasonous things while in England, Julianna.

He was correct. She didn’t know the captain enough to trust that he or his men wouldn’t turn her in.

She’d caught the captain’s slight smile when he saw her take hold of Lord Rothbury’s arm.

“Come in out of the cold, please,” she offered when no one else did. She stared at Nicholas. Was he going to leave all the conversation to her?

They all followed her into the keep’s great hall where warm mead and ale were shared.

“My lord,” she asked Nicholas softly when they sat. “Any word on Elias?”

“Aye! Forgive me for not telling you right away.” He lifted his hand to his head and tugged on his curls. “Rauf found him and Agnes and took them to Carlisle. To my brother.”

She closed her eyes. “Thank God.” She opened them again and looked around at the men taking their seats around the tables. “Which one is he?”

Nicholas pointed. Her gaze followed his direction and looked past the captain. She saw the other men. “My lord, I—” Her gaze stopped on the captain. Nicholas was pointing to the captain.

“Captain Gray is your brother?” she asked Nicholas just to be certain. It would have been a good thing to have a man like Gray as a relative. But it meant too much that he was a Scot.

Unless—“Captain,” she asked after Nicholas gave her his answer. “Did you know you were a Scot when they came to Berwick?”

When he didn’t answer right away, her heart lurched forward and fell at Nicholas’ feet. She wanted to scream at him to finish what he started and kill her, stomp on her heart until nothing remained.

“If you are a Scot,” she told his brother, “and you knew you were a Scot before they attacked, then chances are you were a spy. Please, tell me that was not the case, especially if you are Nicholas’ brother. Tell me that was not how they breached the walls of Berwick. That you are not the one responsible for so much death—even of the innocents.”

“Miss Feathers,” he began guiltily after a few moments. “What I did was fer King Robert. ’Twas war. Yer father knew ’twould be war when he refused to offer fealty to the King of Scots. My men were instructed to take the castle, not the village—”

She stepped up to him and clenched her jaw. “People I loved were in the castle.”

He nodded but she wasn’t done with him. “What was it that you did?” When neither he nor Nicholas answered her, she slapped her hands on the table. “Tell me, Nicholas!”

He looked as if his favored horse just died. “He—”

“I pretended to be Captain Gray,” the captain interrupted to speak for himself. “I had been sent by the king to infiltrate Berwick’s strong defense and bring it down on the inside first.”

Julianna covered her mouth with her hands and stared at him, horrified. She didn’t think she could hate anyone more than Phillip, but she was wrong. This man had comforted her at the abbey by remaining calm. He pretended to sympathize with her, be her friend.

“My father trusted you. You were often at his table.”

She remembered him because, although William was the only one on her mind, the soldier stood out. Whether on the practice fields or in the great hall with the other men, his face was the most comely, his smile the most inviting, and his demeanor, the most graceful.

“Aye,” he confessed, crushing her thoughts.

“And you were only there for our destruction.”

“Aye,” he admitted again, looking away.

“Just one more question then, Torin,” she said on a quavering voice. She was doing all she could to hold herself together—for all their sakes. “How did you know my father’s last instructions? Where were you when he died?”

“Lass, I dinna think—”

“Whether you can think or not is not in question,” she said, clenching her teeth. “You know perfectly well what is. Are you trying to keep from answering?”

“Not at all,” he defended.

“Then, please do.”

She waited. She grew tired an instant later. “You killed my father.”

“Lass, ’twas war,” he reminded her with a gentle plea.

She stood up, enraged. Just because it was war didn’t mean she had to accept that he’d killed her father, her friends. She stuck out her hand and touched his wrist, sticking him with a poisonous fang.

Torin Gray/MacPherson, or whatever-the-hell his name was, slipped from his seat and hit the floor as if dead.

Before everyone else moved, she did, grabbing one of the knives under Torin’s belt. She yanked it from its sheath and aimed it at his throat.

“No!” Nicholas grabbed her wrist, staying her hand.

“He killed my father, Nicholas!”

“He is my brother!” he countered. “He saved your life!”

She opened her mouth but nothing came out. Nicholas defended him. Her heart broke. There was too much against them having any peace together. Phillip, the church, kings, and now this.

“They will not let you leave here alive,” he pleaded with her and motioned to the deceiving captain’s men. They were poised, swords ready to kill her. She let him go and he crumbled to the ground. “He sleeps!” she told them when they made a move toward her. “He is not dead!” Though he should be.

She dropped the knife and yanked her wrist free of Nicholas’ hold.

“You knew,” she accused, glaring at him. “You knew your brother was responsible for Berwick.”

“I found out when I met him two years ago,” he confessed. His eyes gleamed in the sunlight streaming in from the windows. “I did not care about him killing your father. Your parents were difficult masters. I cared about you, and what he did for you. He saved you from the massacre and brought you to the abbey.”

She shook her head, hearing nothing he said.

“You knew. ’Tis why you disappeared. You knew they were coming. You did not tell me!”

She didn’t wait for any answers this time, but spun around on her heel and ran out of the great hall. He didn’t follow her. She didn’t think he would. It wouldn’t make a difference.

Hope was gone.
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“Ye didna think ’twas an important thing to tell her?” Torin asked from a bed in his chamber. This one was smaller than the rest, but the viscount only had small rooms left to offer his guests. Torin had accepted gracefully.

“There really has not been much time,” Nicholas said in his defense. “She arrived a fortnight ago. I have not been home a month yet.” He looked away—toward the hearth fire and shook his head at himself. “A fortnight and I have left my son again.”

“Ye had no choice, Brother,” Torin told him, rubbing his head. “Ye were shot with an arrow and then ye were kicked around until a few ribs were broken. And I told ye, yer son is safe and happy in Carlisle. We visited him often while ye were away and he stayed with us twice.”

“I did not know.”

“Of course ye didna know. No one could send a missive to ye through the jungle.”

Nicholas nodded. His brother was correct. “Aye, thank you for taking him and Agnes in again.” He looked at the door. He should go to her but he wanted to give her a chance to cool down. And he couldn’t leave his brother asleep earlier in the great hall. Hell, he hadn’t seen Torin in two years. “’Tis good to see you, Brother.”

Torin smiled at him. “’Tis good to see you as well and thank ye fer not lettin’ yer beloved kill me.” He yawned and then stretched. “So, ye are tellin’ me that Phillip was poisoned in this manner and then buried alive?”

Nicholas nodded.

“Gruesome. But I do feel refreshed.”

Nicholas smiled at him and shook his head. “So what do I do about her? You are the poet. Tell me.”

“Alas, I have not written anythin’ in a long time.”

“Why not?”

“Because I am busy bein’ a good husband and father…and ’tis taxin’ work tryin’ to keep the reivers from killin’ each other. But why are ye sittin’ here like my nursemaid instead of findin’ and speakin’ to Julianna? Ye dinna need me to tell ye that ye should go talk to her.”

“I do not know what to tell her and I probably should not be taking advice from the man she hates most in the world.”

“I fear she will never fergive me,” Torin admitted thoughtfully while he swung his legs off the bed. “I wouldna fergive me were I her. Damn it, had I known ye were in love with the lass when I took Berwick, I would have done things differently.”

Nicholas shook his head. “Let us no longer lament over the past.”

Torin tossed him a surprised, grateful grin as he came toward him. “When did wisdom hit ye, lad?”

Nicholas smiled and rose from his chair. “It comes and goes.”

His brother laughed with him and walked him out of the room.

“I will go speak with her,” Nicholas told him, parting at the stairs. “Her chambers are that way. Close to the viscount’s,” he added with understanding softening his smile.

He turned as his brother descended the stairs. “Torin, we take back Lismoor tomorrow.”

“Aye, Brother. I’m with ye. Good thing my wife is heavy with another child of mine or she would be here with ye, too.” He looked up to heaven for mercy and then continued down the stairs.

Nicholas chuckled on his way, but his brother was serious. Torin’s wife, Braya, was as good a warrior as any man Nicholas had ever seen—save for Cain.

His smile did not fade while he walked to Julianna’s door. He felt happy for the first time in years. Aside from this dreadful thing between his beloved and his brother, he felt stone crumbling away from his heart hour by hour, moment by moment. He had everything he’d ever wanted in his life. Julianna, his mother, and his family. He felt light-footed and confident that all would be well as he knocked on Julianna’s door.

After knocking harder, louder, with no answer, Nicholas pushed open her door and entered her empty chambers.

He checked the great hall for her and the viscount’s room. Margaret hadn’t seen her. Berengaria was in her own room, alone.

Where was she? She wouldn’t leave Edlingham without Berengaria. Would she?

He started to hurry to the stables for his horse, but stopped suddenly.

Phillip.

Why would she go to Phillip? He didn’t want to waste time thinking of it—until he arrived in the dungeon. The old dungeon keeper was dead near the open door, his throat slit, his keys gone.

Nicholas kicked the door open fully and entered. The cell was empty.

Fear and rage boiled and bubbled to the surface and finally erupted. He shouted for his horse and did not stop to speak to a soul on his way back out. He ran to the stable and wasn’t surprised to see the groom dead in the hay.

Avalon had blood around her mouth. Good. Phillip tried to take her and she bit him. Hopefully there would be a trail of blood.

“Nicky!” Torin called out, hurrying to him. “What is goin’ on?”

Rauf was with him, as well as Lawson and Bamburgh. Good. He needed them all “’Tis DeAvoy. He has escaped and has taken Julianna.”


[image: ‡]
Chapter Twenty-Three


Julianna opened her eyes and discovered that only one would obey her. The other was swollen shut. Bastard! Her lip didn’t feel any better when she tried to scowl. As she came more awake, she realized she was on a horse, in a man’s arms. In Phillip’s arms. His hands were on her. His touch repulsed her. She pushed his hands away. One was bleeding and wrapped in a makeshift bandage.

“Quit squirming!” Phillip commanded. “Or are you trying to fall from the horse?”

“What are you supposed to be doing, Phillip?”

“Supposed to be?” he echoed angrily.

“Aye! Supposed to be!” she barked right bark, tired of being afraid of him. “He will come for me and he will kill you and you are in no condition to fight!”

Phillip actually looked worried. But it didn’t last. He pulled her by the hair, keeping her balanced.

She wanted to kick him and bite him, do whatever she needed to do to get away from him, but his hold on her was strong and her movement was limited.

“Your William was so smug,” Phillip muttered. “He broke my nose and my cheekbone. But look who has you now.”

Oh! She was growing more livid by the second! She was not some prize to be won for any kind of show—or a fool to be tricked into thinking someone was a friend when, in fact, they were a murderer.

To think! William’s brother took down mighty Berwick. Was it fate that the brother of a little boy slave, purchased for a stone by her father, would bring about the end of her family?

“Your power has left you,” Phillip said against her ear and ran his hand over her throat to prove it.

“For now,” she replied, wanting to claw out his eyes.

“You are my wife lest you forget,” he purred, pushing up against her and making her ill. “I will remind you later.”

Her hands shook. Her mouth went dry and her heart accelerated. If he tried to…she would kill him first.

Something hard and long pressed against her back. The hilt of his dagger tucked into his belt.

Why was she waiting? She had a chance to kill him now. She had to take it.

She reached around her and grasped the hilt. She yanked it loose and without a moment’s hesitation, she flipped it in her hand and stabbed him in the guts with the blade.

His fist came around hard and smashed into the side of her head and knocked her off the horse. She landed on her side in the grass, got up, and started running.

She hadn’t killed him. ’Twould seem it takes much more strength than she realized to tear through clothing and then flesh and muscle.

Her legs were strong and she’d run from thieves before. She bounded over roots and bramble, and disappeared in the thick trees.

She held her hand over her mouth to keep him from hearing her labored breathing and hid behind a tree. She heard him stumbling through the snow, cursing her. He left no trail of blood. His wound was not deep and likely not fatal.

She was still, careful not to even think too loud. She heard the sound of horses in the distance. Nicholas?

Phillip heard it too and raced to their horse. He leaped up into the saddle and rode away.

Alone, Julianna crept out of her hiding place. She listened. What if it wasn’t Nicholas but a band of thieves? She was weary from running. Where would she run if it wasn’t him? She heard nothing. Not a sound, and then the crunch of snow behind her.

Phillip! She turned just as his bloody hand reached for her. His bandage had come off. He was missing two fingers.

“Not a sound, Jules,” he whispered close to her. Too close. “I knew you would come out if you thought I left.” He held his bloody dagger to her belly. “Come back to my horse with me or I will kill you where you stand.”

He tried to drag her by her hair. It was the only thing he could grab with his wounded hand.

She wanted to fight him and escape, but the tip of his blade had torn through her clothes and was sharp against her flesh.

A moment of complete clarity came over her. She would let him kill her rather than go back with him if she had not found Nicholas. She wanted her future with him. She wanted to be Elias’ mother and be there when he cried. So, as much as she hated to do it, she spoke softly, meekly and kept her head down. “Your blade is hurting me.”

He grunted and pulled her harder but moved the blade away from her. Her next breath came a bit easier.

Her head was down so she didn’t see the force that sped by and snatched Phillip away as if he’d been caught in a whirlwind.

At the same time, she felt a hand on her shoulder and spun around to see Torin’s large green eyes on her…and then on the fight just beyond her.

She followed his gaze to Nicholas on top of Phillip, punching him in the face. Battered and bloodied, Phillip reached for something in his boot. A dagger! He lifted it behind Nicholas’ back and Julianna opened her mouth to scream.

Torin tore away from her and leaped at them. He caught Phillip’s wrist and twisted it until the dagger fell. He picked it up and held it over his head, ready to bring it down on his brother’s enemy.

“No, Torin!” Nicholas shouted. “He is Berengaria’s son!”

Torin stared at him, dagger in hand. “Who in the blazes in Berengaria?”

“My mother,” Nicholas told him. “She raised me, Torin. I ask you for her sake.”

Torin nodded and stood up, carrying the knife away. “We have much to talk about, Brother.”

Nicholas pulled Phillip up to his feet and handed him over to the guards.

He turned and strode to Julianna. She watched him for a moment, taking in all his fine lines, his powerful gait. She couldn’t wait and ran to him.

She leaped into Nicholas’ arms and wrapped herself around him while he held her with the perfect mixture of tenderness and strength. He whispered her name through her curls. “Are you hurt, my love?”

“No,” she shook her head. Oh, she couldn’t wait to be with him alone. She would refuse to think of Torin until tomorrow. “I knew you would come for me.”

“I would move the world to get to you, Julianna,” he replied huskily.

She smiled and held him and kissed him, thankful to be returned to him yet again.

Torin’s men returned Phillip to Edlingham’s dungeon while Torin and the others rode on in a separate group.

They each had a horse to ride and as they went, Julianna kept hers close to Nicholas’.

“I was afraid that you would think I left with him of my own accord.”

He smiled and it pulled at her heart until she thought it would burst from her chest and fly into his lap.

“I could never think such a thing. I know you better, Julianna.”

“You know me best.” She offered him a radiant smile and reached out her hand to hold his. She wanted to stare at him in the cold, revel in the way his eyes matched the sky, going from charcoal to silver to blue. He looked happier than she’d ever seen him look before. Was she the cause for his smiles? Was it having his mother back? Both? She didn’t care. His shields were falling away around her feet and watching them was exhilarating.

When they got to the castle, Phillip was taken back to the dungeon with extra guards watching him. Julianna was swept away by Margaret and some of the female servants. They tended to her and fussed over her for hours. She tried to get away to see Nicholas. She missed him. She wanted to talk to him about their future, about Torin—but the gels were correct, she was filthy.

She had blood in her hair so they bathed her and washed her tresses with soothing lavender-scented soap, a gift from the viscount. She smiled thinking of Louis. He was not the dullard she’d expected.

She was too clean and she smelled too good to put on her old clothes. Thankfully, Lizbeth had a white kirtle and a colorful overcoat with hanging sleeves that fit her. Her friends tied up her unruly curls with many pins then finally gave up after many curls sprang free around her face.

Choosing to wear her boots under her skirts rather than slippery slippers, she and her friends made their way out of her rooms to the great hall.

Julianna searched the faces of the men for Nicholas, but she didn’t find him.

“Julianna.”

She turned to see Mr. Lawson and Viscount Bamburgh standing behind her, looking as fit as the day she first met him. His pale gold tresses were tied at the back of his neck. She was so glad to see him well. He’d been kind to her in this battle and she would always remember it.

His worshipful, verdant gaze danced over her. “’Tis nice to see you.”

Julianna was sure something in his face twinkled, his eyes, his smile, something.

“Louis, it pleases me to see you up and out of your sickbed, especially since you were there because of me.”

“I would not have recovered if not for your constant care.” His smile warmed on her then he glanced up at the ceiling and shook his head.

“What is it, my lord?” she asked, touching his arm. “Do I trouble you?”

“’Tis your beauty, Julianna,” Mr. Lawson replied. “It astounds us all.” He looked at her and his smile faded. “There, now I have made you blush and feel uncomfortable. ’Twas not my intention.”

“Come, sit with me at my table,” the viscount insisted.

“Thank you,” she answered graciously. “But I am waiting for Lord Rothbury.”

“You can wait for him with me,” he pushed gently.

She nodded and sat with him at his table, accepting a cup of wine from the server.

“He is a large man,” the viscount mumbled and then laughed when Julianna cast him a curious look. “We tried to find him clothes to wear but he is too big.”

Julianna laughed softly though, in truth, she wanted to get up and go search for him.

Soon though, the wine began to relax her. Nicholas would be coming to the great hall to look for her. She would see him. She needn’t worry that every time they were apart something would try to keep them that way.

“I must tell you,” the viscount said, turning to her. “I feel responsible for what happened today. My dungeon keeper was old. I am not here often and that is why he had not been replaced.”

“Phillip would have found a way to escape. He escaped a grave, remember.”

“Aye,” he agreed, and then shivered and shared a look with Mr. Lawson. “Having come so close to it, ’tis a difficult thing to imagine. Nevertheless, he will not escape this time.”

“Let us hope not, my lord.”

The three of them talked easily, like friends visiting each other. She knew the viscount cared for her. Mr. Lawson did as well, but it was more like a fatherly affection. She never kept the truth of her heart from the viscount. They spoke about Elias in Carlisle and about Nicholas’ brother, Torin.

“I understand why you are so angry with him,” the viscount told her. “But I have no advice on how to stop it. Sometimes, trying to muffle anger is worse than just letting it out.”

“I did let it out,” she told him. “’Tis dangerous, my lord. I would have killed him if not for Nicholas’ hand staying my blade.”

Both men laughed softly, admiring her. “You are feisty and fiery-tempered, my lady,” Mr. Lawson said.

“But it is not what I need right now. My heart is involved. Things like him supporting what his brother did chip away at me.” She had told them about Captain Gray, the spy who helped take down Berwick, being Nicholas’ brother. “Nicholas behaves like I owe the murdering invader something for not killing me.”

“Well, you do,” Mr. Lawson claimed, either fearlessly or foolishly. Julianna hadn’t decided yet. “Men of war have a mission from the king—take this area or that. Leave survivors or not. Usually, these men never disobey. If they are soldiers and they disobey their orders, they will be hanged, or worse.”

Julianna scowled at him. “You think I should care about things like that?”

“I think you should consider the alternative for him, while keeping in mind that he would likely ask the same question when doing his duty to his king. Should he keep in mind those he has come to fight? Their families? He could never be a soldier if he did. And even so, remember that he did, in fact, consider his enemy’s daughter and saved you. Also, he saved his brother from DeAvoy’s dagger, aye?”

Julianna didn’t want to see his point. She liked Mr. Lawson. They were friends. Why couldn’t he be her beloved’s brother? She sighed. She didn’t want to hate Nicholas’ brother. “Let us speak of other things.” She turned to the viscount. “Do you know that one of your servants is in love with you?”

She was free to mention it since Lizbeth had asked her to.

The viscount’s smile turned playful. “Am I to guess who?” He thought about it for a moment and then shook his head. “It could be any one or all of them! How am I to guess?”

“My goodness,” Julianna remarked, staring at him. “You are vain, indeed.”

His smile widened and he moved his knuckles down his sides and looked at her as if to ask if she blamed him.

She laughed and he joined her.

“May I join in on yer merriment before I weep of boredom?”

Julianna looked up at Torin MacPherson and then at her two friends when they excused themselves and left! She would kill them later.

“Has all been well with ye, my lady?”

“Did your brother not tell you I was married to Phillip?”

He smelled like pine and leather. “We spoke of if briefly.”

She wanted to tell him that marriage to Phillip was hell on earth, but he would ask more questions and they needed to repair their relationship—for Nicholas’ sake.

“You disguised your voice at Berwick,” she said to him instead.

“Aye. Everyone had to believe I was English.”

She looked away because everyone had believed it.

“Fergive me, lass.”

She was about to speak when a messenger arrived with a missive for the viscount from EdwardII, King of England.
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Chapter Twenty-Four


Nicholas had been taken to the private bath, rarely used since Lord Bamburgh was rarely here. He was bathed by two elderly women and then left alone to soak. While the oil-scented water soothed his tired muscles, he did nothing but relax and think about Julianna. She was worth the wait. He was glad that he knew he loved her. He wasn’t walking around pretending there was nothing between them.

If anyone had a problem with them, they needn’t go far to settle it. He was right here.

He still didn’t feel at ease with letting go of his fears of loving her. Part of him still wanted to take off and run. But where could he go that she wouldn’t haunt him?

He left his bath and dressed himself, sending the viscount’s servants away. Bamburgh offered to give him a change of clothes, but Nicholas was too big to fit into anything. He dressed in his own black doublet and boots, and a fresh pair of hose from one of Bamburgh’s men that fit him well. He combed his unruly hair back with a pearly-looking comb.

There came a knock at the door. Nicholas called for them to come in.

Berengaria hurried inside and began cleaning up after him. “Mother, stop. I can do this myself.”

But she kept going.

He sat on the edge of the bed and watched her. His mood was too good to ruin by trying to talk to her. He wanted her back but this wasn’t her. She looked up from her work twice and smiled at him. He thought of all the times when he needed her and she was there. And all the times she wasn’t. He’d been so angry. It was when his most defeating anger was born, when he locked away memories of her, along with parts of himself he never thought to see again.

She tightened then smoothed his bed covers, reminding him of when she used to tuck him into bed at night. Her kisses and whispers of love had soothed him. She’d kept him alive, taught him how to eat correctly and speak, how to use a garderobe. She was there when he attempted something and succeeded or failed, when he was hurt for the first time, when he was ill.

He didn’t realize that a few tears had escaped his eyes until Berengaria looked at him for the fourth time, saw them and came to stand in front of him.

“Why are you weeping, Child?”

He felt his heart swell up with love for her as those words reverberated through his soul. “My mother is gone,” he told her.

She looked concerned and sat on the bed beside him. Was she in her right mind, or not?

She leaned into him and looked up into his eyes. “She is not gone, William.”

“Mother?” he asked with a hopeful heart. Just a few moments. A few moments. Please.

“I never thought I would see you again, William.” She lifted her hand to his temple and ran the back of her hand over his cheek. “You are so handsome. I knew you would be. You would turn the heads of many maidens but Julianna always held your heart.”

She was here. He had her back! He didn’t know what to say first but he knew he had to be quick.

“I’m sorry you suffered and I was not there for you.”

“Oh, but you were there!” she told him, wrapping her arm around his. “You and Julianna were with me every day. Every moment—that I can remember.”

“I will take care of you now. You will come home with me and Julianna.”

She smiled at her name. “Be a good husband to her, William. She was not raised up to be strong. She has led a pampered life. She loves you and she might have to prove it.”

“She has proven it, Mother.” He loosened his arm from hers and closed it around her bony shoulders. She had no idea what had happened to them after she was taken. They had been children. She didn’t know Julianna had married Phillip, her son. Nicholas didn’t want to tell her. Not now.

“Oh, that is good news, Son!” she rejoiced. “Do you have bairns, my boy?”

He nodded. “Elias. He is two.”

She looked around. “Where is he?”

“He was taken to safety by his nurse.”

She asked him questions about Elias and Julianna. And she listened to him tell her about Julianna finding him and saving him from a manmade pit of his own.

He pleaded her forgiveness for many things and she granted it for all. She made him promise to take her with him wherever he lived.

“We have so much to talk about, Will. I would like time with Julianna, too. I have missed her so.”

“She has missed you, too. She speaks of you often.”

He asked her what to do about Phillip. She stopped speaking for a moment. “Then you know?” she asked with her gaze toward the ground.

He nodded, “Aye, Phillip told Julianna. ’Tis why he hates us.”

“He is wretched. His father should have allowed me to raise him.” Her eyes filled with heavy tears that fell into her lap.

Nicholas held her closer, his heart wrenching from its place with compassion for her.

“Perhaps, he needs…perhaps…” She stopped. Her breathing changed against him. Her weeping ceased and she pushed away gently.

“Mother?” he asked, looking into her eyes. There was no recognition there. He let her go and wiped his eyes. He thought he needed to be thankful for each and every moment when he was given them. He felt the rumbling of his soul, the quaking of his heart like mountains shaking around him.

He would never let Julianna go again. He needed to go get his son and bring his family to Invergarry, where he should have grown up. If Rauf ever wanted to follow, he would be welcome in Highlands. Nicholas wanted that life. With them. It’s what he’d been searching for. His happiness. Julianna was part of that. He wanted to tell her. He had to tell her.

“Come, Mother,” he said, going to her. He motioned her to the door and opened it.

When they stepped out, he found Margaret. “I do not want her cleaning. She is not a servant. I would tell Rauf the same thing but he will be with me and the rest of our men when we go to Lismoor tomorrow. Watch over her, will you, Margaret? You and Julianna?”

“Of course, my lord. I will see to your wishes.” She smiled and took Berengaria from his hands.

He went to Margaret, took her face in his hands, kissed her on the forehead, and then left.

He made his way to Julianna’s chamber door. He knocked, eager to see her, to be with her, tell her everything he wanted to tell her. But no answer came.

He put his knuckles to the door again but heard the sound of someone entering the castle and walking briskly to the great hall.

Nicholas was drawn to the silence that followed, like the calm before the storm. He moved toward the doors of the great hall, his heart thrashing in his chest. What was it? What was this sense of doom and disaster rolling in on him like a frigid mist from the North Sea?

The quiet echoed like drums through his body. He heard a man’s voice—Bamburgh—“In closing, I hereby order that Phillip DeAvoy be released and not hampered in his duty to me.”

What? What was he saying? Then Nicholas realized that Bamburgh was reading. A letter had arrived.

The storm came soon enough.

He pushed open the doors and saw Julianna standing next to the viscount. Torin was close by looking forlorn. The men had been drinking but presently they stared at Julianna as Bamburgh read from a missive in his hands.

When she saw him, she ran into his arms and held him tight. “I will not let you go!”

“Nor will I, my love, but what—”

“A letter from the king!” she cried. “He wants Phillip released and he wants me to be handed over to him as his rightful wife.”

They would have to kill him first, Nicholas thought. He would never allow her to be put in such danger! Killing Phillip wasn’t out of the question. He’d prefer not to, for his mother’s sake. But he’d kill him in an instant if he had to.

He found his mother in the great hall now with Margaret.

“I do not care what the king orders,” Julianna told Nicholas and Bamburgh. “We will go to the Highlands, will we not, Nicholas?”

“Aye, love, to the Highlands and to hell with kings and nobles.” They would have to leave soon. Lismoor would have to stay in the hands of the English a little while longer—until he could come back with Cain. Now, he had to get to Carlisle without the king finding out where he was, for he would be an outlaw in England and an outcast in the church.

“There must be something we can do,” Bamburgh said. “We cannot let you both be fugitives. The church will not marry you.”

Julianna sniffed and replied but Nicholas didn’t hear. He watched her, ready to kill for her, die for her. He listened to her telling Bamburgh that they would live in the Highlands after they went back to Carlisle for Elias.

God help him, Nicholas thought, the stunned disbelief that anyone could be so lovely was as strong and as stirring as it had been when he was a boy. If he didn’t pour out his heart to her soon, he’d go mad. He’d held back his whole life, never able or allowed to tell her how much he loved her.

They drank to Edlingham and to Mr. Lawson—who was nowhere to be found—and his men but Nicholas could think of nothing but being with Julianna alone.

“Bamburgh, everyone,” he called out, “if you will excuse us, I need to—”

All eyes turned to Mr. Lawson entering the great hall. He stepped up to the table and set a bloody dagger down on it, capturing Nicholas’ attention. “Miss Feathers,” he said, turning to her, “ye are no longer bound to Phillip DeAvoy. Death has parted ye.”

Nicholas opened his mouth to speak but what could he say? Thank you? He wasn’t sure how Julianna felt about it. He couldn’t tell from her stilled expression if she was grateful or angry. He looked toward his mother, sitting at another table with Margaret, sipping from her cup. Did she understand what Lawson had done? She seemed oblivious.

He set his gaze on Julianna. She was free! With one eight-inch blade, a mercenary saved them from so much. But he’d killed Berengaria’s son. They could never tell her—if she ever woke up long enough to ask for him.

“Julianna.” He reached out for her hand. “Do you understand? Phillip is dead.”

She strained to breathe, but then it became easier. “Aye. I understand.” She eyed the dagger for a moment. “Are you certain he is dead? Phillip has a way of—”

“I’m certain,” Lawson answered with a nod. “A slit neck usually kills you.”

She didn’t flinch or scowl though her smile was a bit forced. “Was he coming after you, Mr. Lawson, about to attack you perhaps and that is why you had to kill him?”

“Aye, that is why,” the dangerous-looking mercenary agreed as if he were speaking to a beloved daughter. “He will no longer be a threat to you, lass. Now go on and live your life with your beloved.”

Nicholas smiled at his him. Did Lawson truly understand how hard life would have been for them if Phillip had lived? He would thank him tomorrow. They would also discuss tomorrow what to tell the king. Tonight was his and Julianna’s.

He finally spirited her away from the great hall to his room. It was much smaller than hers but it was warmer and the bed coverings were fresh.

They stepped inside and he bolted the door then caught her in his arms.

“I’m free. I almost was not.”

“But you are,” he said and smiled at her, pulling her closer. “You are free to be my beloved in the presence of God.”

“How do you know I will have you, knave?”

His smiled deepened and burned, flaming his eyes. He moved his smoldering gaze over her curls piled up around her head. His heart was stirred by one of them breaking free and falling past her jaw. He wanted to kiss her there. “You will have me, again and again. You will do with me what you want. I will not even touch you if you wish it.”

“Hmmm,” she purred against him. “We shall see.”

She wanted him as badly as he wanted her. He was glad, for he would never force her.

“Be my wife, Julianna?” he asked, growing serious.

“Aye, Nicholas,” she agreed, smiling as if this were the happiest day of her life. “I will.”

He lifted her in his arms and carried her to his bed. He wasn’t completely sure what to do. He had only ever been with Mattie, and only for two years. He should have asked Torin, even Bamburgh.

No matter, he thought, leaning down to kiss her warm, honeyed lips. He would figure it out.

“My fire,” he whispered, coming up for air and setting her down on his bed. He pulled off his doublet and shirt and moved over her. “There has not been a day in my life when I have not loved you.” He settled in beside her and took her in as if she belonged there, against him, around him. “Some days were harder than others. Some when I thought loving you ever again was impossible.” He removed her overcoat and pulled at the laces of her stays and finally freed her from it. He ran his hands up her sides bringing her shirt along, and then tugging it over her head. Looking at her made his hard body move over hers like a salacious lick. When she lay beneath him, bare and more beautiful than his heart could endure, he sank on top of her, with the remainder of their clothing a flimsy barrier between them. “But after the battle,” he told her, sweeping his voice against her ears, “after all the dust of it settled, I found myself hopelessly unchanged.”

He traced a path with his tongue and his kisses down her neck to her breasts. They were like small, round apples waiting to be devoured. “Julianna,” he said, breathing hard on one. He closed his eyes. “My heart quakes at the thought of you.”

And it did. He’d wanted her for so long that being with her didn’t feel real.

She tasted real enough when he stretched his tongue over the pink nib at the crest of her bosom. She groaned, so he did it over and over, sucking her in, rolling her gently between his teeth. He made her writhe beneath him and rub her crux over his confined shaft.

She wanted him free and so she smoothed her palms beneath his hose and over his arse, squeezing, shaping, tugging.

Unable to continue another instant without being inside her, Nicholas ripped off his boots and the rest of his clothes, and climbed into the bed.

When she saw him fully naked, she gasped and then covered her mouth with her hands.

He stopped moving toward her and gave her a look of concern. “How are you feeling?” he asked, wanting to make certain Phillip was not in her head.

“Better than I ever have before. ’Tis just that I look at you—all of you—and I cannot believe you are finally mine.”

He lifted her voluminous skirts and settled down atop her. “I feel the same way, my love.”

She pulled him closer, wedging him deeper against her and curled her legs around him, resting her feet on his back.

He rose up, keeping his palms pressed down on the bed. He smiled and moved over her, letting her feel the full length of him. He bent to kiss her mouth, run his tongue over the contour of her jaw. The movement of his hips pulled little sounds from her throat. He wanted to run his hands down her body, touch, her, feel her.

“I cannot wait to finally make love to you, Julianna,” he told her with a sensual smile only she could pull from him and pushed against her wet entrance.

She was everything, and he had everything stored up for her—years of love and of forbidden passion. He broke through slowly, clenched his jaw, and then promptly pulled back out and spilled his passion on her belly.
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Chapter Twenty-Five


Julianna watched the love of her life do his very best not to lose control over himself, but he did and she smiled, loving that she had such an effect on him. They waited a little while after he cleaned her up and then she waited for him to come back to bed. When he did, she crawled on top of him and gazed deep into his eyes. “Nicholas?”

“Aye, love?” he asked, rubbing the backs of his knuckles over her cheek.

“What are the Highlands like?”

“I do not remember Invergarry, but Cain tells me there are a lot of rivers and lochs, and mountain ranges. ’Tis cooler there and the people are more friendly.”

She giggled into her hand and thought about how at ease and relaxed she felt being here naked with him. She never would have felt like this if she were with anyone else. Nicholas was her dearest, closest friend and, now, her lover. She didn’t think it could get any better but he wanted her to be his wife!

“Do you think you might want to live there even though we will not have to?” he asked her, looking hopeful.

“Aye, I would want to live there,” she told him with a bit of a teasing smile. “’Tis better to live closer to Cain than to Torin.”

He smiled but she could tell that her feelings toward his brother saddened him. She didn’t want to bring any more sadness to his life. “I will work on forgiving him. He did save your life, after all.”

“I will arrange to have Phillip buried with his father,” Nicholas told her, then looked down at the bed covering. “Berengaria came to see me earlier.”

Julianna sat up and glared down at him. “Nicholas, why did you not tell me?”

“I am telling you now!” he defended sheepishly. “It has not been a quiet evening, Julianna. Thoughts of you took precedence. They always have.”

She smiled softly and forgave him. “Well? What did she say?”

“She said she misses you.”

Her throat burned, along with the backs of her eyes. “I miss her, too.”

“I know. I told her.” He sat up beneath her and closed his arms around her. “I told her we would bring her with us wherever we lived.”

Julianna nodded in his comforting embrace. Aye, she was so happy he had promised that to his mother. Berengaria was her mother, too. “I want more time with her.”

He wiped her eyes with his thumbs and then kissed her eyelids. “You shall have it while we travel to Carlisle to retrieve Elias, and long after that.”

“Tell me again that you love me, Nicholas.”

“I love you, lass,” he whispered against her lips.

She opened to the salacious lick of his tongue against the seam of her mouth. He coiled his arms around her waist and pulled her in closer. Their kiss deepened and Julianna wondered if she’d gone too far by sitting on him. She had never done anything like this before. With Phillip it was always the same, one way and no variation, though with Phillip that was a blessing.

She felt Nicholas growing harder beneath her and she relished in the power she had over so much man. For truly, he was a man above the rest. But she’d always had power over him, hadn’t she? He’d been quiet when the other boys picked on him, for her. He’d become a groom so he could be near her more often. He’d always done what she’d asked, and not because he was a servant, but because he’d always loved her. He had never stopped and, for her, that meant so much more than any title or any amount of land.

She promised to stay with him always and he lifted her up by the waist and set her back down on his stiff lance.

At first, she wasn’t sure he would fit this way, but he did. He didn’t enter forcibly, but with slow, sensual strokes that wet and opened her more fully until she could take him to the hilt.

With both has hands around her hips, he moved and guided her over him, grinding, undulating against her. He moved her up and down until she took over the dance and moved them toward the edge.

It began as a sensation at her crux. A tightening, convulsing spasm below her navel. It was quite pleasant—wonderful, really. It grew, wracking her muscles, her head, her heart, melting her, tempting her to jump…jump over the edge with him.

She let herself go and soared. She shook with scintillating pleasure such as she had never known before. He held her and let her go when she needed to arch her back.

As she broke free of her restraints, waves of pleasure carried her out to sea. She wasn’t alone. Nicholas was with her on the cliff, over the edge, whispering her name in ecstasy.

They slept soon after then awoke again and made love three more times until morning.
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Astonishingly, they weren’t too weary to ride to Carlisle to get Elias when the sun came up. They packed up Berengaria, Margaret, and Rauf. Farewells were long, mostly due to everyone coming out to bid them farewell…well, to bid Julianna farewell. The viscount, Lawson, and the rest of the men all took their turns bidding her farewell, not to mention Lizbeth crying for a good hour and Cicily taking up after her.

Nicholas didn’t mind. People loved Julianna. He didn’t blame them.

Torin, on the other hand, he minded. “Can we move our bloody arses before next winter rolls around?”

Everyone picked up the pace after that. All save Julianna, who gave him a sharp glare.

Lawson vowed to go to Lismoor and take it back in Nicholas’ name. Nicholas agreed. He trusted Lawson, and besides, if Lawson tried to take it, he’d have a horde of warrior MacPhersons on his back.

“He cares for you.” Nicholas looked back at the castle and shook his head.

“Who? The viscount?” Julianna asked him then answered before he did. “We owe him much because of it.”

“I meant Lawson.” Nicholas gaped at her, and then laughed. She knew the power she possessed over men. That was why she wore her hair braided and covered when she’d first arrived at Lismoor. It drew too much attention. Lately, she wore it loose—intent on captivating him. It had worked. He was fully captivated. “You are quite charming, Miss Feathers,” he remarked and then laughed when she pinched him in the side and almost slipped off her trotting mount.

His arms were there instantly but as she caught her grip and held, his mouth fell to her ear. “I knew your thighs could hold on, love.”

She blushed to her roots thinking about last night—this morn. She and Nicholas had done things that most other people would need rest from for the next few days. But they did not rest. They had a child to see to.

“I wish to raise Elias as my own son.”

His smile was wide in the frosty morning light. “Of course. I think Mattie would approve.”

“I like to think so,” she told him, smiling.

When they made it back to Carlisle, Julianna worried that she had let too much time pass without her and that Elias had forgotten her and Nicholas. They would have to start all over.

She met Braya Hetherington or MacPherson, Torin’s wife, and they got along nicely right away. Braya was aware of her husband’s service to the Scots’ throne and seemed in full support of it.

She greeted them both with an extra-long hug for Nicholas. “How was your adventure?” she asked.

He laughed. “Useless. I found what I was looking for right here in Northumberland.”

Braya offered them both a surprised smile. “That is wonderful news!”

Elias spotted them and proved that he would remember her and his father no matter how much time passed.

Julianna wept as she took him in her arms and kissed him until he squirmed to be free.

She passed him on to his father and watched with a thankful heart while Nicholas kissed his head and thanked Agnes.

“You must be tired from your journey,” Braya told them both. “Let me have someone show you to your rooms. We will get to know each other better after you have rested. Aye?” She waited for Julianna’s reply with a smile on her angelic face. Julianna, like everyone else, gave in.

“Aye, my lady.”

“And who is this dear lady?” Braya asked, looking at Berengaria when the older woman stepped closer to see Elias with tears in her eyes.

Berengaria took the babe in her arms and pressed her lips against his temple then looked at Nicholas and Julianna lovingly. “I am Elias’ grandmother, Berengaria, and this is my family.”

The End
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