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  Prologue



  
     


     England, 1147


     


           The blow to her face caused her head to snap back, her long black hair fanning through the air as her body hit the hard floor.


           Even the coolness of the stone floor could not ease the throbbing pain that laced through her face and limbs. Hearing her tormentor slowly walk towards her, her body gave an involuntary shudder as she prepared for the next blow.


           Instead, she heard the creaking of his boots as he lowered himself, felt the slight stir of air as his long cloak billowed around the floor before settling in folds behind him.


           “You could so easily end all of this, Nadine. You know where it is,” he softly whispered. “All you have to do is tell me. Then I can have the servants tend to you.”


           His hand was gentle as it stroked her matted hair.


           “You would feel so much better,” he cooed.


           With one eye barely opened, she looked at the man before her.


           Roland Michaels, her husband.


           Even squatted down as he was, he was still a large man. Muscular thighs stretched his black hose, which accentuated the forest green tunic he wore. A wide belt hanging just above his hips was home to his sword. Thick, powerful arms casually rested on his knees, his hands folded together and dangling between his legs.


           A large pin of gold and silver secured his black cloak around his wide shoulders just beneath his neck. A false look of concern was etched in his dark hazel eyes and square jaw. Beautiful brown hair fell around his face, contrasting with the tint of red in his short beard. Thin lips hinted at a smile, a silent promise that all her pain would disappear if she only would speak the right words.


           She had been such a fool!


           She cried out at the sudden pain in her side. She had been so preoccupied with her thoughts, she failed to see the hazel eyes turn glassy when she did not respond, failed to see him rise up and draw his right foot back in anger.


           She was going to be sick.


           “Get her away from me!” Roland screamed as she emptied what little there was inside her stomach onto his boots.


           If her lips were not so swollen, she would have smiled, despite the pain in her ribs.


           “Where is that servant girl? Get her here, NOW!!” he thundered across the hall.


           Nadine could hear the servants as they excitedly scampered around, trying to avoid his anger.


           With pain in every movement, she slowly began to rise, leaning on her right hip, then gathering her legs under her as she used her bruised arms to lift her battered body.


           She tasted blood, her own blood.


           Swallowing hard, she clutched the back of the chair tightly, standing as straight as the pain in her body would allow.


           She had a fair idea of how she looked, that is, if it was anything compared to how she felt. Her chest ached as the pain sliced across her vision.


           “You will tell me where it is now,” he hissed between clenched teeth, “or so help me, Nadine, you will live to regret this.”


           As if I do not already! she thought.


           Pride made her lift her chin, her swollen face a silent testimony of his inability to break her spirit.


           “It does not belong to you,” she spoke through cracked and bleeding lips, “nor will it ever.”


           Anger made his eyes slits of pure rage as he grabbed her blue tunic and dragged her right up against him. The skin under his soft beard quickly turned a blotchy shade of red. A vein on the side of his forehead suddenly appeared, bulging out with each frantic beat of his heart. His eyes appeared black, reminding her of a bottomless pit.


           Death lurked there.


           Her death.


           “I will not wait much longer, Nadine.” Roland paused for a moment, taking a deep calming breath. With a flick of his wrist, he pushed her away.


           She reached out behind her, quickly grabbing the chair to keep herself from falling.


           “I fail to see why I should even keep you around if you will not give me what I want.”


           Her one eye widened slightly at his threat. “You would defy your own promise to my father and the King?”


           Roland sneered as he looked at her battered face, one that had been exquisitely beautiful only a few short months ago.


           “My desire in you was only for the gold, Nadine. Nothing else.”


           Knowing the truth still stung her pride.


           With her back as straight as possible, she spit in his face. She saw his surprise at her action only moments before his right hand closed into a fist and mercifully caused the world around her to finally black out.


     


     


           The woods were becoming more difficult to get through with each step she took. Stopping long enough to lean against a nearby tree, Nadine felt the pain again, this one almost blending with the last one.


           The baby was coming, now!


           She bent over, curling her body to try to minimize the discomfort. If only Enid was still here. But she had already sent her maid away.


           “Please, not now,” she whispered into the stillness. “Let me make it just a little further, please.”


           She knew her prayers went unanswered when she heard the men behind her. Her water had broke several feet back, leaving an easy trail to follow.


           Seven months ago, Nadine knew she had to get away. The means Roland needed to get what he wanted had been planted on their wedding night. Escape was the only answer. The life of both her and her child depended on it.


           When Roland had been suddenly called away this morning, Enid had quickly packed a few things for their hasty escape. Slipping through the gates was easier than she had expected.


           As soon as the castle walls were out of sight, both women quickly left the road. They were both on foot, knowing that taking any horse would immediately alert the guards. But she knew Enid could travel faster without her. One of them had to make it, to take what Roland coveted as far away as possible. As she expected, Enid had strongly protested.


           She knew Enid heard the fatigue in her voice and saw the pain in her eyes.


           It had taken precious time, but she had finally convinced Enid to travel on ahead. Both knew that in her present condition she was slowing them down. Nadine had promised to be right behind her as soon as she could. But just in case, Enid was to travel ahead to safety, with the key.


           Above all things, Roland must not get his hands on the key.


           Leaning against the tree, she looked again in the direction Enid had taken half an hour ago.


           While looking down the path, she clutched her swollen belly as another pain rolled around her middle. Within moments, she felt the baby being pushed through, forcing her to sit on the ground with her knees bent, her face contorting with the pain. She had barely leaned her back against the tree and taken a few deep breaths when another pain came, forcing the head of the baby through. Between quick breaths, Nadine glanced over her swollen belly.


           She could just see the dark hair covering the top of the baby’s head. Trying to catch her breath, she wiped the sweat from her forehead and face. When she felt the next pain, she pushed hard, feeling the baby quickly slide from its warm home of nine months into the chilly night air.


           With surprisingly calm and steady hands, she used her small dagger to cut the cord, then tied it into a knot.


           A son! She had a son.


           Removing her cloak, she wrapped the baby to keep him warm. In the light of the full moon she noticed the full head of dark hair, the blotchy skin, and the tiny fists waving in the air, protesting his sudden appearance into this cold and cruel world. Her hands gently checked all around, making sure of the number of toes and fingers. Her smile could be heard in her voice as she whispered precious words to her new son.


           She now wished Enid was still here. She could have taken him with her, away from Roland.


           When Roland found her, she knew he would not allow her to live to see another day. But what of her son? With him, Roland would try to claim the rights he had married her for. Knowing Roland, if he was able to get what he wanted, he would most likely kill the baby afterward.


           She was sure that without the key, Roland would be unable to discover what he was looking for. But would he allow their son to live when he learned this?


           She looked down at the small figure nestled within her arms, bundled in the thick cloak.


           “I have so little to offer you,” she softly cried.


           The sound of footsteps made her straighten up.


           Before she could rise, her husband suddenly stood before her, his sword drawn, his breathing labored.


           Cold fear made her clutch the child closer.


           He scanned the area, noticing the blood clinging to her gown. Her skin was paler, but her eyes were charged with energy. A movement from the cloak she held in her arms drew his attention.


           The baby!


           “No-o-o-o,” she cried as he pulled the bundle from her arms. He smiled as he opened the cloak.


           “At least you did something right, Nadine. You gave me a son.”


           “Please Roland, give him back,” she pleaded as she reached forward. The fierce and wicked look he gave her made her pull her arms back.


           “Did you really think you could get far?” he calmly asked as he laid the bundle down, just beyond her reach. With her eyes on the baby, she never saw his fist as he turned and struck her across the face. “Did you think you could make a fool out of me?” he roared as she fell over.


           It took a few minutes for her to straighten back up, her back resting against the tree behind her.


           “I had planned to kill you, Nadine, here and now.” He stared at the trail of blood she had left behind. “I think I will leave you here, instead.”


           He felt a deep measure of gratification when her tired eyes widened at the meaning of his words.


           “You would leave me here, alone and unprotected?”


           He lifted his son, then raised his gaze again and listened to the sounds in the forest. “You will not be alone.”


           “Roland?”


           His smile was purely evil as he gazed back toward her. “You will have lots of company, very soon.”


           “ROLAND, NO,” she shouted at his retreating back. His laughter slowly faded away, to be replaced by the sounds of the night.


           She was left alone.


           What had she done? What kind of life had she given her son?


           Would he even have a life?


           Roland would not let her back into Compton, she was sure of that, even if she had the strength to rise. He had left her here to die.


           Her son!


           She gave a silent prayer to the God above for the life of her child. She would not be there to guide him, to hold him, to watch him, to love him.


           He had only his father.


           She closed her eyes and felt the rough bark against her back.


           The physical and emotional turmoil of the day finally overwhelmed her. Her body shivered, she was not sure if because of the sudden coolness of the night air or the thought of being alone and unprotected.


           Hot tears poured down her cheeks as she listened to the sounds of the night getting closer, and closer.

  


  Chapter 1



   


   England, 1168


   


         Lindsey knew she was in trouble.


         Again!


  She was not sure why, but the odds were definitely against her this time. Closing her eyes, she mentally counted off the days and weeks since her last talk with Sister Jane, but could think of nothing she had done wrong.


         For once, she was sure she was innocent.


         Looking around the room, Lindsey was comforted by the sparse furnishings consisting of an old beat up and scarred desk, a chair that really was too tall for Sister Jane, two chairs facing the desk, and a small table near the door.


         Deciding that sitting and waiting was more torturous than the lecture itself, she walked over to the only window in the room and looked out over part of the garden. She had been working in her herb garden when she had been called to Sister Jane's office.


         Thinking of her herb garden always brought a smile to her face. She had worked for many years on her garden.


         Over the years, people would come to the small convent in need of help. Lindsey would help whoever was in need, regardless of whether or not they could pay for the service. Learning of her love for her garden, many families that were traveling from distant lands would send special herbs or wild flowers. Only a few had died because she was not sure how to properly care for the plant. But mostly, her garden flourished. No one worked in her garden except her.


         Voices in the distance told her that Grace and Sister Cora were digging up turnips.


         Or rather, trying to.


         “Wolf, will you please get away!” Grace spoke in a slightly irritated tone.


         Wolf, Lindsey’s pet for the past two years, was trying to help, as usual. Most of the time though, he got in the way instead.


         “You could dig your own hole,” Sister Cora encouraged.


         Lindsey’s smile broadened. Wolf loved to dig.


         “You had better get that turnip so he can move,” Grace giggled.


         With his nose almost touching the turnip and his tail standing straight out in the air, Wolf would become very still until someone retrieved his newly found item. Last year, Lindsey ignored him to see just how long he would stand while pointing. After twenty minutes, she felt sorry for the animal. Wolf had barely moved a muscle the whole time.


         “I thought we had you tied up?”


         Lindsey could imagine Sister Cora standing with one hand on her hip and her other hand leaning on the hoe while looking down at Wolf, who would be looking up in rapt attention, his tongue hanging out as he happily panted away.


         That is, if someone picked up the turnip first.


         Lindsey turned when she heard the door open.


         “Lindsey. Please, have a seat.”


         Lindsey wanted to speak her peace first, before Sister Jane could sit down.


         “I am sorry,” she blurted out.


         Sister Jane discretely moved the items on her desk away from the edge. “And what are you sorry for, my dear?”


         “I just thought . . .” Lindsey shrugged her shoulders as she walked to the chair in front of the desk, her head bowed.


         “My dear, not every time you are called into my office is because you have done something wrong.”


         Lindsey tried hard to recall those times. Unfortunately, she could remember none of them at this moment.


         “Grace will be leaving us very soon.”


         Lindsey’s head snapped up. “She is? Does she know? When? Is her father coming?”


         Sister Jane held up her hand for silence. “Her father had arranged this marriage years ago. Now that she is of age, her future husband has come to collect her.”


         “Marriage?”


         “I received his letter yesterday. He wants to take her home as his wife.”


         Lindsey became silent as she was deep in thought.


         “The two of you have become very close friends,” Sister Jane acknowledged.


         “I will miss her.”


         “You could visit her.”


         Lindsey gave a crooked grin. “The last time I left the convent grounds resulted in disaster.”


         Sister Jane heard the exasperation in the younger woman’s voice as she also remembered the incident. “Surely the shopkeeper has forgotten all about it.”


         “He was very mad.”


         “He had a good reason to be.”


         “I tried to tell him it was an accident.”


         “I know.”


         “Even Sister Marla tried to explain.”


         “The poor man was far too upset to listen.”


         Lindsey looked at her hands on her lap. “His face turned so red, I was afraid he would expire right there. I never heard a person shout so loud or use so many words I never heard.”


         Sister Jane cleared her throat. “Yes, well, sometimes men use a language all their own when angered. Besides, that was several years ago.”


         “I remember it like it was yesterday.”


         “Like I said, he most likely has forgotten the whole thing.”


         “Still, I am quite content right here.”


         Sister Jane placed her folded arms back on the desk. “There is a world out there, Lindsey. One where you could be happy, if you but only tried.”


         “But what would Sister Marla and Sister Cora do without me?”


         Sister Jane recognized the truth in Lindsey’s statement. All the sisters here at the convent were elderly, a few of them having passed away over the last few years.


         Lindsey had been more than a godsend to them. With their wisdom and direction, coupled with Lindsey’s vitality and vigor, the convent had been able to meet the growing needs throughout the years.


         Yes, the sisters would miss Lindsey when she finally left them.


         “As modest as our small church is, it will need a thorough cleaning.”


         “When is her husband to arrive?”


         “Within the week. I already sent a message to Father James.”


         Lindsey was already listing in her mind what needed to be cleaned, mended, or fixed before Grace’s new husband and Father James arrived.


         “Timothy could help fix the few things needing immediate attention,” Sister Jane suggested.


         Knowing that she was not in trouble but that she was needed, Lindsey rose with a briskness that came with youth. With her mind on what needed to be done, Lindsey turned around.


         Sister Jane made a quick attempt to grab the handful of parchments that went sailing to the floor when Lindsey’s sleeve brushed over the desk.


         “Sorry,” Lindsey apologized as she retrieved the papers.


         “Not to worry, my dear.”


         “I was thinking of something else.”


         Sister Jane watched Lindsey replace the parchments, then give the pile a quick pat, as if that would ensure they would stay put. “Why not find Timothy?”


         As she stepped through the door, Lindsey paused as she turned back. “I cannot recall Grace mentioning her betroths name.”


         Sister Jane looked at the letter once again. “Gavin Michaels, Lord Roland Michaels son.”


  Chapter 2



   


    “Lindsey, I am so excited.”


         “I would never have guessed.”


         Standing on a stool, Grace pulled one side of the gown out to examine the fine material. “Is it not beautiful?”


         Lindsey took the hem up a little more on the other side. “And you look beautiful in it.”


         Grace blushed a soft shade of pink at the compliment. She looked so fragile with her delicate figure and petite frame. But Lindsey was not fooled by her slight appearance.


         Over the years, many other young charges had been left at the convent, those of a high-born station. They had quickly let everyone know both who they were and what work was beneath them to do, even in the house God.


         Grace, though, had proven herself a worker. She had a strong backbone and was not afraid to dirty her hands with work.


         “This gown will be very crooked if you do not stop fussing and turning around.”


         “I hope father gets here before Lord Michaels and his son.”


         “We still have a few days.”


         “Sister Jane was not sure exactly when they would arrive. I hope I am ready by the time they do.”


         “You will be.” Lindsey gave the needle another push through the material. “I wish Sister Marla was here. Her needlework is much better than mine.”


         “You do fine work.”


         Lindsey looked up again, watching Grace as she looked down, trying to examine the gown without bending too much.


         “Thank you. Hopefully the gown will be returned to Bertha before Sister Marla sees my work.”


         “Did Sister Jane say anything about Gavin Michaels?”


         “No,” Lindsey answered without looking up.


         “Compton! Sister Jane said that is the name of his home. Does that not have a majestic sound to it?”


         “Well—”


         “I wonder how large it is, how many rooms, how many servants?”


         “I—”


         “Do you think he has falcons? Papa loves falcons. Maybe they can go hunting together. Papa would love that.”


         “Grace, you will simply have to wait until you get there.”


         Grace gave a deep sigh. “It just feels like this day has been so long in coming.”


         Lindsey looked up when Grace giggled. “Lindsey, do you remember when we asked Sister Marla about the animals in the pen when they were mating?”


         Lindsey smiled at the memory. “I thought the poor dear was going to faint when you asked her what they were doing.”


         “That was the only time I saw Sister Marla flustered so.”


         “I seem to remember you asking her again the next year.”


         “Oh, I forgot about that.”


         “I think you enjoyed seeing her so addled.”


         “She could barely put three words together.”


         “Shame on you, Grace.”


         Grace looked anything but repentant. “Lindsey, do you think it is very different between people and animals?”


         Lindsey looked up. “According to Sister Mary, it can be a very beautiful thing between a husband and wife.”


         Grace looked up at the ceiling. “Watching Harold and Doe, it seems so. . . animalistic.”


         “Harold and Doe are goats.”


         “You know what I mean.” Grace became deep in thought. “What do you think he looks like?”


         “Probably like his father.”


         Grace made a face. “Bertha’s husband has no front teeth and he spits when he talks.”


         Lindsey tried not to smile. “I noticed.”


         “And I heard that Lydia’s new husband has no hair. Can you imagine having no hair?”


         “Father James has no hair on top.”


         “But Lydia’s husband has no hair at all!” Grace paused in thought. “Do you think Lord Michaels son will have teeth and hair?”


         “He more than likely has some.”


         Grace looked up with a dreamy expression on her face. “He probably is kind and gentle, just like his father.”


         Lindsey tied a knot and broke the thread, then reached for another length. “Your father must have considered many things before making the contract.”


         Grace lowered her voice. “I heard Sister Jane and Sister Ruth talking in the main chapel.”


         “Grace! You know better than to eavesdrop.”


         Grace was unaffected by Lindsey’s stern look. “I was not eavesdropping. They were talking where I was cleaning.”


         “And where exactly were you cleaning?”


         “Behind the pews. And since I was already there, I simply stayed quiet and listened.”


         “You were eavesdropping.”


         “Well, if I had left, then they would have known I was in the room cleaning the floor.”


         “And listening.”


         Grace rolled her shoulders back as she stood up straight. “They were discussing Gavin Michaels.”


         Lindsey hated to ask, but her curiosity was piqued.      “And what did you learn?”


         Grace smiled. “I knew you were curious too.”


         “Grace, are you going to tell me?”


         “Did you know that you are older by two years?”


         Lindsey looked up. “So he is twenty?”


         “Gladys says it is important for the man to be older and more experienced than the woman.”


         “Well, he is older than you.”


         “But I know that Deborah’s husband was much younger, and they were happy.”


         Lindsey shook her head. “Talking to the villagers about things like these. Shame on you.”


         Grace shrugged her delicate shoulder. “Deborah said she knew her husband was right for her the first day they met.”


         “And how did she know?”


         “He noticed her eyes.”


         “He what?”


         “He noticed the color of her eyes. Deborah said that was real important.”


         “I must remember that.” Lindsey readjusted the hem in the back to Grace’s height.


         “Practicing your sewing again?” Sister Cora giggled from the doorway.


         “Ouch!”


         Grace watched as Lindsey tried to stop the bleeding on the tip of her finger. “Lindsey, shall I get you—”


         “He is here!” Sister Ruth was crying out as she ran down the hallway.


         Grace’s face quickly drained of color. “Here? Now? But all is not ready.”


         “He is talking with Sister Jane right now,” Sister Ruth said with some excitement.”


         Grace looked at Sister Cora. “But I am not ready.”


         Sister Cora pushed herself away from the door. “The pews in the main church are still not fixed.”


         “We will simply have to make do with what we have,” Lindsey logically explained to the elderly sisters as she wrapped her finger in a piece of material.


         “But Lindsey,” Grace continued nervously. “I am not ready. What will I do till then?”


         “There will be plenty of time before Father James arrives to get to know your husband and his family before you leave for your new home.”


   


   


         “What?!”


         Sister Jane watched the chair topple backwards with a crash as Lindsey abruptly stood up.


         “Lindsey,”


         “Sorry—” Lindsey mumbled as she put the chair right.


         “Lindsey,”


         “—surprised by what you said—”


         “Lindsey!” Sister Jane waited until Lindsey stopped mumbling and looked at her. “It will only be for a few weeks. After the ceremony at Compton, you can return here.”


         “But Father James arrives in a few days.”


         “It appears he must return in four days time. And since Compton is a three day trip, he must leave immediately.”


         “But—”


         “We cannot allow Grace to travel with Gavin Michaels without a proper chaperon.”


         Lindsey sat back down. “How can I be a chaperon when I am not even married?”


         “Gavin Michaels has assured me there is a priest residing at Compton. Once they are properly wed, his father can send a party to escort you back.”


         It sounded so simple. Actually, she had no choice. Gavin Michaels was taking Grace in the morning, with or without a proper chaperon.


         “When are his men arriving?”


         Sister Jane gave a heavy sigh. “There are none.”


         “What!”


         “Now calm down, Lindsey.”


         “Why is he alone?”


         “He has the written betrothal between both his and Grace’s father with him, witnessed and signed by the King. There is nothing I can do except assure Grace’s safety and her family’s good name until they are properly wed. And that means she must have a proper chaperon.”


         “But—”


         “Crossing the terrain would be extremely difficult for one of the older sisters.”


         Well, twit. Sister Jane would mention the one and only thing that would make her see it her way, she mentioned the hardships the elderly sisters would face.


         A few minutes later, Lindsey left the room. Under her breath she chastised Gavin Michaels for his seemingly lack of consideration and planning.


         Sister Cora stood in the doorway across the room and watched as Lindsey walked by. The words Lindsey muttered to herself made her smile.


         “Lindsey?”


         As usual, Lindsey was deep in thought, unaware of others around her.


         “Sister Cora?”


         “Oh, Sister Jane. I did not know you were standing there.” She turned her gaze to the now empty hallway. “Lindsey seems upset.”


         Sister Jane returned to her room. “I am sending her with Grace as a chaperon.”


         “Oh.” Sister Cora glanced again at the empty doorway, then followed Sister Jane.


         “Lindsey always speaks her French so beautifully, so fluently.”


         In spite of the sudden chaos churning around them, Sister Cora smiled. “The musical words seem to flow from her lips in such a poetic and lyrical way. Whenever she speaks it, the sisters and I always stop whatever we are doing just to listen to the beautiful sound.”


         “Such a shame she only speaks that language when she is angry.”


  Chapter 3



   


   Lindsey dropped the blankets she was carrying when she heard Grace scream. When she heard the second scream, she charged through the bushes.


         As she came through the overgrown bush near the stream, she saw Grace struggling with Gavin Michaels, trying to dislodge the large man.


         Without thinking of the consequences, Lindsey grabbed the nearest object. Swinging it with all her might, she brought it down hard across his shoulders. Grace fell to the ground as he quickly let her go.


         Gavin Michaels almost fell from the impact. Surprised, he turned to see the other woman standing before him, a log held in her hands.


         She hit him!


         Hazel eyes narrowed as he looked the woman over.


         This woman dared to hit him!


         From behind him, Grace struggled to rise, then quickly went to stand behind Lindsey.


         “He came up from behind me, Lindsey, and grabbed me. I tried to make him leave.”


         Lindsey looked at the man standing before her. When she had first met him, she had thought him rather handsome, with dark hair and light hazel eyes. At twenty years of age and well over six feet tall, his shoulders were already wide, his legs and arms thick with muscle.


         But his eyes held a secret, she felt. There lurked a cruelty there. She thought she just imagined his look of distaste when he observed the simple furnishings inside the convent. Or when they were readying to leave, the way the eyes of his horse rolled back when Michaels touched him.


         She was sure she was mistaken.


         Gavin took a step forward, his face showing his anger at his plans being either interrupted or thwarted. “You have no right to keep me from my bride.”


         “I am not your bride yet,” Grace bravely spoke from behind Lindsey. “In fact, I may not even want to be your bride now.”


         Lindsey watched as Gavin’s eyes slightly widened, a faint flush creeping up his neck and face as he glared at Grace.


         “You would deny me?”


         “She is not yours,” Lindsey challenged back, causing his gaze to shift back to her. It appeared most people did not cross Gavin Michaels.


         She was beginning to understand why.


         “Stay out of this.”


         “Lindsey?”


         Lindsey heard the strain in her friend’s voice as she stepped closer behind her.


         Gavin reached around Lindsey, trying to recapture Grace. He had dismissed Lindsey as someone he would have no trouble with.


         But Lindsey had years of hard work behind her. Her arms and legs were used to heavy labor. So, when Gavin tried to reach around her, she quickly raised her knee, hitting him hard in his stomach.


         Gavin staggered back, surprised by the move. Catching his breath, he rose to his full height, glaring at the interfering woman before him, Grace’s smaller form almost hidden as she stood just behind her.


         He remembered when he first saw Grace. His breath caught when he saw how flawless her skin was with her light braided hair hanging down her back.


         This woman was going to be different from all the other women he knew.


         This one was more refined, more polished.


         This one was his.


         And he meant to have her.


         Lindsey was quaking with fear inside. Her dealings with men were mostly limited to Father James and young Timothy. Neither of them had ever spoke to her with this tone, nor ever had the mysterious look in their eyes that this man did.


         When Michaels took a step to the side, Lindsey did the same. For the first time she was glad one of the older sisters was not here. None of them would have been able to protect Grace.


         “Do you plan to hold that stick all night?” he mocked as he crossed his arms across his chest.


         Lindsey was thinking fast. He was right. All he needed was one opportunity. That meant they were going to have to make alternative plans.


         Lindsey was ready as he reached for Grace again.


   


   


         “Lindsey, I think I heard something!”


         Grace looked around from where she was seated, her face paling at the thought of Michaels just beyond the bushes.


         They were eating the last of the provisions Lindsey had grabbed while making their escape. Grace had wanted to leave his horse and a few supplies for when he awoke, but Lindsey would have none of it.


         “He can find his own food and water. That just might keep him busy enough to leave us alone.”


         “But Lindsey, what if he really is hurt?”


         Lindsey had looked down at the crumpled form lying on the cold ground. She knew she had hit him hard when he tried again to reach for Grace. The small stream of blood flowing from the cut just above his temple had already started to matte his hair together.


         “After what he tried, I hope he is hurt.”


         Actually, she knew he would wake up with a horrendous headache. Hopefully, they would be far enough away when he did to cause them no more problems.


         The girls had traveled the rest of the night as far as they could. Finding a spot that offered some protection, Lindsey made camp again, then divided the last of the stale bread and aged cheese between the two of them.


         She heard the sound behind the bushes at the same time Grace had.


         “Think he followed us?” Grace whispered.


         “I—”


         “There it is again!” Grace shrieked when the bushes rustled again.


         Lindsey rose without making a sound, looking toward the bushes where the sound came from.


         “Grace,” she whispered as she reached behind her to locate Grace, “back up.”


         Grace needed no second bidding as she stood behind Lindsey, both edging their way backwards.


         For the second time that night, Grace let out a scream that echoed through the trees when the dark form suddenly sprang from the bushes.


  Chapter 4



   


  They were making good time.


         With the sun high in the sky, they had just crossed the last hill. Following the route Gavin spoke of, Lindsey was sure they would be in sight of Compton Castle soon. Once there, she was going to inform Lord Michaels of his son’s unchivalrous behavior toward Grace, then demand an escort back to the convent for them both.


         Without Gavin!


         Lindsey was still angry. How dare Gavin Michaels assume he could do as he pleased. Did he think she was going to simply stand by and let him take advantage of Grace like that?


         Looking back, she saw Grace holding on to the pommel of the saddle. Off to the side was Wolf, running around and darting from bush to bush and from rock to rock. Even after a few hours, she still felt her heart racing from the fright he had given her, jumping out of the bushes like he did.


         Grace had screamed as Lindsey raised her arms to protect them both from the propelled form. Both girls had landed in a heap of clothing, flying limbs, and fur when Wolf suddenly jumped on them, his large size knocking both girls down to the ground. When Lindsey had finally pushed him off, he circled around them, licking Lindsey’s face with excitement.


         “Wolf, get down!”


         Instead, she got another quick lick across her cheek.


         “Wolf, would you please get off me?” Lindsey called in a sterner voice.


         When both girls managed to sit up, Wolf came charging by again. This time, Lindsey grabbed what was left of the chewed off rope dangling around his neck.


         “How did he find us?”


         Wolf thumped his tail in the dirt when he heard Grace’s soft voice. He was obviously excited about being reunited with the girls.


         “He must have tracked us by our smell.”


         Grace stood as tall as she could, squaring her shoulders at the indignity of Lindsey’s statement. “I do not smell!”


         “Not that kind of smell, Grace. Our scent.” Lindsey untied the rope around Wolf’s neck. “Where were you when we needed you a few hours back?” Lindsey asked. “Hmm?”


         Wolf looked up into Lindsey’s face, his tongue hanging out while he panted away, his tail thumping on the ground in time with the beating of her heart. Lindsey put her arms around the furry neck, giving Wolf a welcoming hug.


         “Good boy.”


         Both girls had slept peacefully the rest of the night, knowing Wolf was lying beside them.


         Rising early, they proceeded on their course. With the sun climbing to its full height in the sky, Lindsey reined in her horse to look over the rise. Compton Castle lay nestled within two mountains, the high castle walls protecting those within. She could see the farmers out in the fields, a few cattle scattered along the hillside.


         There was a single wall around the backside of the castle, but the front had two walls, with a large open area in-between. Two towers bordered a gate on each of these walls that led into the courtyard. The size looked impressive to Lindsey.


         “I hope his father is different,” Grace spoke her fear out loud.


         “So do I.”


         If she listened carefully, Lindsey could hear children as they played and a blacksmith as he pounded on an anvil, probably shaping a shoe for a horse.


         “Come on. Lord Michaels cannot be worse than his son.”


         Lindsey rode with determination toward the castle with Wolf at her side. Unfortunately, the more she rode, the angrier she got. She had hoped that as they rode, the anger she felt would dissolve, at least a little. But instead, it had festered into an irritating boil she was eager to get at.


         As she rode through the gates, she noticed the people standing about. Maybe they did not get many visitors. If Lord Michaels treated his guests like his son did, then she understood why visitors were scarce.


         The people in the courtyard divided, giving her a path to follow. Halfway inside, Lindsey stopped with Grace beside her. A low guttural growl caused the people closest to her to back up further.


         “Wolf, down.”


         The hair on Wolf’s back and neck lowered a bit when Lindsey snapped her fingers, but he kept his eyes roving around the crowd of strangers. Looking around herself, she scanned the curious faces while waiting for someone to step forward.


         “May I help you down?”


         Lindsey looked over her shoulder at the man standing between her and Grace. She noticed his gaze lingered on Grace’s embarrassed face before turning to face her. He had gentle brown eyes that made Lindsey think he enjoyed life and found pleasure in just living.


         “And you are?” She noticed the man’s eyes widened slightly at her aggressive tone.


         “My name is Fergus.”


         Well, she knew this was not Lord Michaels. This man was not near big enough to be Gavin’s father. “Is your lord in?”


         “He is.”


         “I would like to have a word with him, if you would be kind enough to fetch him.”


         She noticed he quickly glanced just over her shoulder.


         “Of course,” Fergus answered as he reached out a hand to help her dismount. “Why not come inside and wait? You must be tired from your ride.”


         Lindsey gave another quick look around, then with a sigh of quickly ending patience, allowed Fergus to help her down.


         “Lindsey?” Grace whispered.


         “Not to worry,” Lindsey whispered back.


         The hall they were led to was empty of servants. Wolf kept close to her side as she waited for Lord Michaels to arrive. Being forced to wait did not improve Lindsey’s temper one bit.


         Grace sat down as she listened to Lindsey. She was wondering if Lindsey even knew she had suddenly switched to French.


         Lindsey was standing before a large scarred table in the hall when the sunlight from the open doorway was suddenly blocked. With her hand lowered to scratch Wolf behind his ear, she turned to face Gavin’s father.


         She knew he must be a large man, judging from the size of Gavin himself. But actually seeing the man, Lindsey had to keep herself from taking a step back. She watched his face as he walked with long strides toward them.


         She expected the man to be older, with streaks of gray at his temples. Instead, he was much younger, with soft brown hair curling around his neck and ears. He must have been young when he fathered Gavin.


         Very young.


         Well, that was not her concern.


         She looked for any indication he knew why they were here, without his son. He had to know.


         He must!


         The father had to be aware of what his son was capable of. He should have sent extra men to ensure Grace’s safety.


         Lindsey’s anger that was rapidly building momentum finally snapped. She marched right up to the man, her brown eyes flaming righteous anger.


         “I believe you owe us an apology,” she charged, unaware she was still speaking French.


         For some reason, his silence angered her more, especially when she noticed the silent question in his brown eyes and the ever-slight tilt of his head, even if it was brief. Taking her right finger, she started jabbing at his chest as she spoke.


         “Did it ever occur to you that Grace would need more of a guard than one man? Well?” she demanded when he failed to respond.


         Surprised, the man backed up one step, then planted his feet apart. She instinctively knew he was not going to move again, but that made no difference as she continued on her wrathful course.


         “Do you have no value as to honor and chivalry?”


         He paled just slightly at that remark, revealing a slight twitch just barely noticeable in his square jaw. Feeling victorious, she took another step closer. Lindsey was so close now, she could count the individual whiskers on his chin and cheeks.


         “Are you going to just stand by and let that man get away with his rude behavior?”


         Silence again. She took another breath to launch another verbal assault when he finally spoke in a calm, deep voice.


         “Who are you?”


         Lindsey gave a gasp. She was so angry she did not realize the man also spoke French.


         “How dare you pretend not to know us.”


         Shaking with anger inside, Lindsey took her right finger and repeatedly jabbed the man squarely on his shoulder with all her might.


         “After all you have put us through, I would think you would at least have the decency and courtesy to apologize to Grace.”


         Lindsey saw no remorse for what Gavin had done. Her anger building, she raised her hand and made another aim for his shoulder. Her eyes widened when he swiftly captured her hand with his left hand.


         Wolf’s growl beside her made her bolder. She tried to pull her hand back, but the large man easily held it in a secure hold. “Wolf, be quiet. Sit.”


         Wolf obeyed, but stayed by Lindsey’s side, his eyes upon the stranger, his ears laid back.


         The man finally released her hand. “I will ask you one more time. Who are you?”


         Lindsey’s chin rose as she stood before the giant of a man. “My name is Lindsey Stepp. And this is Grace Whitcomb, as if you did not know.”


         The man ignored the sarcastic tone. “And how can I help you?” he quietly asked.


         “Help me?” she almost shrieked. “I dare say it would be too much to ask for a proper escort back home.”


         A slight pause. “Why?”


         “Why? Because your son has the manners of a goat.”


         Lindsey braced herself for a father’s wrath. She had not meant to say that but she had lost control of her temper. The man, instead, raised an eyebrow as he crossed his arms across his wide chest. She was sure she was mistaken, but she thought there was laughter in his brown eyes.


         “Really? And if I told you I have no son?”


         Lindsey's face showed her surprise. “You would lie?”


         “I have not lied. I have no son.” He slightly tilted his head. “At least, none I am aware of.”


         Lindsey moved her arms, resting her hands on her hips, the movement giving her a moment to think.


         “Are you saying that Gavin Michaels is not your son?”


         His eyes slightly narrowed, any sign of laughter now gone. “He is not.”


         “He is not?”


         He shook his head.


         Lindsey was not sure where to go from here. She was almost positive he would have to admit to being the parent, unless . . .


         “You are Lord Roland Michaels?”


         Again, he shook his head. Lindsey was starting to feel faint as her arms fell to her side.


         “This is Compton Castle?”


         The infamous shake, once again.


         “Dear Lord,” Grace whispered from behind Lindsey.


         Lindsey took a step back. She desperately needed some air. She raised her hand to rub her suddenly throbbing forehead. As she looked around the hall, she noticed for the first time people standing all around. She had obviously made a mistake, a colossal mistake, in front of all these people.


         “I …, if this is not Compton Castle,” she asked, unaware she had switched back to English, “then where are we?”


         “Compton is three days west,” he answered in English. “You are at Bluedell.”


         “Three days west?” Lindsey quickly tried to figure out where they had made a mistake. “I must have taken the wrong route.”


         The man merely raised his right brow.


         Oh dear. Sister Jane just might lock her in the chapel with prayers for the next five years for this blunder. She felt Grace’s hands on her shoulder.


         Lindsey was so embarrassed. What did men normally do when falsely charged by someone? A challenge? Looking at the man before her, she would not last very long. She wondered if there was a small church nearby where she could claim sanctuary. If she ran fast enough, with the element of surprise, she just possibly could make it.


         “Why not start from the beginning?” his calm voice spoke, breaking into her thoughts.


         Lindsey was not sure she could start over.


         “I was looking for Lord Michaels,” she volunteered in a significantly meeker tone as she sat down. Grace quickly claimed the spot next to her on the bench, placing a comforting arm around her shoulder for support.


         “That much I already figured out. What exactly did Gavin do to incur your wrath?”


         Lindsey looked up. Was the man laughing at her? Well, twit. What difference did it make now?


         “I am… very… sorry. We traveled all night…” Lindsey was having trouble collecting her thoughts.


         The man signaled to the people inside to leave. “My name is Kyle Davitan.”


         Lindsey’s head slowly rose as her eyes widened. “Kyle Davitan?”


         Lord Kyle Davitan?


         The same Lord Davitan that was considered a friend by King Henry II?


         Even their small convent had heard of this man when he was granted land just north of them. Rumor had it that King Henry even granted Davitan the title of Earl.


         Claiming sanctuary would not be enough!


         Lindsey was still tongue tied, so Grace spoke up.


         “Thank you for your hospitality, Lord Davitan, especially after the grave insult we just gave you.”


         Kyle saw Lindsey give a scathing look to her friend at that remark.


         “It was an honest mistake,” she whispered in a lower tone. “Anyone could have made it.”


         Kyle decided to let her think so. “What did Lord Michaels’s son do to you two?” he repeated.


         He watched as Lindsey looked around the hall. Grace, on the other hand, lowered her head. The wolf, he noticed, had decided to lie down under the bench between the two women. He was amazed the animal obeyed the woman’s commands. Kyle sat down on the other side of the table facing them.


         “Yes, well, there was a little misunderstanding between us,” Lindsey haltingly began.


         “Now, why does that not surprise me?”


         Both women remained silent.


         “Let me see,” he continued. “You mentioned he had the manners of a goat, that he was obviously unchivalrous, and provided you with an escort of only one, presumably himself.”


         Lindsey took another deep breath. She really did not want to embarrass Grace in front of a stranger, but she did owe the man some explanation.


         “Gavin Michaels is betrothed to Grace. Grace and I reside at the convent about two days from here. He was sent to pick up Grace and take her back. But he came before Father James arrived and left before they were married.”


         Grace’s hand slightly squeezed Lindsey’s hand under the table.


         “There was no one around but the elderly sisters, which none could have made the trip as a chaperon. So, Sister Jane asked me to travel with them as Grace’s companion and chaperon.”


         Kyle watched as Lindsey glanced over to her companion before she continued.


         “Last night, Michaels wanted to take certain, uh, liberties without Grace’s consent.”


         Kyle’s gaze shifted to Grace, who was blushing to the roots of her light hair.


         “I had to discourage him, since it was my duty to keep her family name from being tarnished. Unfortunately, he took exception to my interference. So I had to convince him of the error of his way.”


         She straightened her back. “I decided to confront Lord Michaels about the rude conduct of his son, demanding he return us to the convent with a proper escort.”


         There, that was not so bad, she thought.


         “Roland Michaels died two months ago.”


         Lindsey felt the rest of the color leave her face. “Oh my. Then Gavin is Lord Michaels, Lord of Compton.”


         Kyle did not feel it necessary to confirm her words. “So, tell me,” he asked instead as he again crossed his arms over his chest, “how did you convince Gavin Michaels of the error of his way?”


         Was the man laughing at her? Lindsey raised her chin. “I used the log I was holding against his hard head. To ensure he would not follow us, I took his supplies.”


         Kyle raised his right brow.


         “And his horse,” she added in a lower tone after a brief pause.


         That explained the extra horse.


         “We followed the route he mentioned. Unfortunately, we must have made a wrong turn, somewhere.”


         “Obviously,” Kyle said under his breath.


         “I am truly sorry, Lord Davitan. I meant what I said before, only not to you.”


         Kyle paused, then nodded his head. He turned to one of the servants standing nearby. “Kara, prepare a room for our guests.”


         Lindsey saw an attractive woman, probably a few years younger than herself, nod her head then turn and head up the stairs.


         “Thank you for your hospitality.” Grabbing Grace’s hand, both women turned to follow Kara. “Wolf.”


         Kyle watched both women follow Kara up the steps, the black wolf walking beside Lindsey. He heard his two guards approach his side.


         “What are you going to do with them?” Bede asked.


         “Escort them back to the convent.”


         Bede nodded his head.


         “They look tired,” Fergus observed.


         Kyle slightly nodded his head. “They both went through a lot.”


         The three men were silent for a moment.


         “Think Michaels will show up?” Fergus asked.


         “Most likely, especially if Lady Whitcomb’s dowry is large enough.”


         Kyle did not know Gavin Michaels well, but he knew Michaels would most likely make an attempt to reclaim his missing bride-to-be.


         With his decision made, Kyle turned to his men.


         “Give them a few days to rest. Meanwhile, we need to prepare for Michaels eventual arrival. It should not take him long to figure out where the women are.”


         Fergus nodded his head in agreement as Bede replied.


         “Especially since they took his horse.”


  Chapter 5



  



        Bede ducked as the long staff swung over his head. Thinking he finally got the upper hand, he raised himself up, swinging his own staff forward with his momentum. But before his staff could make contact with Kyle’s large frame, his feet were knocked out from under him. His staff went flying behind him as he gave a startled cry, landing with a thud on his back.


         As he lay there looking at the clouds in the sky, he wondered if there was any muscle in his body that was not sore right now. Sweat poured down his forehead as the sun beat down on his skin, his breathing labored from his exertion. He could almost feel every strand of his sandy colored hair plastered against his scalp and neck.


         “Bede, how many times have I told you to watch that blind side?”


         Bede closed his tired brown eyes briefly. He had been practicing that move for over a month now, and still Kyle was able to flatten him, every time.


         “Ready for another try?”


         Bede let out a groan, but raised his hand as Kyle offered his own to help him up. “Not really. My pride has been damaged far more than my body today.”


         “But you are getting better.”


         “Really? And how can you tell?”


         “You ducked this time.”


         Bede’s face broke out in a grin. “I cannot tell you how much better that makes me feel. After today, I believe I will never make fun of Angus again.”


         “At least his heart is in the right place.”


         “If only his feet would cooperate. Poor lad fell four times this morning.”


         Kyle raised a brow. “Only four?”


         “I am not counting the three times he tripped over actual items.”


         “Very generous of you. This past year has been very difficult for him while the rest of him tries to grow with his feet.”


         “Give him a few more years, though, and he will be a formidable foe.”


         Kyle nodded his head in agreement. “I believe we both earned a drink.”


         Kyle walked with long easy strides across the courtyard, heading toward the steps that led to the hall. Bede, beside him, was a head shorter, but his steps easily matched those of his friend. Kyle spoke to the people as he walked, greeting some, stopping to discuss matters with others. Bede respectfully waited until Kyle was done, then both men continued toward the hall.


         “Kara, two cups of ale,” Kyle shouted as they each sat down at the large table.


         Kara quickly came by, setting a tankard of ale before each man. She stood off to the side, watching as Bede raised his cup and drained half of it before setting it back on the table. Kyle noticed the smile on her face and the deliberate sway to her hips as she walked away.


         “When are you going to do something about Kara?” Kyle asked when Kara finally left the hall.


         Bede looked at the door Kara had stepped through and frowned.


          “I see the way she looks at you,” Kyle observed, “imagining what you would look like totally at her mercy.”


         Bede had already imagined what Kara would look like, sound like, and feel like. But imagining and seeing were two different things.


         “I have no right to interfere in her life,” Bede confessed.


         At least, not yet.


         Kyle understood what bothered Bede. Ever since his sister, Rebecca, had married and delivered her son, Kyle knew an ache in his heart for his own family, his own roots, and his own sons.


         “I understand King Henry made you another offer.”


         Kyle’s thoughts returned to the present. “Another one I have declined.”


         Bede looked closely at his friend. “King Henry has been after you for years to marry.”


         Kyle looked at his tankard, still half full. “I cannot keep putting it off. Eventually I will have to chose someone.”


         “Maybe the women he is offering look like one-eyed Aggie!”


         Kyle gave a chuckle. “No. Most of the women are beautiful. But, something is missing.”


         “Missing?”


         Kyle gave a deep sigh. “None of them make me want to settle down.”


         Bede’s gaze darted back to the doorway Kara had gone through. “I know what you mean,” he confessed as his gaze returned to his drink. “I notice the frequency of Lady Rachelle's visits have increased.”


         “I noticed too.”


         Bede noticed the slight frown on Kyle's face. “Many men would be happy to have her.”


         “And she knows it. She likes to maneuver things around to her way.” Kyle watched as Bede looked up, surprised. “You did not notice?”


         Bede shook his head. “I did not think you noticed.” He again looked down at his cup. “She is different when you are not around.”


         Kyle nodded his head, as if he already knew. “What she wants, I cannot give her.”


         “She does not make you want to settle down?”


         Kyle mentally shook his head. “Rebecca is happy, even though she married a stranger.”


         “Your sister is unique.”


         Kyle smiled. “That she is.” His face became serious again as he looked into his ale. “Maybe I should just let Henry pick someone for me.”


         “And maybe in time you could come to love a stranger, like your sister did, and be happy?”


         For some reason, Kyle’s eyes drifted up the stairs.


         Bede’s own eyes followed. “I do not think I have ever seen a woman as angry as that one was this morning.”


         “You have never seen my sister when she is angry.” When Bede smiled, Kyle smiled back as he took another drink.


         “When you grabbed her hand, I was afraid I was going to be digging an early grave for you.”


         “Believe me, it took all my willpower not to look down at that black creature snarling at my feet.”


         Bede glanced back up the stairs. “Sure is a surprise she commands the wolf!” He looked back at Kyle. “I think the next few days will be very interesting.”


         Kyle lifted the tankard and emptied it, then suddenly stood up. “I think you need to work on that blind side.”


         Bede groaned.


  Chapter 6



   


   Lindsey had just dozed off when she heard the whine beside her.



         She opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling, wondering if her life would ever get back to normal after this chaotic day. After her embarrassing encounter with Lord Davitan, Lindsey had preferred to stay upstairs in her room, alone. She never wanted to face the man downstairs again. But when Kara called them for the evening meal, hunger overcame guilt. So, against her better judgment, she followed Grace downstairs to the hall to eat.


         Grace, it appeared, had already dismissed the incident from her mind. Lindsey, though, had been so nervous she could hardly remember what food had been served. All she was aware of was the large man she had insulted sitting at the head of the table, Lord Kyle Davitan.


         He had laughed at some of the stories Grace had told, and even told a few himself. But every time she ventured a look up, his eyes seemed to be upon her. For her, the meal could not be over soon enough. The moment she chewed her last piece of food, she gave her thanks, then flew up the stairs, back into the safety of the room she was sharing with Grace.


         Turning her head, she watched as Grace peacefully slept with a smile on her face. Listening to Grace’s even breathing had finally lulled her to sleep.


         Until Wolf started whining beside her bed.


         “I suppose you cannot wait till morning?” she whispered to keep from waking Grace.


         The frantic licking of her hand that hung over the bed told her he could not wait.


         She leaned up on her elbow. “You had better hurry, Wolf. I am not standing around all night while you check out all the new sights and smells. Do you hear me?”


         Wolf beat his tail against the floor, the thump, thump, thump mingling with his whining.


         Kyle was sitting in the corner beside the fireplace in the hall, deep in thought. Most of the candles in the hall had already been extinguished, but the glow from the fire allowed him to see well enough. Bede or Fergus would have noticed the unusual frown on his face.


         He was thinking of Lindsey and Grace, both upstairs sleeping.


         Lindsey and Grace.


         Standing side by side, the two women were vastly different. Grace was delicate, with golden hair and an unusual shade of violet eyes. Her petite figure and size made a man want to protect her, to shield her. He never knew women came in such small packages.


         At least, she seemed small standing next to Lindsey.


         Visualizing Grace’s small figure struggling with Michaels had created within him a sudden desire to crush the man with his bare hands. He could well imagine how hurt and abused Grace would have been if Lindsey had not ‘made him see the error of his way,’ as she put it.


         Gavin was a large man himself and liked to use his weight and size to intimidate others.


         Kyle smiled to himself as he visualized Lindsey hitting him with a good size log to rescue her friend.


         Lindsey!


         Now there was the real reason he was sitting in the hall by himself, practically in the dark, thinking of a woman who was sleeping upstairs in one of his beds.


         Lindsey was different.


         The most expressive brown eyes he had ever seen had never wavered as they directly challenged him. He would say she was use to hard work by the strength she used to jab his shoulder. Absently rubbing the spot, he smiled. She was a feisty woman, that was for sure. And strong, if the bruise he was going to have was anything to go by.


         She was furious this morning, no doubt about it. Thinking he was Roland Michaels, she had practically attacked him on sight over her friend. He could still see her violent brown eyes as she made her demands, in French no less.


         Kyle chuckled to himself.


         Then there was Wolf.


         Where did she ever get an animal like that? And how did she train him? Did the sisters allow him at the convent?


         He knew when he reached for Lindsey’s fist as she made to jab him the second time, that Wolf had come to her side, exposing his long teeth as he drew back his upper lip, giving a low growl that would make any sane person rethink his action. He knew he took a big chance that she would call him off before he pounced.


         But she had controlled him.


         As if his thoughts materialized them, he heard Lindsey coming down the stairs, following Wolf a few steps in front of her. He noticed her long brown hair had been brushed, then rebraided and left hanging over her right shoulder. The nightshift and robe she wore were far too short for her, but allowed him an ample view of her bare ankles and lower calves as she took long strides toward the door.


         Cocking his head to one side, he watched as she reached for the hall door, his right brow rising in surprise when she pulled it open after only a few tries.


         When he moved into Bluedell two years ago, he had those doors made special, using seasoned oak and plates of steel to reinforce them. He wanted the doors to be secure, difficult for an enemy to ram through. When the doors were mounted, an additional benefit was that they were extremely heavy. He personally had no problem opening them, but some of the servants did. Therefore, the doors were opened first thing in the morning, where they usually stayed open till evening.


         Lindsey seemed to have little trouble opening them.


         “Wolf, hurry up,” he heard her whisper as Wolf bolted down the steps and into the courtyard. Kyle smiled as he quietly rose.


         Lindsey crossed her arms over her chest, watching Wolf as he stopped to inspect various objects along his way. Her deep sigh could be heard across the courtyard as she watched him disappear behind a building.


         “He cannot go far.”


         Lindsey spun around at the sound of the deep voice behind her, her hand quickly placed over her rapidly beating heart. “I did not hear you.” She pulled her robe tighter around her. “I was thinking of something else.”


         Kyle nodded his head, then looked out over the courtyard. Wolf made a dash to another building, the blacksmith’s hut.


         “Thought you might like some company since you have no idea how long Wolf might be.”


         Lindsey looked at Kyle standing beside her, then turned when she heard Wolf duck under a wagon.


         “You could be right,” she agreed.


         Kyle lowered himself to sit down on the top step. He patted the spot next to him, inviting Lindsey to join him.


         Lindsey looked out, seeing the silhouette of the guard posted on the wall. Wolf, with his nose to the ground, was heading for another building.


         Kyle knew a moment of satisfaction when she finally sat down, even if it was a few feet from him.


         “You were very quiet during the meal this evening.”


         “I felt I said enough this afternoon.” She felt rather than heard the silent chuckle.


         He gazed into the night sky. “Tell me about the convent.”


         “’Tis a small convent, about two days that way.”


         Kyle followed her direction when she pointed toward the south.


         “Sister Jane runs the convent when Father James is away. She may be small, but I warn you now, she has a will of iron.”


         Kyle easily smiled at the mental picture. “How many sisters are there?”


         “Only four left, besides Grace and me. All the sisters there are older, but they have hearts of gold.”


         He heard the deep love she had for her friends reflected in her voice.


         Kyle silently nodded his head. “And how long has Grace been there?”


         He felt her stiffen at his question as she quickly glanced at him.


         “About eleven years. Her mother died when she was very young.”


         Lindsey looked up at the many stars filling the night sky. “We use to sit up on nights like this, discussing what she would do when she got married, what her husband would look like, where her new home would be, things like that.”


         Kyle nodded his head, remembering when he and Rebecca would also sit up at night, sharing with each other their dreams of the future.


         “Sister Jane assumed Gavin would assure Grace’s safety. I never knew men behaved in such a manner.”


         “Most people are honest and hard working, people who take pride in the work of their hands. But then, there are those who are a black spot on our society.”


         There was a silence for a moment. Lindsey heard Kyle move as he rested his foot on a closer step.


         “And how did you acquire Wolf?” he asked, deciding to change the topic.


         Hearing his name, Wolf leaped up the steps and gave Lindsey a quick lick on her hand before bounding back down and around another building.


         “I found him when he was only a few weeks old. The cave he was in had collapsed. The mother managed to carry him out, but she was killed along with the other pups when she went back in for the rest. I heard him while picking blueberries one day. He was stuck in a hole all alone, whimpering.”


         Through the night, Kyle heard the smile play across her face.


         “I sneaked him into our room to take care of him. Grace and I would hide food and cups of milk in our laps, then bring them into our room without anyone seeing us. But Sister Marla found us out.”


         “Did she tell?”


         “She never said a word, but Sister Jane discovered Wolf anyway. I remember how surprised I was when she let me keep him. All the sisters at first were nervous around him. His mother was a wolf, but I suspect she mated with a hunting dog, judging by his behavior sometimes. But as long as you present no danger, he is exactly as he is right now.”


         Kyle searched the courtyard until he found Wolf, who finally found a spot to relieve himself.


         “Where was Wolf when you were discouraging Michaels last night?”


         Lindsey gave a soft chuckle. “I left Wolf tied behind the convent, but he chewed his rope through. He found us just before daybreak this morning.”


         The silence that surrounded them was peaceful.


         “And what about you?” he finally asked, breaking the silence. “How long have you been at the convent?”


         Lindsey brought her knees closer, then wrapped her arms around them. “My parents were from one of the local villages. A fire killed them both. A neighbor brought me to the convent, and I have been there since.”


         “My father died when I was four. My younger sister arrived not long after my mother remarried.”


         “I was too young to remember my parents.”


         “When our mother died along with her new husband, our new uncle raised us both.”


         “Where is she now?”


         “She is married and lives at Kensington.”


         “Was her marriage arranged?”


         “Yes. Rebecca married Quinten Castelle, her first husband, when she was fifteen. She had lands that the King wanted to keep in loyal hands.”


         “How long was she married?”


         “Three years. Quinten's death, at the time, appeared to be accidental. But the Castelle family had enemies that wanted revenge. On by one, the Castelle family members were having fatal accidents. I was worried for Rebecca's safety.”


         “But your sister was a Castelle only by marriage.”


         “True, but I could not risk that assumption.”


         Lindsey thought for a moment. “Could not she have stayed with you?”


         “At the time, I was busy keeping the King's borders safe from marauders. Having no land of my own, I could not offer her the protection she needed. So I asked the one person who could. I went to the King.”


         Lindsey's eyes widened. “You asked the King?”


         Kyle nodded his head. “He owed me a favor. Said I could ask for anything. At the time, Rebecca's safety was the one thing I could not guarantee. So I asked the King.”


         “And what did he do?”


  “He arranged for her to marry Lord Hughes of Kensington. Rainier is loyal to Henry, and he has the men to take care of her.”


         “Was whoever trying to destroy the family ever caught?”


         “They made another attempt, but Rainier dealt with them.”


         “Oh.” Lindsey considered what Kyle did not tell her. “Is your sister happy in her marriage?”


         “She is. Rainier is a fine man. If I had to face an enemy, I would want him with me.”


         “Do you have any nephews or nieces?


         “She has two young boys, and is expecting another.”


         “So..., her happiness is a result of you!”


         Kyle turned to Lindsey. “I never thought of it like that.”


         “It must be nice having a sister or a brother to grow up with. I had no other relatives. All the sisters had a hand in raising me, but Sister Mary spent the most time with me.”


         Another smile played across her face. “That is, except for the times sitting in Sister Jane’s office. She said that because of me, she felt she had talked the right ear off of God himself.”


         Kyle’s smile was genuine. “And who is Sister Mary?”


         “Sister Mary was a wonderful person, one who was always there when I had questions, or when I needed a shoulder to cry on.”


         “Was?”


         “An epidemic broke out near Hastings a few years back. She traveled over to help when the nearby town she was staying at was flooded.” Lindsey lowered her head. “She never came back.”


         Kyle was silent for a moment. “I am sorry.”


         Lindsey nodded her head. “The sisters put up a stone behind the church for her. I know she is not there, but I still go there and talk to her when I feel troubled.”


         “It makes it easier somehow.”


         He watched her nod her head.


         “So, what do you do at the convent?”


         “I have been studying with a local villager on the different herbs and roots for healing. Many people come to the convent for their wounds to be tended to or to have help with delivering their babies. I rather enjoy it.”


         Kyle felt the silence surround him and was somehow comforted by it.


         “What do you plan to do now?” he asked.


         “First I need to get Grace back. Then, I eventually plan to take my vows and join the church.”


         Kyle could not explain the sudden tightening in his chest. “You plan to stay in the convent?”


         “The sisters are all rather elderly and they need someone to help with the heavy work.”


         “I would think there were enough men in the local village to help when they needed it.”


         “Oh, there is. But I mean heavy work that you and I would take for granted. Something that is easy for me to do could be rather difficult for Sister Cora or Sister Jane. Two years past, a house collapsed injuring six men. Three of the men were brought to the convent to be cared for. One of them was quite large. Even I had problems turning him to get to his injuries.” Lindsey gave a soft sigh at the memory. “The other sisters would never have been able to handle him.”


         “I thought all girls thought about marriage and families and such.”


         Lindsey lowered her head and smiled. “’Tis hard not to when Grace constantly talks about the day she leaves as someone’s wife.”


         His voice was almost a whisper, “But not you?”


         “I am also very realistic.” Her voice had taken a serious tone, one that said she had convinced herself she was right.


         “Oh?”


         “I have no dowry for any proper marriage, except two strong arms and a strong back.” She turned to face Kyle in the dark. “Not many men would accept that kind of a dowry. And I fully understand. I am already two and twenty. Most girls my age are already married with two or three little ones in tow, like your sister.” She turned her face back toward the sky. “As far back as I can remember, the convent has been my home, and most likely always will be.”


         In the darkness, Lindsey could not see the frown on Kyle’s face, nor his wrinkled brow at her words. Before he could question her further, Wolf suddenly appeared, practically knocking Lindsey over.


         “About time!”


         Wolf gave a single bark, then sat down at Lindsey’s feet, his tail quickly wagging back and forth on the step. Lindsey rose, turning toward the door.


         “Thank you for the company.”


         Kyle also rose, looking between Lindsey and Wolf.


         “I do appreciate your help in escorting us back,” Lindsey paused, “especially after the way I spoke to you.”


         Kyle smiled.


         Lindsey stood there for a moment, looking up at the kindest brown eyes she had ever seen. Very few people were taller than she was. But it was a pleasant feeling looking up to this man.


         “Come on, Wolf,” she commanded as she turned around. Wolf obeyed, following Lindsey up the stairs and around the corner.


         Kyle watched as wolf and master made their way back to her bedchamber. Wolf would probably sleep at the foot of the bed, keeping guard over her and Grace during the night.


         “I envy you Wolf,” Kyle whispered into the night. “I truly do.”


  Chapter 7



   


   They were traveling through a dense part of the forest when they heard the shouts.



         Kyle gave a signal, his men quickly responding by tightening the circle around the two women. When the small band of men appeared, Kyle’s eyes scanned the group until his eyes fell on Gavin, a large dark bruise on his temple.


         Lindsey’s work.


         Kyle heard Grace whispering to Lindsey when Gavin rode forward.


         “I came to collect what is mine.”


         Kyle heard Fergus’s sharp gasp at Gavin’s bold claim.


         “I am Gavin Michaels, Lord of Compton.”


         Gavin felt the heavy silence envelop him and began to feel uncomfortable. His plan was to make his claim, then take Grace away with him. But Lord Davitan’s stance indicated he was not going to just step aside, as he wanted him to.


         “I see you found her,” he continued in an appreciative tone. “Thank you for looking after her till I arrived.”


         “She will not—”


         Kyle raised his hand for silence when he heard Lindsey speak.


         Gavin rode forward, fully expecting Kyle’s men to part. But instead, Kyle rode directly in front of him, blocking his path.


         “I am her husband!” Gavin almost shouted.


         “I understand you left the convent before officially taking that title.”


         Gavin bristled. “It makes no difference. She is my betrothed, and I will take her, now!”


         Kyle made no move to let him pass. Keeping his gaze on Gavin, Kyle noticed where Gavin’s men had placed themselves. Unless Gavin was really desperate, Kyle had the upper hand. His men far outnumbered Gavin’s, plus his men were better strategically placed.


         “Grace, come here!” Gavin demanded as he stood in his stirrups to look over Kyle’s men.


         Lindsey moved her horse in front of Grace, letting him know she also stood in his way. She saw the rage in his eyes and knew he remembered their other night in the forest. This was not someone she wanted to meet alone.


         Wolf stood next to Lindsey’s horse, the hair on his neck raised as he uttered a low growl. He could not see anything for all the horses and men around them, but he sensed that Lindsey was suddenly agitated by something.


         Kyle heard the low growl, heard several of the horses behind him as they naturally responded to the sound.


         “Wolf, down. Be quiet,” Lindsey commanded in a whisper.


         “I am returning her to her family,” Kyle calmly spoke. “If you wish to accompany us, please do. But I am not at liberty to leave either women anywhere except at the convent.”


         Gavin’s face twisted in rage. But he finally backed his horse away. Lord Davitan was not someone he wanted to confront right now.


         With a wave of his hand, his men began to disperse back into the forest.


         “I will remember this, Lord Davitan.”


         “Michaels . . . ?”


         Gavin turned on his horse to look at Kyle.


         “You may pick up your horse at Bluedell.”


         Lindsey did not miss the raging fury that passed across Gavin’s face.


         Gavin gave a final look at Grace, then to Lindsey. He still felt the pounding in his head from where she had hit him. With his eyes still on Lindsey, he repeated his threat.


          “I will remember this.”


  Chapter 8



   


   Kyle was making another trip to the convent.


         It had been just over a month since he had delivered Lindsey and Grace safely back. He had watched the sisters as they scurried about, each making sure the girls were safe and unhurt.


         Lindsey was right. The sisters were all elderly. Even Father James was elderly.


         Grace’s father had arrived the day before, obviously angered by the sudden departure of his only daughter. When he heard what had happened, Lord Whitcomb’s face became set in stone. He was not a big man, but he was stocky. The sprinkling of gray at his temples told him Grace had been a late child.


         “I will speak to Gavin Michaels, personally.”


         Kyle could tell by his tone that talking was not what Lord Whitcomb had in mind. He turned his head to look at one of the sisters standing at the doorway. She was looking directly at him, her eyes wide with . . .


         Fear?


         He thought she cringed when he returned her gaze.


         Sister Jane quietly approached. “We are deeply thankful for your assistance.”


         Kyle looked down at the sister, remembering what Lindsey had said about her. Small, but with a will of iron. Looking down at the determined eyes, he could well imagine how strong willed she was.


         “You are welcome to stay the night within our humble walls,” she added.


         Kyle looked beyond the short woman at the older buildings. A house of God was not a place to bring in weapons.


         “Thank you for the kind offer, but we will camp outside.”


         Sister Jane nodded, as if she expected such a response. “If your needs are such that we may be of help, please let me know.”


         Kyle nodded his head in return, watching the short woman as she headed back. He lifted his eyes, hoping for another glimpse of Lindsey, but both girls were already out of sight behind the thick walls of the convent. With a strange feeling in his heart, he turned, giving the signal for his men to begin the trip back to Bluedell.


         He was unaware that two of his men were at that very moment talking about him.


         “I tell you, he wants her something fierce,” Bede observed.


         Fergus looked ahead at Kyle in the lead. “What will he do about it?”


         Bede shrugged his left shoulder. “Not sure.”


         “Never seen him pine for a woman like this.”


         “He never has.”


         “And how would you know?”


         “Because I know.” Bede noticed Fergus's silence. “What are you thinking?”


         “I think Lady Rachelle would not like that he is thinking of another woman.”


         Bede chuckled to himself. “Yeah.”


         Fergus's attention was again drawn to the man ahead of them. “See the way he looked at her when he thought no one was looking?”


         Bede nodded in agreement.


         “Saw her looking at him the same way a few times.”


         Bede turned in his saddle to face Fergus. “How did you notice anything? You seldom left Lady Whitcomb’s side the whole time they were here.”


         Fergus sat straight in the saddle, his eyes focused ahead. “Just wanted to make sure none of the young bucks bothered her.”


         Bede looked ahead again, a smile on his face. “They never got a chance to get close enough.”


         Fergus smiled at the thought before returning to the original subject. “What do you think about him?”


         Bede rode for a moment in silence and thought of Kara. He recognized the hunger in Kyle’s expression, the wanting. It seemed both men suffered the same ailment.


         Kyle Davitan had a sense of honor that he valued very highly. Men were fewer these days who valued such things. But Kyle did.


         “He will think of something,” Bede spoke out loud. “Just you wait and see.”


         And Kyle had done something, finally.


  For the next few days, visions of Lindsey filled every free moment he had, even filled a few moments when he was trying to concentrate on other things. He remembered how at ease he felt while talking with her during the quiet nights while Wolf roamed around the courtyard, and how at ease she seemed to be with him.


         He thought of every reason why he should leave her alone, and the list seemed endless:


         She wanted to join the convent.


         She felt she needed to stay and help the elderly sisters.


         She had no dowry.


         She had a temper.


         She had a wolf for a pet.


         And then he thought of every reason to go and get her:


         She was loyal, honest, and fiercely protective of those she cared for.


         She was not afraid of him.


         He could easily imagine her by his side as his wife and mother of his children.


         After two weeks, his men were glad when he finally left with a small party of men. He knew he had been hard on them, taking out his frustrations on his men during their training. He noticed the sly look Bede kept giving him.


         Did he know?


         Well, it did not matter now.


         He traveled to court, patiently waited for an audience with the King, and then quickly made his request. Kyle was worried for a moment when Henry had simply stared at him, as if he had grown another head. Then a broad smile broke out on his face, accompanied by a hearty slap on the back.


         “When I offered you Kellington and the land around it two years ago, you graciously declined, if I remember correctly.”


         “The offer included the Lady Miranda, if I remember correctly,” he easily bantered back.


         Henry lifted his gaze to the ceiling as he narrowed his eyes, remembering. “Ah, yes. Lady Miranda. She is very pleasing to the eye. Young and innocent.” He paused as he stroked his reddish beard. “At least I am told that.”


         “So I am also told,” Kyle echoed.


         Henry turned, a huge smile across his reddish face. “I could use you here, Kyle. You are a natural diplomat.”


         Kyle shrugged his wide shoulders beneath his heavy fur-lined cloak. “I am happy to serve you from where I am presently.”


         Henry walked to a smaller table and poured them both a cup of wine. “Any problems with smugglers?” he asked as he set the decanter down, then handed Kyle a cup.


         Kyle never even flinched at the change of topics. He was used to Henry’s quick mind as it raced from one thought to another. “Not since last year. I believe the word has spread that the pass is closed for all traffic of that sort.”


         Henry took a drink, then changed the subject. “Your sister and Rainier, how are they doing?”


         “Happy and getting fat with their third child, according to my sister.”


         “And your neighbors? Michaels giving you any trouble?”


         Kyle raised another eyebrow at the subtle question. He was not fooled. Henry already knew the answers. “Just the usual irritant.”


         Henry slowly swirled the dark red liquid. “Lord Whitcomb was here a few days ago, asking to break the betrothal between Michaels and his daughter.”


         Kyle kept silent as Henry took a drink before continuing.


         “Said Michaels attacked his daughter. Told me if not for the help of her companion, a young woman from the convent traveling with them, she would have been ruined. He would have been forced to honor the marriage. Of course, most men would feel that Michaels had a right, since they were betrothed.”


         Kyle remembered the expression on Lord Whitcomb's face when Grace was returned to the convent. “For some reason, I do not feel Lord Whitcomb would agree.”


         King Henry nodded his head in agreement. “Lord Whitcomb is a loyal knight to me. He has taken great care in keeping his daughter safe since his wife died.”


         Kyle took a moment to consider his words. “Did you grant Lord Whitcomb a release?”


         “I was waiting for you to tell me what you knew about Michaels.”


         Kyle kept his surprise hidden. How did Henry know he was coming to court so soon? “Not much,” he answered. “He mostly stays away. There have been a few small raids here and there, but there has never been any proof that he is behind them.”


         Henry stood for a few minutes, deep in thought. Kyle knew Henry had finally decided upon something when his eyes narrowed and he barely nodded his head. Henry suddenly turned around, bringing the subject back to the reason for Kyle’s visit.


         “So tell me, Kyle, does this young lady you speak of return your attentions.”


         “I believe so.”


         Henry looked up in mild surprise. “Have you not spoken to her yet?”


         “Not yet.”


         Henry paused in thought. “I imagine Lady Rachelle will be bitterly disappointed.”


         Kyle considered how the lady in question would respond when she heard the news. “Lady Rachelle will always look out for herself.”


         “I gather you are right. She has a way of being around at the most opportune moments. I understand she has visited Bluedell quite often this past year.”


         Again, Kyle kept his surprise hidden. “She will find comfort with another soon enough.”


         “I do not think she wants another. ”


         “Lady Rachelle will do whatever is needed to keep her position in London.”


         “Hmm,” Henry thought out loud, rubbing his beard again as he walked toward a chair. “This woman must be something special.”


         Kyle pictured Lindsey in his mind, her fiery eyes and her sense of honor. Lindsey was the first one to make him think of settling down, the only one he actually thought of marrying. “She is,” he honestly replied.


         Kyle knew he would be granted his request when a secretive smile appeared in Henry’s eyes.


         “Well now, let us see,” Henry started as he took a long drink from his cup.


         Kyle patiently waited as he took a few sips of the sweet wine from his own cup. He knew Henry was calculating just how much he was going to profit from this request.


         “I had envisioned your marriage to be one that would strengthen my allies. And since this lady you speak of possesses no dowry, she really would be of little value to me, personally.”


         Kyle knew he would be expected to pay a heavy tax to pay for the absence of a beneficial dowry.


         Henry looked up toward the ceiling, his eyes narrowing again. “If you had married Lady Monique deClare, as I offered many years ago, I would be enjoying the Easton Estate in France. Or, if you had married Lady Rachel MacBryant from Scotland last year, I would have a rather large army at my disposal, courtesy of her father and his clan.”


         Kyle rolled his eyes at the mention of each and every prospective female Henry mentioned. Henry was thoroughly enjoying himself at his expense.


         When Henry tired of the game, he became serious again, settling the tax due with amazing speed.


         Now Kyle was on his way, his coin chests considerably lighter, but a plan already in motion. He took the opportunity to order supplies to restock Bluedell while here. The merchants had promised to deliver the items within the month.


         It occurred to him that Lindsey might decline his offer of marriage. He remembered her words:


         ‘I have no dowry for any marriage, except two strong arms and a strong back. Not many men would accept that kind of a dowry.’


         “You are wrong, Lindsey,” he had told himself later. “You also have courage and honor, and those things are priceless to me.”


         He had a small party with him, with the acknowledgment of marriage from the King inside his tunic. If she refused his offer, he would simply have to convince her.


         He smiled to himself.


         How difficult could it be?


  Chapter 9



   


   Everyone was at the small chapel behind the convent for the wedding. Kyle, wearing his best bliaut, which was fitted around his waist and large shoulders, was standing before Father James, with Fergus on his right side, Grace on his left. Sister Jane, Sister Cora, Sister Ruth, and Sister Marla were all standing against the wall.


         Everyone was there, except the bride!


         “I think I know where she is,” Sister Marla volunteered as she quickly headed out the door.


         Father James shook his head as he stood at the altar. “Should be here at her own wedding.”


         Kyle stood in the silence with his hands clasped behind his back. He would not let his face show his concern about Lindsey not being present. It was strange, but he found comfort in the whispered voices of the three remaining Sisters.


         “It will not be the same without her around.”


         “No,” Sister Jane agreed with Sister Ruth.


         “Grace will miss her terribly,” Sister Cora whispered from the other side of Sister Jane.


         Sister Jane slightly shook her head as she leaned over. “Not for long. I believe her father is already arranging another marriage as quickly as possible.”


         Both Sisters nodded their heads.


         “Do you think he knows she has a temper?”


         Sister Jane quickly glanced at Lord Davitan at Sister Ruth’s question. “He surely has already heard it.”


         With Kyle facing forward, neither of the Sisters saw the slight smile pass over his face.


         “She has such a giving heart,” Sister Cora whispered.


         “One of the kindest souls I ever met,” Sister Ruth agreed.


         Both Sisters nodded their heads. Sister Cora leaned over to make sure Lord Davitan could not hear.


         “Did you tell him?” she whispered


         Sister Jane again glanced over at Lord Davitan. “No.”


         A slight gasp.


         “Why not?”


         Sister Jane lowered her voice. “Because there are certain things that husbands and wives should learn from each other.”


         Sister Ruth leaned closer too. “Were you afraid to tell him?”


         Sister Jane stood as tall as her short stature would allow. “No. But I expect it will make a bigger impression on him when he learns for himself.”


         “I hope he will not hurt her.”


         “Lindsey is stronger than that.”


         Sister Ruth slightly shook her head. “I meant her feelings.”


         Sister Jane again looked at Lord Davitan and remembered his commanding voice and bearing. “Lord Davitan does not strike me as the kind to intentionally hurt someone.”


         “I think the ‘unintentional’ hurts more.”


         Sister Jane thought for a moment. “If it makes you feel better, we can stop by every now and then, just to make sure all is fine.”


         Sister Ruth stood straight up, her hands folded in front of her. “I would like that.”


         “So would I,” Sister Cora echoed.


         Sister Jane glanced toward the open door of the chapel. “That is, of course, if she ever shows up.”


   


   


         Sister Marla found Lindsey sitting on the ground before Sister Mary’s grave. She was still in the lavender gown a local merchant had graciously given her, the long full sleeves resting on her lap around her folded arms. Because Lindsey was so tall, a piece had to be added to the hem. The gown itself had been in style many years ago, but she knew Lindsey was not concerned with that.


         Her hair was loose and free as it fell down her back. She realized how seldom she had seen Lindsey's hair loose. It was usually pulled back in a braid and covered with a scarf while she worked.


         For a moment she watched from a distance before calling out.


         “You cannot keep him waiting forever, my dear.”


         Her heart went out to her young charge as Lindsey looked up. So many changes were happening lately.


         “I will miss my herb garden,” Lindsey announced.


         Sister Marla glanced at the well tended garden in question. “You have spent many years working in it.”


         “I have collected many different herbs from different travelers, many that do not naturally grow here. And I have learned so much, not only from you and the others here, but also from the local healer.”


         “I am sure your knowledge will be put to good use. I know the people around here will sorely miss you. You have such a tender way with those in need.” Sister Marla gave a soft chuckle. “Do you remember that traveling family with the pregnant wife?”


         “I remember her delivery was difficult.”


         “But if not for you, both the wife and child would not have survived.”


         Lindsey looked off. “There was a time when I thought I would not be able to save either.”


         Sister Marla's eyes raised. “You never gave any indication.”


         “I did not want the wife to suspect. But, in the end, it all turned out fine. Everyone was exhausted when her son finally arrived.”


         Sister Marla nodded her head. “Remember how long they stayed afterward.”


         Lindsey gave a chuckle. “I thought Sister Jane would forcefully put them out.”


         “The husband was very large, and he did consume almost all of our supplies.”


         “Thomas was eager to hunt for us.”


         Sister Marla looked at the convent. “Over the years, these walls have housed many people in need, people who needed wounds to be stitched up, babes to be born, bruises to be soothed, and only occasionally, a grave to dig...” her voice trailed off as she turned back to Lindsey. “You have been more than a blessing to us. It is time we shared that blessing.”


         “But I always had someone to talk with about illnesses, and mixing herbs.”


         “You will find someone who will help you continue to learn.”


         “But, it will not be the same without all of you.”


         “True, but there are other people you have yet to meet, people you will grow close to, people you will love just as much.”


         Lindsey's gaze returned to the grave, her face reflecting her disquieting thoughts. “I needed some time.”


         “We all do from time to time.”


         Lindsey looked back down at her hands folded in her lap.


         “Lindsey?”


         “I am happy here.”


         Sister Marla could not help but hear the anguish in those four words. “I know you are,” she began as she sat down beside her. She took a moment to look around the small garden, memories of so many different people suddenly crowding her mind. “This is one of my favorite spots to come when I have things on my mind.”


         “I remember seeing you here, along with most of the other sisters at one time or another. This must be a popular spot to think.”


         “It is so peaceful here.”


         Lindsey took a deep breath. “Sometimes I am able to sort through my thoughts better here than anywhere else.”


         “And have you sorted your thoughts?”


         “Last month I was confident in what I was doing, where I was going, who I was. Now ...”


         “Most of the sisters come here to the convent to belong somewhere, to fulfill a purpose in their life. This convent fulfills that need for them.”


         Lindsey’s face showed the confusion she was feeling. “But that is how I feel,” she whispered.


         “But is the convent where you belong? Is it your purpose?”


         Lindsey looked down at the grave again. “I always thought I would stay and help. I never really considered leaving all of you behind.”


         Sister Marla allowed the long silence that followed, allowing Lindsey time to work this out for herself.


         “I am afraid,” she finally whispered.


         “Of what, my dear? Of Lord Davitan?”


         “Oh, no. He does not frighten me. Well, not really.” Lindsey began absently picking at the material in her lap. “It is just that… I… I have… nothing of value to bring to this union.”


         “Oh?”


         “Lord Davitan is a friend of the King, a man of some worth.”


         “True.”


         “Then why is he asking for me when . . .”


         “When he could have any other woman with lands and titles attached to her?” Sister Marla finished for her.


         Lindsey nodded her head.


         Sister Marla considered her words.


         “From birth, Lindsey, women are considered more for their possessions and child bearing abilities than anything else. Very few men consider beyond that when selecting a wife. In fact, most wives never meet their husbands until the wedding day itself.”


         “I understand all that,” Lindsey agreed as she stared at her folded hands in her lap. “If I were of a noble family, my father would most likely have chosen my husband for me while I was still very young, like Grace.”


         “True. Yet, in a way, though, you are very fortunate.”


         Lindsey looked up. “I am?”


         “You already know Lord Davitan is not asking for you because of your wealth, although, he most likely has considered a future family with you. He would have to be extremely dull-witted not to think of that.”


         Lindsey gave a chuckle at considering Kyle Davitan ‘dull-witted’.


         “Show him what your true worth is, Lindsey. Show him what all of us here already know.”


         Lindsey looked at her hands, then absently straightened the flowers on the grave. A tiny cut stone with Sister Mary’s name engraved stood at the head.


         “You were very close to her,” Sister Marla whispered.


         “I miss her greatly sometimes.”


         Sister Marla patted Lindsey’s hands in assurance. “I know what you mean, my dear. We often practiced archery together behind the well over there.”


         Lindsey looked toward the well behind the garden. “You both knew how to use the bow?”


         Sister Marla smiled, her chin lifting with pride. “My accuracy was, and still is, rather good.”


         Lindsey’s shocked look made Sister Marla chuckle.


         “Do not look so surprised. I was even better than my brothers, and they won many tournaments. But they would never allow me in the tournaments.” She leaned forward and whispered in a conspiratorial way. “They knew I would beat them.”


         “You?”


         Sister Marla nodded her head as Lindsey’s eyes widened in disbelief. “I could hit a running rabbit at a hundred feet before my oldest brother even had his arrow notched. I still practice behind the gardens.”


         Lindsey stared at Sister Marla for another moment, then burst out in laughter when she saw the twinkle in her eyes. Lindsey shook her head at the thought of Sister Marla, bow in hand and aiming at a target. “You always could make me laugh.”


         Sister Marla tilted her head to the side, a warm smile on her face. “With you, my dear, it was always easy.”


         The view of the chapel next to the well reminded Lindsey of the man within, patiently waiting. Her smile gave way to a sober expression.


         “What will you do without me to help?”


         Sister Marla gently grasped Lindsey’s hand. “You forget, my dear, this is a house of God.”


         “But—“


         “He will take care of us. He has all these years, has He not?”


         Lindsey finally looked up, a faint smile on her lips.


   


   


         In the small chapel behind the garden at the convent, Lord Kyle Davitan married Lindsey Stepp.


         He was not sure, but he thought he heard her mumble something during the ceremony about ‘showing him her worth’. He knew he had to be mistaken, though.


         He already knew her worth.


  Chapter 10



   


    Lady Rachelle stared at her reflection in the mirror. Turning her head this way and that, she examined her long brown hair, smooth neck, firm jawline, then finally her eyes. Even to her own observation, she saw the excitement shining in them.


         Unbraiding her hair, she began to slowly brush it with long even strokes. When her eyes met her reflection again, a genuine smile appeared.


         “Finally!” she whispered to herself after a deep sigh. Her excitement was so great, she could hardly contain it.


         A knock at her door brought her poised look back.


         “Enter.”


         Rose, a timid maid, appeared. “Mi lady, there be two gentlemen here ta see ya.”


         Lady Rachelle frowned but for a moment. “Two men?”


         “Aye.”


         That meant it was not Kyle. He would never bring someone with him. Only one other person would seek her out here.


         “Send them in.”


         Rose gave a quick curtsy, then left. Lady Rachelle took another glance at herself in the mirror.


         She liked what she saw.


         The door opened again. This time, Rose was followed by two tall men, one wide and burly, the other slim.


         “Lady Rachelle,” the burly man greeted as Rose left, closing the door behind her.


         “Sir Robert,” she returned the greeting. “I must admit, I am surprised at this meeting.”


         “Are you? It has been almost a year, and we are still waiting.”


         “'Tis what I like about you, Robert. You get right to the point.”


         “We have been patient, but we have lost much money in the delays. We were hoping you would be at Bluedell by now.”


         “You must remember that it takes time to establish oneself. I cannot just move in.”


         Robert looked pointedly at Lady Rachelle. “Our agreement was that you would be at Bluedell by now.”


         Lady Rachelle ran her hands down her gown as she took a moment to check her appearance. “I gather you have not heard the news?”


         “News?” Edwin, standing just behind Robert, finally spoke up.


         “Yes. I have heard from several servants that Lord Davitan has been in court this past week. And that he sought an audience with the King himself.”


         She could see the expressions of both men, both wondering the same thing.


         “The news is that he asked for, and was granted, a certificate of marriage.”


         Both men's expressions changed from sourly to smiles.


         “He has been here?” Robert excitedly asked.


         Lady Rachelle shook her head. “Not yet. But, I am expecting him.”


         Edwin nudged his friend. “We should be able to use the pass within the month.”


         Robert looked at Lady Rachelle for confirmation.


         “I do not know exactly what his plans are. But I must remind you of our deal.”


         “Yes, yes,” both men replied. It was evident that they were eager to leave, now that they had the answer they wanted.


         “I will send word to you when the deed is done. Then, I will inform you when Lord Davitan is away and the pass can be used. Your men know of the fee?”


         “We are prepared to pay, as long as you deliver access to the pass.”


         “Then we are in agreement.”


         Lady Rachelle watched as both men left. Alone with her thoughts again, she considered her next move.


         Should she wait for Kyle to come to her and surprise her, for he obviously meant to surprise her. Otherwise he would have visited her while he was here a Court. He surely must have returned to Bluedell to make things ready for her.


         She frowned for a moment, thinking how long it would take. Kyle was methodical. He would not send for her until all was set. And that was longer than either she or Roger was willing to wait.


         Maybe she should unexpectedly visit him again. Surprise him instead!


         Or, maybe she should write a casual letter.


         No, then she would have to wait for a reply.


         Deciding on surprising him with a visit, she called to Rose to begin packing. The past two years of patiently planning and waiting were almost over.


         Since Kyle had been granted Bluedell, the use of the pass had been closed. Her cousin, the black sheep of the family, had been a smuggler of many years. None of the family were aware of his secret life, but she had discovered his trade, had learned of his runs. Fascinated with the tales of pursuit, her cousin explained how the pass enabled his men to plunder, deliver the goods to the boat, and then sail before anyone was any wiser.


         Wanting to halt the plundering, the King had given Bluedell to Lord Davitan. Having to go around Bluedell and the pass, it became difficult to continue the trade. The extra time on the roads only left them vulnerable to other bandits, as well as the King's men.


         She had thought of the idea of establishing herself at Bluedell. Then, whenever Kyle was away, she would allow Robert and his men safe passage, for a fee of course. She remembered how much profit her cousin made. She could feel the excitement bubbling in her at the thought. The fees would be nominal, but knowing how much could be smuggled through, she would have a nice sum. It would be easy to keep it from Kyle. She would install her own servants, and Kyle's men could be persuaded to not notice. The ones she could not control, she would insist that Kyle take them with him.


         The fees she would collect would be hers, and all she needed to do was to get herself installed at Bluedell.


         And that was finally going to happen. It had taken Kyle long enough. She had visited as much as she could. She wanted Kyle to think of her, to see how she could run Bluedell for him. She had patiently waited for two long years. She knew there was no one else he was interested in.


         And now he had the certificate of marriage.


         Yes, she would show up.


         What a surprise that would be!


  Chapter 11



   


   Lindsey was more than ready when Kyle called a halt to their travels for the night. Her back was sore, her head hurt, and her nerves were rattled.


         Sister Mary never mentioned this about being married.


         While traveling, she thought a lot on how to best show Kyle her worth, like Sister Marla suggested. Her first opportunity came sooner than she expected.


         Sister Cora and Sister Ruth had given her a pouch of biscuits. Judging by the bulk of the pouch, there were plenty of biscuits for everyone. Sister Jane had also given her a small bag of fruit. That, combined with the biscuits, would prove to be more than enough for a light meal tonight.


         “I saw some tracks,” she heard Fergus mention to Kyle as the men began to unload the horses and set up camp. “I should be back soon.”


         “I saw some rabbits,” Jon added.


         “There is no need to hunt for food.” All three men turned to Lindsey. “The sisters sent food for us.”


         “They did?” Fergus asked surprised. He did not remember seeing food loaded.


         “Yes.”


         Both Fergus and Jon looked questioningly at Kyle, who simply shrugged his shoulders. “Seems you get a night off from hunting.”


         Within minutes, Fergus had a small fire going in the middle of the camp, his mouth already watering at the thought of roasted mutton or boiled rabbit.


         Lindsey watched as two of the men left the small group. “Are they not eating?” she asked Kyle.


         “They are watching the camp. They will eat later.”


         “Oh.”


         As the men sat around the small fire, Lindsey distributed the biscuits and fruit to the men, one by one. When everyone had a share, she took hers and sat down next to Kyle.


         The silence was very unnerving. Taking a bite of her biscuit, she looked around. Instead of eating, the men were all looking at the provisions like they had never seen a biscuit before.


         She looked at Kyle and noticed that he was watching her.


         “Is something wrong?”


         Kyle looked at her, then at his meal. She looked at each of the men, who refused to return her look.


         “Lindsey . . .” Kyle began.


         Lindsey stopped chewing. “Yes?”


         Silence again.


         Finally Fergus got up. “Those tracks were not that far back.”


         “I am with you,” another rose to join him.


         Lindsey watched as most of the men began to leave. She looked to her new husband, confused. “What is wrong?”


         Kyle was not sure how to say it without hurting her feelings. “Lindsey, the men are accustomed to more than a biscuit and a piece of fruit.”


         Lindsey looked at the food before her. “This is what we normally eat in the evening.”


         “My men eat quite a bit more than that.”


         “More than this?” Lindsey was surprised. The food before her was ample for the sisters at the convent.


         The men were gathering their weapons, their talk quiet amongst themselves.


         Well, twit. Her first chance to prove herself, and she did everything but that. She was thinking of some way to redeem herself, when suddenly several of the horses began stomping their hooves, their heads thrown back as they tried to pull free. The men quickly turned around, their swords drawn as they looked first at the horses, then turned toward the forest.


         Kyle stood, his food forgotten as he faced the forest, his own sword held before him.


         Without a word, the men came forward and stood before her, effectively blocking her view. Kyle gave a signal and Fergus and another man went in opposite directions into the forest.


         Finally, Lindsey heard the sound. It was coming from directly in front of them, and getting closer.


         “Kyle—”


         Kyle raised his hand for silence as he advanced slowly. The men were totally silent as they each took their position, several in front of her, a few standing with Kyle.


         “Kyle,” she began again, louder this time. The guard before her turned and gave her an angry look. She wanted to do what she was told, but she needed to get Kyle’s attention.


         She tried to walk forward, but the men before her would not let her pass. The sound was getting closer. She had to do something.


         Raising her fingers, she gave an earsplitting whistle. The men surrounding her suddenly spun around, a startled look on their faces.


         Kyle raised his sword as the black form came charging through the bushes. He heard Lindsey’s yell at the same time he recognized Wolf.


         “HOLD BACK!”


         Wolf charged through the wall of startled men, straight toward Lindsey.


         Lindsey raised her arms, but Wolf’s size and speed knocked her over.


         All at once, the silence was broken as every man spoke at the same time. Kyle slowly walked toward his new wife, her arms the only thing he could see as she tried to remove the large animal.


         “Wolf, down,” she commanded. “Wolf, I mean it, down, NOW!”


         The animal did not move. Instead, he continued to dodge Lindsey’s hands and lick her face whenever he got a chance.


         “WOLF, DOWN!”


         Lindsey was surprised at the speed at which Wolf obeyed Kyle’s voice. He sat beside her, his tail wagging furiously and his tongue happily hanging out as he looked up at Kyle.


         “He never obeys anyone but me.”


         At the sound of her voice, Wolf tried to lick her face again. Lindsey reached for the chewed off rope around his neck while pushing his face away. Kyle knelt on the ground in front of Wolf while Lindsey tried to remove the paw marks and leaves on her gown.


         “I am sorry. I did not think he would follow me.”


         Kyle examined the rope, then looked at Lindsey. “Why did you leave him behind?”


         Wolf, his nose to the ground, quickly found the biscuit Kyle had dropped from his lap. With one bite, the biscuit was gone, his nose to the ground in search for another.


         “At the convent, there are no horses, and Wolf runs free.” She glanced at the row of horses tied up, all their ears laid flat, their nostrils and eyes wide with fright as they tried to get away. “I know it has been difficult when Wolf is around.”


         Kyle also looked at the horses, knew they were afraid of the predator part of Wolf. Looking at Wolf now, he appeared to be more of a pet than anything as he licked his chops, another two biscuits being devoured.


         And he belonged to Lindsey.


         “The horses will get accustomed to his scent.”


         Lindsey looked up, surprised. “They will?”


         He saw the joy in her face at being able to keep Wolf. That expression was one he hoped to see often in their lives.


         “Fergus, get a length of rope.”


         Lindsey scratched Wolf behind the ears as he eagerly licked his chops, another biscuit gone. “He does not like being tied up.”


         “I cannot have him running around freely. My men would never be able to tell if it was him, an enemy, or a wild animal. He needs to be where everyone knows where he is.”


         “Every time I tried to tie him up, he escapes, like now.”


         Kyle examined Wolf sitting contentedly beside Lindsey, his tail still moving at a face pace.


         “Before, when he broke loose, where were you?”


         Lindsey thought. “The last time was when I was escorting Grace, the time before was when I went to help a merchant. Both times, he chewed the rope through.”


         Fergus approached and handed Kyle the rope. Kyle quickly made a noose and slipped it over Wolf’s head. Wolf, in return, just sat and watched both people, unaware that his fate was being discussed.


         “As long as he knows you are near, he will be fine.” At Lindsey’s look of concern, he continued. “He seems to break loose only when you are not around.”


         Wolf did not object as the rope was secured around his neck, nor object when he was led to the nearby tree. Lindsey watched as Wolf looked up as Kyle gave him one last scratch on the head, then turned and looked at her. As he watched the men around the camp, he settled down, resting his head on his front paws, his eyes watching every movement.


         Several of the men went to the horses and whispered words to calm them down. The meal was forgotten as everyone settled down for the night.


         Lindsey had thought she would be more nervous with so many men about. But knowing Wolf was nearby, she felt more secure.


         As she prepared her spot where Kyle directed, she was at first startled when Kyle laid down next to her. She meant to sit up, but Kyle’s large hand draped over her, holding her down.


         “Do not worry,” he softly spoke from beside her. “He will be fine. Tomorrow will be a long ride, so try to get some sleep.”


         She waited for several minutes, listening to the steady breathing of the man beside her. Of course, she was married now, but she was unaccustomed to anyone sleeping next to her.


         How did she move?


         If she moved, would Kyle wake up?


         If Kyle moved, would she wake up?


         How did people sleep next to each other?


         Sister Mary never mentioned that!


  Chapter 12



   


   For some reason, entering Bluedell the second time as Kyle’s wife was harder than the first time when she entered as a stranger.


         Lindsey was hoping for another day of travel to gather her courage before facing the people inside. But Kyle was determined to continue on. When Bluedell appeared over the rise, her nervousness increased. Maybe they would not recognize her.


         Looking around at the few expectant faces as they rode in, she only saw mild curiosity. One of the guards she remembered seeing last time approached.


         “Welcome home,” Bede smiled.


         Kyle looked around. “’Tis good to be back.”


         “Welcome to Bluedell, Lady Lindsey.”


         Lindsey gave a tentative smile. If he remembered her, he was being very polite in not bringing it to her attention.


         “Your entry into Bluedell is definitely under happier circumstances than last time.”


         Well, twit. He did remember.


         Bede was surprised by her obvious embarrassment. “There is food ready for the both of you. We have been waiting for your arrival.”


         Kyle lifted Lindsey down from her mount. “I was eager to get back, and I know the men are hungry.”


         Bede was curious at the wink Kyle gave to his new wife.


         The table in the hall was already set with various platters of meat, cheese, fruit, and bread.


         Kara brought everyone their drinks. As she set the cups on the table, her eyes softened as she looked at Bede. When she turned to leave, her eyes gave him a caressing gaze, a secret smile playing on her lips. Bede, in return, allowed his eyes to travel along Kara’s body, like he was remembering.


         Kyle watched the scene with interest.


         “I see you finally did something about Kara,” Kyle spoke as he watched Kara leave the hall.


         Bede was also watching Kara as she left the room, a satisfied smile on his face.


         Kyle looked at his guard and friend as he took a long drink from his cup. A knowing look passed between the two men.


         “Anything else happened?”


         Bede ignored the playful tone. “We started digging the well, but a few delays have developed because of rocks and such.”


         “How about the work on the towers?” From the corner of his eye Kyle saw Lindsey sneak a piece of meat to Wolf.


         “The north and east towers are finished. Work started on the west tower a few days ago.”


         Kyle reached over another portion of meat and cheese to Lindsey.


         “Which reminds me,” Bede continued. “Tinker was measuring the east tower.”


         Kyle stopped and looked up. “Measuring? Why?”


         “No idea.”


         “On the tower?”


         Bede nodded his head. “The east tower.”


         “What is he planning now?”


         “He was up there mumbling and grumbling like he always does.”


         “Guess time will tell.”


         Bede grabbed an apple. “Kean's daughter broke her leg two weeks ago, but she seems to be recovering just fine.”


         “Good.”


         He took a large bite, obviously enjoying the taste. “We had another argument last week.”


         Kyle raised his gaze. “LaTasha?”


         Bede nodded his head as he took another bite. “Cane said something that Daryl took exception to.”


         “Again?” Kyle gave an exasperated sigh. “I wish Cane would just marry her.”


         “He is afraid of Daryl.”


         “Where are they now?”


         “I had to separate them. Daryl is on the north tower, Cane is on the south.”


         Kyle thought for a moment. “Put them both to cleaning the stable.”


         Bede stopped chewing. “The stable?”


         “Either both of them will settle the issue, or they will kill each other.”


         Bede’s face broke out in a grin. “You may be right.”


         “Either way, the problem should solve itself.”


         “Daryl is a good man if he could only control his temper.”


         “His temper only flares up when his sister is involved.”


         Bede took another bite. “Maybe you need to be talking to Cane instead.”


         “Maybe I should. Talking to Daryl is obviously not getting me anywhere.” He gave a heavy sigh. “And how is the mill coming?”


         “Just waiting for the stone.”


         “Should be here when the supplies arrive.”


         “This will be the third one.” Bede rose, an indication that his report was finished. “Hopefully, this one will be angled right.”


          “It better be. I want to use it this year when the wheat is harvested.”


  Chapter 13



   


   Lord Gavin Michaels stood on the wall, watching the small party as they left Compton Castle. Gavin was still shaking with the rage he felt.



         How dare he! How dare her father terminate the betrothal!


         He had waited years for Grace to finally come of age. With this marriage came a hefty land possession, along with a coin dowry that would enable him to do as he pleased, whenever he pleased. No one would stand in his way then. Absolutely no one!


         When he had gone to collect his bride over a month ago, he had been disappointed that the old priest was not there to marry them immediately. One look at Grace for the first time, though, and his heart and body responded in quick time.


         Not only was she wealthy, but she was beautiful.


         And she was his, alone.


         Not wanting to wait on the priest, he had quickly left, with Grace by his side, and a chaperon in tow.


         Lindsey.


         That interfering woman had done this to him. If it were not for her, Grace would now be his, and her father would have no means to take her away.


         But that was exactly what he had just done. The man riding away with his small company of guards was taking with him the means to finally make Gavin prosperous and respected.


         When Gavin was young, his father constantly promised him a treasure that was his by birth. But his father could never lay his hands on it. In fact, his father was not even sure exactly where it was. Gavin had heard the story for so long without any proof that he finally began believing it was a hoax.


         But his father continued to look for it until his death. Gavin was unaware of the expense his father had incurred looking for this so called inheritance. Now, Gavin barely had enough to provide Compton with provisions for the next year. Marriage to Grace Whitcomb would have taken care of his many needs.


         But now, she was gone, too.


         All because of Lindsey Stepp.


  Chapter 14



   Lindsey lazily opened her eyes, a feeling of contentment she could feel deep in her soul.


         So this was what marriage was all about.


         With the sun slowly rising in the sky, she turned to look at her sleeping husband lying beside her, the blankets just covering his legs and hips. Hair almost as dark as Wolf’s pelt covered his chest, arms and legs. Over the years, many men had been brought to the convent to be treated for different ailments and injuries. She remembered one young man had fallen from a tree, one whole side of his body had been sliced and cut when he landed on the rocks below. Unlike her husband, he had no hair at all on his chest.


         Kyle must have gotten his share of it.


         In spite of herself, she smiled.


         She was married.


         She never knew there was such joy to be found in the simple act of touching and kissing your mate.


         “What has you smiling this late in the morning?”


         Lindsey turned to see Kyle staring at her, a faint smile on his face. She knew she did not look her best in the morning. It usually took a good half-hour to brush the tangles from her hair when she forgot to braid it at night. Lowering her eyes, she pulled the covers up to her chin, not sure what to say.


         Leaning over, Kyle gently kissed his wife. Each breath he took, he could smell her fragrance.


         Heather.


         He never knew the fragrance of heather could be so intoxicating.


         “Good morning,” he whispered.


         He watched her shyly smile back. In time there would be no inhibitions between them.


         In time.


         He reached behind her neck to bring her mouth to his. He felt her soften underneath him as she wrapped her arms around his neck.


         “I wanted to do this the first day I met you.”


         Lindsey’s eyes widened. “But, I lost my temper.”


         Kyle smiled. “I know.”


         Lindsey slowly smiled in response to her husband’s wide grin. Closing the distance between them, she kissed her husband back.


         A few minutes later he reluctantly pulled back. “As much as I want to, we cannot stay in bed all day.”


         Kyle felt her body snuggle deeper into his warm embrace.


         Lindsey heard Kyle groan. Looking up, she saw a playful smile flicker across his eyes.


         “But, then again, why not?” he asked as he kissed her again.


   


   


         As she stretched her back, Lindsey realized she really should still be in bed catching up on her sleep. She was used to working hard during the day and retiring early to get a full night of rest before the sun rose. Kyle, though, had allowed little time for sleep.


         Sister Mary never mentioned that.


         Leaving Kyle still asleep upstairs, she had quickly dressed and quietly left the room. Her responsibility now was to run Bluedell as smoothly as possible. And she was determined that he would never regret his decision to marry her.


         On her way downstairs, she met Graham, the steward. She accompanied him as he checked the storehouse for supplies.


         “Your job then is to keep the storehouse supplied?” she asked.


         “I have many jobs. I keep account of every coin received and spent, as well as all items of harvest received. I also make most of the purchases for the running of Bluedell. Although now that you are here, you will want to take over many of these jobs.”


         “For now, I would prefer that the running of Bluedell to continue as it has.”


         “If that is your wish. But you will want to have the keys to the different rooms.”


         Graham handed her the large ring of keys. They felt heavy in her hand. She noticed a leather strap attached to the ring which Graham had tied to his belt. She dutifully tied the heavy ring to her belt, her every step making the keys jingle.


         “You mentioned keeping account of every coin and item of harvest received. How does he receive them?”


         Graham looked up at her, then quickly looked back down. Lindsey knew what he was thinking.


         “I have never run a place as large as Bluedell before,” she confessed.


         Graham saw the sincerity in her eyes.


         “The lands Lord Davitan was given by the King are far reaching. There are many smaller villages dotted among these acres, villages that are loyal to Lord Davitan and in turn, loyal to the king. Taking care of the many knights and guards Bluedell needs and provides is too costly for the local people to handle. These surrounding villages helped supply Bluedell with needed food items and other things, such as wool, wax, and such.”


         Lindsey nodded her head in understanding. “And what does Lord Davitan give to the King in return for this land?”


         “He has available to the King a set number of knights at any given time. These knights, along with his guards, in turn provide protection for the villages located on Lord Davitan's land. Each year, the overseers of these villages bring a percentage of their harvest in as partial payment of their rent and taxes.”


         “And you keep the records of who has paid?”


         “My bookkeeping is available to see at any time.”


         It was obvious that Graham took pride in accounting for every coin and item in his records.


         The storehouse indeed housed a variety of meat, vegetables, and grain. “There is another building in the courtyard where the wool is gathered,” Graham spoke as he quickly counted the barrels. “Another room off from the kitchen area is where the wax is stored.”


         “I can see why my husband chose you to be the steward.”


         Graham stopped counting and looked at Lindsey. It appeared that he was unaccustomed to praise.


         Leaving Graham to his counting of bags, barrels and hanging sides of meat, Lindsey went inspecting her new home.


         She stood in the hall looking around at the sparse furnishings. Kyle did not seem to have much more than she did. She wrinkled her nose as she recognized the stale odor coming from the old rushes on the floor. When she got a chance, she would remove them, maybe even replace them with something else. She wondered if Kyle would allow her to do that or if she should ask first.


         “Did you want to see us?”


         Lindsey gave a start at the voice suddenly beside her. Turning around, she noticed two women.


         “I am Kate, and this is LaTasha. Jon said you would want to see us.”


         “I. . . I am sorry. My mind was elsewhere.”


  Lindsey looked at the woman before her. Raven black hair on a heart shaped face was pulled back in a braid that hung past her shoulders. Deep green eyes looked out from behind long black lashes. Kate was several inches shorter than Lindsey, her body more slender and less filled out.


         Except for her stomach. Kate was several months pregnant.


         “Jon?”


         “My husband, one of the guards for Lord Davitan.”


         “Yes, I met him the other day.” Lindsey watched Wolf head out the door and into the courtyard. It appeared he was also eager to know his new domain.


         Lindsey turned her attention to the other woman standing before her, LaTasha. A few inches taller than Kate, LaTasha was exquisitely beautiful. Her brown eyes were exotic in shape with long lashes. While the sun seemed to darken her skin, it highlighted her long brown hair, which was loosely pulled back and tied with two red ribbons.


         “I understand you have a brother.”


         LaTasha gave a soft huff. “A foolish brother.”


         Lindsey knitted her brows. “I am not sure I met him yet.”


         “You would know when you met him.”


         “LaTasha and Daryl are not getting along right now,” Kate whispered.


         “He has no trust in me,” LaTasha almost shouted.


         “Yes he does.”


         “Then why does he pick a fight with Cane?”


         “He worries about you.”


         “I do not need his concern.”


         “He is your brother,” Kate tried to reason.


         LaTasha crossed her arms over her chest. “I can take care of myself.”


         “You know how he gets.”


         “He does not need to stand over me.”


         “He only wants to protect you.”


         LaTasha looked out to the courtyard. “Well, his attention is wanted as much as that manure he is shoveling right now.”


         Lindsey giggled.


  Both women turned back toward Lindsey. Apparently, they had forgotten she was even there.


         “I gather you two are friends?”


         Both women looked at each other, then smiled.


         “Can you tell me how many people work inside the keep?”


         “There is Kara, LaTasha and myself in the keep,” Kate began. “We take care of the laundry, candle making, and cleaning. Albert is the cook, and Graham is the steward.”


         “Yes, I met Graham already.” Lindsey looked around the large hall. “Is there a local healer nearby?”


         Lindsey was surprised at the strange expression the two girls exchanged with each other. She was afraid neither was going to answer her when LaTasha finally spoke up.


         “She came by a few weeks ago.”


         Lindsey looked from LaTasha to Kate, curious at their peculiar behavior. “And who is the local healer?”


         There was a long pause before Kate finally whispered, “Aggie.”


         Lindsey was even more surprised when both girls quickly made the sign of the cross.


         “I do not remember meeting Aggie.”


         The girls quickly repeated the sign.


         “Where does she live?”


         “In the forest.”


         Lindsey turned to Kate. “In the forest?”


         Both heads nodded together.


         “Who does she live with?”


         “No one,” LaTasha answered.


         “She lives by herself?”


         “Of course.”


         “Is she not afraid?”


         “Of what?”


         Lindsey turned back to Kate. “Afraid that someone would take advantage of her, or attack her?”


         Both Kate and LaTasha looked at Lindsey like she had lost her wits. “No one is going to bother her,” Kate admitted.


         “Not unless they want the evil-eye.”


         Lindsey looked to LaTasha. “The evil-eye?”


         LaTasha nodded her head. “If she does not like you, she will look at you with her evil-eye.”


         Kate took a moment to make the sign of the cross again, obviously for good measure.


         “Which eye is evil?”


         “She has only one eye,” Kate answered.


         “If she has only one, how do you know whether she is looking at you or giving you the evil-eye?”


         “Oh, you will know, all right.”


         “You will know,” LaTasha agreed as she nodded her head for emphasis.


         “Who was hurt?” Lindsey asked.


         “Sally, the daughter of Shauna and Kean, broke her leg playing.”


         “Who sent for Aggie?”


         “No one,” Kate replied after they both repeated the sign again.


         “So she was already here?”


         LaTasha shook her head as Kate answered. “No. She just showed up, like usual.”


         “Without anyone sending for her?”


         “She just shows up,” LaTasha repeated.


         Lindsey looked around at the empty hall. Most people were superstitious about matters they did not understand or could not explain. Being a healer herself, she learned early on that there was usually a logical explanation for most things.


         Clearly the people at Bluedell were superstitious about Aggie.


         She decided to change the subject.


         “I noticed a pile of old clothes in one of the unoccupied rooms upstairs and wondered who they belonged to.”


         Kate shook her head. “No one. We just keep putting off burning them.”


          “May I have them.”


         “The rags?” LaTasha asked.


         “Yes.”


         “But Lord Davitan has plenty of material if you wish some new gowns made.”


         Lindsey shook her head at Kate. “I prefer the old rags.”


         Kate and LaTasha looked at each other in confusion. The sudden noise from outside brought Lindsey’s attention to the doorway. “What is that?”


         All three women walked toward the door.


         In the middle of the courtyard stood the thinnest man Lindsey had ever seen. Shoulder length gray hair was flying in all directions as the breeze blew across the courtyard. A cloak made at the beginning of time barely hung on the slender frame of the elderly man. Arms as thin as arrows were waving through the air as he unloaded the horse at his side, banging items against each other.


         Several small piles of strange items were collecting at his feet as he proceeded to open another saddlebag. How the poor old horse carried all the items, plus the old man, was a mystery.


         “’Tis Tink.”


         Lindsey turned to Kate at her side. “Tink?”


         “Everyone calls him Tinker, but I call him Tink.”


         “Is that his name?”


         Kate shrugged her shoulders. “No one knows for sure.”


         Looking back down at the courtyard, Lindsey saw one of the guards pass by Tinker. She could just hear the greeting.


         “Hello Tinker.”


         Tinker looked up, mumbled something, and then proceeded with his chore.


         “Tink, huh?” Lindsey whispered as she began to walk down the steps.


         Tinker had finally finished pulling various objects from the saddlebag when Lindsey approached.


         “Hello there,” she softly spoke so as to not startle the older man.


         Tinker looked up at the friendly greeting, a cautious look in his eyes.


         Lindsey was not offended by the hard look, but instead looked down at the several piles between them.


         “Would you like some help?” she offered.


         A spark lighted in Tinker’s eyes as he looked over the woman standing before him.


         “You could take my horse to the stable.”


         Lindsey heard the sharp gasp from beside her and quickly turned her head. Bede was standing just in earshot, his face showing his surprise and displeasure at Tinker’s request. She realized that in a way, the older man may have just insulted her, but she slightly shook her head to Bede to keep quiet.


         “Of course,” she agreed as she returned her gaze to Tinker. “What is his name?”


         “Her name is Beulah.”


         “Oh, pardon me, Beulah,” she apologized to the horse as she led the animal to the stable. Bede followed right behind her.


         “Here, let me take the animal for you.”


         “Thank you, Bede. But I think I will take the animal myself.” The mare meekly followed Lindsey to her stall, her long lashes blinking over big brown eyes.


         Beulah gave a snort as she shook her matted mane, rattling the bridle around her head.


         Lindsey turned her head slightly when she entered the stable, and sure enough, the old man was watching. He was pretending to look over his pile of items, but she caught his quick look. She smiled to herself as she affectionately patted Beulah on her neck. She was sure the old man did not think she would do it.


         “Shall I rub her down for you, my lady?”


         Lindsey stood back to allow the young groom inside the stall. “I think she deserves an extra handful of oats.”


         The stable lad gave Beulah’s ear a good scratch. “Tinker and Beulah have been together a long time.”


         Bede was still just behind her as she returned to the courtyard and watched Tinker take several items inside a nearby hut. She took the opportunity to turn toward Bede.


         “Shh,” she sounded as she placed a finger in front of her lips. Bede stopped when he reached a barrel, then leaned against it with his arms crossed over his chest. It appeared he was going to stand there all day if necessary.


         Tinker came out again, heading for his pile as he ignored her.


         “May I help?”


         “Depends,” Tinker spoke as he picked up several more pieces. “What can you do?”


         Lindsey tried hard not to smile as she heard another faint gasp coming from behind her.


         “You would be surprised.”


         Tinker looked up from his stooped position, his clear gray eyes looking directly into hers. He seemed to come to some conclusion when he lowered his gaze back to his pile.


         “If you want to help, you can bring this stuff in.” He then headed back into his hut, empty-handed.


         Lindsey looked down at the pile before her. There were pieces of metal of various sizes and shapes, a few pulleys, one basket, some rope, an old bone, one flat rock, one gourd, and one shoe. The rest were items she had no idea of what they were.


         Her first trip into Tinker’s hut made her choke back a cry of disbelief.


         “Just put them on the table on the right,” he called out.


         Lindsey looked around. She had never seen so much clutter in her life. There was not an inch of space on any of the tables or chairs that was not occupied with some piece of junk.


         At least, she would call it junk.


         Tinker raised his head when he saw her hesitation, his eyes narrowing as he considered the woman before him. He finally pointed to a crowded corner while he continued to look through items on a far table. “The table in the corner.”


         She hesitantly obeyed, leaving to collect the rest of his items. When she had safely brought them all in, she stood in the middle of the one room hut, hands on hips as she slowly looked around.


         Tinker went over to another bench and pulled a cloth off something he was obviously working on. “If my stuff bothers you, you can leave.”


         Lindsey heard the challenge in the old man’s voice. Instead, she lifted her chin and looked around as if the clutter was not there, which was extremely difficult.


         “Nothing here that bothers me,” she answered nonchalantly as she went over to another bench and closely looked at the objects laying on it. She gently picked up a small ornate box.


         “Lord Kyle finally got married!” Tinker spoke from across the room.


         Lindsey decided she was not going to confront the man on his bad manners. He obviously already knew who she was.


         “Always thought he would marry one of them short ones.”


         “Really?” She turned the box over, wondering how it opened.


         “Or one of those whiny ones whose only purpose in life is to annoy others and order them about.”


         “If that were true,” she began as she gently placed the box back on the table, “then you would have had no one to take your horse to the stable, now, would you?”


         Tinker stopped and eyed her with an intense stare. “You just might do.”


         Lindsey felt her brows lift.


         “Yep, you just might do,” he repeated as he moved around her to get something from the table she was standing in front of.


         “Glad I meet with your approval.”


         “Makes no mind to me.”


         Lindsey had to hide a smile. The old man believed in saying what was on his mind. He reminded her of Sister Jane, only messier.


         For the next few minutes, Tinker was silent as he searched through the junk on the table.


         “Have you known my husband long?” she finally asked when Tinker went back to his seat, his fingers carefully adding pieces to the object in front of him, as if he forgot she was there. But she knew better.


         “Met him in France when he was still young enough to get into trouble.”


         “And what were you doing in France?”


         “Looking for ideas.”


         “Ideas?”


         “Yep. I like to make different things.”


         “That sounds rather interesting.” She walked closer to where Tinker was working. “May I ask what you are working on now?”


         Tinker looked across his bench at Lindsey.


         Lindsey knew Tinker was deciding if her interest were genuine, or if she were just snooping.


         Tinker gave a snort, then turned back to his work.


         “Come closer, if you really want to see.”


         Lindsey walked around to the other side of the bench, looking at the object before her. She kept her face calm as she fully looked over the item, twice. No matter how she looked at it, it had the appearance of something Wolf had piled together.


         “What do you think?”


         Lindsey’s eyes shifted to the old craggy face, then back down to the pile. “What is it?”


         Lindsey missed the smile on Tinker’s face as she continued to move her head around, looking at the odd device from all angles.


         “I call it my ‘rain-fall’.”


         “Rain-fall?”


         Tinker nodded his head.


         “Well,” she began when he remained silent. She got the impression he wanted her to figure it out. “I assume water is involved.”


         “Right.”


         Lindsey watched as a transformation came over Tinker when he talked about his project.


         “I got my idea from the waterfalls.”


         “Waterfalls?”


         “Yep.”


         “Ahh.” She really had no idea what he was talking about.


         “Let me show you.”


         Tinker excitedly went to another corner and pulled out a keg, which he had positioned above a platform. One end of a bamboo shoot was attached to the spigot in the keg with the other end secured to a small open box with many holes in its bottom.


         “I need a bucket of water.”


         Lindsey took the bucket near the door to the well in the courtyard and filled it with water.


         Bede pushed himself from the barrel he was still leaning against when he realized Lindsey’s intent.


         Sister Marla would have laughed at the stern expression Lindsey gave Bede when he demanded to take the bucket from her. After all her visits to Sister Jane’s office, it was only fitting that Lindsey imitate her stern frown almost perfectly.


         Reluctantly, Bede returned to his place next to the barrel.


         Inside the hut, Tinker quickly took the bucket and filled the keg.


         “Watch!”


         Lindsey could hear the water as it traveled down the chute when Tinker opened the spigot. The small box collected the water, leaking it out through the holes in the bottom. Wondering if the water was suppose to escape like it was, she looked up at Tinker.


         Tinker’s face was beaming while the water leaked through the box and into the bucket to refill it back up.


         For the life of her, Lindsey could not really see what all the excitement was about. But happily, Tinker explained without her having to ask.


         “See how the water flows down?”


         Lindsey nodded her head.


         “And as it flows down, it falls like rain.”


         Lindsey nodded her head again. She saw that.


         “Just think of it,” he continued. “Taking a bath while standing up. A novel idea, if I say so myself.”


         “A bath while standing up?”


         “‘Tis a strange idea, I know, but I can make it work here, at Bluedell.”


         “A bath while standing up,” she repeated to herself in a whisper. The more she thought of it, the more she liked the idea. “But how do you plan to get enough water above the person?”


         “Still working on that.”


         “You would need a very large container.”


         “Already working on something for that.”


         Lindsey remembered the conversation between Bede and Kyle. “Maybe you can put it on the East Tower?”


         Tinker stopped and stared at Kyle's new wife. “I was thinking the same thing. Already measured it.”


         Lindsey was pleased that her guess was correct. She carefully looked at the device again before finally straightening up. “I had better go.”


         She was not sure he even heard her as he returned to his work. Smiling to herself, she carefully stepped over the various items on the floor on her way toward the door.


         A bath while standing up! A novel idea indeed!


         “Lady Lindsey?”


  Surprised, Lindsey turned when he called her by name. “Yes?”


         He stared at her for a moment. “You just might do!”


  Chapter 15



  



    Lindsey squinted her eyes as she looked up at the tower. Men were scampering all over with a pulley and a hoist pulling large stone blocks up.


         This must be the work Bede said was being done on the west tower.


         She turned to look at the next tower, noticing what the completed work would look like.


         “They are crenellating it.”


         Lindsey jumped at Kyle’s voice suddenly behind her. “Heavens, but you move without a sound.” She turned to look back at the tower. “I may have to put a bell around your neck so I know when you are approaching.”


         Kyle smiled at her playful words as he also looked up to the tower.


         “What does that mean, crenellating?” she asked.


         “’Tis a form of defense.”


         Lindsey looked back at the top of the tower. “Would it not have been easier to do this work when Bluedell was first built?”


         “Yes, but it was not known of then. I would have done this work as soon as I was given Bluedell if I had the license then.”


         “You need a license to do this work?”


         Kyle took her hand as he began to lead her across the courtyard. “Come.”


         When they reached the top, Kyle explained the purpose for the new addition.


         “These solid raised partitions are called merlons, which help to shelter the defenders during an enemy attack. The gaps between them are called crenels which allow the defenders to fire back, to aid in fighting off the enemy from below.”


         Lindsey examined the view from atop the tower. It was easy to see the need of some protection for the archers and soldiers who would otherwise be exposed every time they stood up.


         The men on the tower were presently pulling up large stones that had already been cut to fit in place. Mortar was being mixed to seal the stones together.


         “Where do you get your stones?”


         “Behind Bluedell there is a valley where they dig and cut the stones. I hired the stone-workers when I first arrived here.”


         “But you did not have the license to do the work.”


         “No, but I knew King Henry would eventually let me.” Bending down as he spoke, Kyle closely inspected the work, making sure enough mortar was being used to securely hold the stones in place.


         “How long have they been working on this tower?”


         “About three weeks. The hardest part is cutting the stones to fit. Then they are brought here by wagon.”


         Lindsey looked down from the tower toward the field. She could see so much beyond Bluedell, it was like being on top of a mountain.


         In the courtyard below, she noticed the various buildings and shacks. She identified the tanner’s hut, the blacksmith, and the stables.


         Two boys were talking with each other as each was rolling a large barrel around on its side. At first she thought they were taking the barrels someplace, but she realized they were simply rolling them around the courtyard. She thought she heard a strange sound.


         “What are the boys doing?”


         Kyle looked down and noticed the boys. “They are cleaning chain mail and weapons.”


         “Cleaning?”


         Kyle’s attention went back to the mortar. “The barrels have sand in them. As the barrels roll around, the sand rubs against the chain mail, or whatever weapon needs cleaning, to remove the rust.”


         Two men came out of the stables, each with a cart of manure and straw to dump in the field.


         Daryl and Cane. From here it appeared that the two men were working well together.


         To the west was the river where the nearly finished mill stood, unmoving, obviously patiently waiting for the millstone.


         Kyle pointed to the walk along the curtain wall surrounding Bluedell. “This walkway connects with each tower. The work being done here will also be done to the walls all the way around for extra defense.”


         Lindsey saw how the north wall had already been crenellated. For some reason, she was reminded of giant teeth, which for some reason reminded her of Tinker.


         “I met Tinker this morning.”


         “I know.”


         She turned her head to gaze at her husband. Obviously, Bede had already made his report. “He is a rather unusual person. Told me you met in France.”


         “Tinker was as unusual then as he is now.”


  Kyle nodded as he continued to look at another section of the stonework.


         “How long has he been here?”


         “He was here when I came to Bluedell.”


         “Did he know you were coming?”


         “There was no way for him to know, since I had just learned days before arriving myself.”


         “What exactly does he do?”


         Kyle stood up and glanced around the courtyard, his eyes settling upon the small hut Tinker used. “Nothing really. He just likes to make things.”


         “I noticed.”


         Both watched Tinker as he walked to the blacksmith’s hut.


         “Does he usually ignore people when they greet him?”


         “Usually.”


         “Well, I think he just plays at being gruff.” She thought again of his 'rain-fall' device. “He does have some rather interesting and unusual ideas, though.”


         “All around Bluedell are things he has made.”


         Lindsey dutifully looked down at the courtyard. “I will be sure to notice.”


         While Kyle inspected the remainder of the tower, Lindsey took the opportunity to inspect other parts of the castle.


         In a small tower off to itself, she discovered a small empty room. Windows faced the east and the west, allowing a gentle breeze to cool the midday air.


         Lindsey could imagine herself in this room, a place away from everyone without being disturbed. She could vision a chair alongside the window, a table set beside it. In a basket would be her embroidery or sewing.


         Most of the rooms here at Bluedell were already taken care of. But this was going to become her personal place.


         This room was hers!


  


  Chapter 16


  



  The food was moving so fast on the table that it appeared to be just a blur. Lindsey would have understood the haste in the meal if the food had any taste at all.



         Any!!


  Looking down at the mound of bland meat and wilted vegetables Kyle placed before her, she suppressed a shudder. She never knew food could lack flavor and texture.


         She shuddered as she chewed a very small portion of the almost raw meat. It was no wonder the men drank as much ale as they did.


         And the bread had to be as least two months old. She was sure she could skip stones on the water with the crumbs.


         That is, if they did not sink to the bottom of the pond first.


         While the men were busy filling their mouths and talking at the same time, Lindsey started thinking of a plan.


         It would have to start in the kitchen, she decided.


         Kyle smiled at something Bede said as he watched Lindsey push the food around.


         Wondering if something was wrong, he looked down the table.


         Bede tore off a piece of bread as Fergus speared another piece of meat. Gilbert yelled for more ale at the same Sol let out a loud belch.


         When the meal was over, the men started to relax around the hall. Kyle leaned back in the large chair and closed his eyes, knowing without even looking where each of his men would be.


         Fergus and Bede claimed the chessboard first while Gilbert and Sol sat at the table in a heated discussion. Kyle grinned as he listened. Their conversations were always loud and long, obviously to the satisfaction of both men and the amusement of those listening. The rest of the men wisely stayed clear, not wanting to be forced to side with either friend.


         Daryl would be on a stool working on another bow. Jon and Cane would be at the far table facing each other as they braided rope together, while Angus would be sitting at the adjoining table, pretending to listen as he watched the female servants bustling about.


         First one man, then another, began to entertained Lindsey with stories and tales from past tournaments. Fergus was shocked when she mentioned she had never been to a tournament.


         “Never?”


         Lindsey shook her head. “Why would I go?”


         “Because...” Remembering her upbringing, he paused. “I thought everyone went to tournaments.”


         Lindsey turned to her husband. “You have been to many tournaments?”


         Kyle shrugged his shoulders. “A few.”


         “A few?” Sol, one of the men sitting across the table, chuckled as he slapped his thigh.


         Lindsey watched the other men as they all broke out in smiles.


         “Kyle has won more tournaments than any other knight I know,” Bede confided.


         “Really?” Lindsey looked intently at Bede, thinking he was teasing her.


         “Yep,” Gilbert added from across the table. “Wins most the events he enters.”


         “Where do you think he earned the money to fix up Bluedell?”


         Lindsey turned to Fergus. “So you win money.”


  The men were smiling again. “Not really,” Fergus explained.


         “But you said my husband won money.”


         “I said he wins most the events.”


         Lindsey frowned. “Then what do you win?”


         “You get the other man’s horse.”


         “His horse?”


         “Aye.”


         “You take his horse?”


         “And his armor,” Bede included.


         “But what does the man use for the rest of the tournament?”


         “He usually has several mounts and suits of armor, just in case.”


         Lindsey looked from Bede to her husband. “Whatever do you do with all the armor? I would think very little, if any, would even fit you.”


         “You do not keep it.”


         Lindsey turned back to Jon. “Pardon?”


         “You do not keep it,” he repeated.


         “You do not keep it?”


         Jon shook his head. “No.”


         “Then why take it?”


         “To ransom it.”


         “Ransom?”


         “You sell his armor and horse back at a price,” Fergus explained. The other men were nodding their heads as Lindsey looked around.


         “So…, you enter an event not to win money, but to win your opponents horse and armor, which you have no intention of keeping, but instead sell it back to the owner.”


         “Right!” all the men agreed together.


         “Unless the mount is one you really want,” Fergus added.


         “Then what do you do with it?”


         Fergus smiled as he looked around at the men, then all the men answered together.


         “You keep it!”


         Lindsey mentally shook her head. “And what events are usually held at these tournaments?”


         “Oh, everything—”


         “—archery, sword—”


         “—wrestling—”


         “—ax throwing, lancing—”


         Kyle watched Lindsey’s head bounce from Jon to Gilbert to Fergus to Sol.


         “But the favorite event is jousting.”


         Lindsey turned back to Fergus. “Why jousting?”


         “Why?” Fergus asked, obviously surprised by the question.


         “Because, it is,” Sol spoke up. He looked around at the other men and was reassured by their nodding heads.


         “And the purpose of jousting is?”


         “To knock the other guy off his—“


         Fergus elbowed Sol in the ribs. “Remember who she is,” he whispered.


         Sol gave a half smile. “To knock the other guy off his horse,” he meekly answered.


         Lindsey’s brows knitted together at the sudden smiles on the men’s faces. “Does anyone get hurt?”


         “Of course.”


         Lindsey looked back at Jon and noticed the men jovially slapping each other across the back. “Why would you intentionally hurt your friends?”


         All eyes turned to her as their smiles slowly disappeared. Apparently, no one had ever asked that question.


         “Has anyone ever died from jousting?” she asked instead.


         The men looked around again, each wanting the other to answer. “Well, uhm . . .”


         “’Tis just the way it is,” Fergus bravely replied.


         Kyle watched Lindsey as she questioned his men. Taking care of the sick and needy, Lindsey would not understand when someone deliberately placed himself in danger.


         “Lindsey,” he interrupted when he realized his men were trying to spare her feelings. “The tournaments are a time to test your skills against your friends, without malice or hatred. There are many rules that must be followed to prevent injury or death. Usually when an injury does occur, someone has disregarded those rules.”


         Lindsey looked around at the men. For some reason, she knew this was important to them. She did not understand it, but she was not about to tell them that.


         “It seems I will have to wait for my husband to take me to the next one so I may see for myself.”


         “May be a long wait,” someone muttered at the end of the table.


         Lindsey noticed the smiling faces slowly fading, one by one. “Why?” she asked as she turned to her husband. “Are we that busy?”


         Kyle did not fail to see the expectant looks on his men as they each looked at him. “We are not that busy.”


         “Then, why would it be a long wait to go to one?”


         “Because the King has decreed that tournaments are forbidden.”


         “Even his sons enjoy the sport!” Sol grumbled. Lindsey notice the other men nodded their heads in agreement.


         “Why would the King forbid tournaments when it appears that this practice would benefit him personally?”


         Kyle leaned forward. “The tournaments began as a means for a knight to practice his horsemanship skills and his prowess with the use of various weapons against other capable knights. But, it became more of a means of entertainment for the rich nobles.”


         “We did not mind entertaining them,” Gilbert confessed, with most of the other men agreeing with him.


         Kyle gave a warning look, then continued. “The king decided it necessary to forbid this sport which gathered in one place so many knights in arms.”


         “Because of the injuries?” Lindsey guessed.


         “Partly. When you have so many highly trained knights fighting in one place, not training,” Kyle paused, “Henry was concerned with the unnecessary injuries, and deaths, that occurred.”


         Lindsey thought for a moment. “If I were an enemy wanting to attack, I would wait for one of these tournaments when most of the King's fighting men would be in one location, many of them even injured.”


         Kyle leaned back in his chair. “Henry thought the same thing. Also, Henry believed the knights who participated in them were becoming lawless and unruly. You have to remember that after the disruption of the reign of Stephen, Henry was eager to re-establish public order in England.”


         Lindsey nodded her head. She had heard of King Stephen's reign. “So now, no one goes to these anymore.” It was more of a statement than a question


         “Henry did not prohibit tournaments completely. Some travel to other countries where they are still allowed.”


         Lindsey looked again from one dejected face to another. “Do many of his knights go to these?”


         “The Church joined with the King and denounced the tournaments,” Fergus stated.


         “They even forbade a Christian burial for those killed in them,” Gilbert added.


         Lindsey's eyes widened. “Truly?”


         The men nodded their heads.


         Lindsey heard Bede mutter under his breath,


         “To be forbidden a Christian burial!”


  Chapter 17



   


   “Kate, you will simply have to readjust it.”


         “But—


         “No one will notice if my hem is a few inches in either direction.”


         “But they will.”


         Lindsey heard the strain in Kate’s voice and wondered why she was so upset. Kate did not have to wear the silly gown dragging in front of her, threatening to break her neck at the first wrong step.


         “I promise, no one will notice.”


         Lindsey could not understand the importance of the hem of her gown. At the convent, her gowns were always hemmed at a practical length. Since she did most of the hard work, keeping her gowns just above the ground was a blessing.


         Not to mention that when she grew her last few inches, it cost too much to purchase new gowns just because the hem was a little short.


         But Kate was obviously upset over this. In fact, she was aghast when Lindsey suggested the hem be raised a few inches.


         “But to show your feet is not proper.”


         “Then nobody should be looking.”


         The floor was strewn with material that was being cut and tailored to fit Lindsey’s tall frame.


         Lindsey was still feeling the effect of her husband getting his way. Did all husbands behave like that?


         “I want to see your clothes,” he had demanded a week ago as he marched into their room with a scornful scowl on his face.


         “My clothes?”


         “Now.”


         Lindsey was surprised by the odd request, but she obediently pulled them out of the chest against the wall.


         The gowns she wore at the convent were gray.


         All four of them.


         But they were sturdy and well made. Two gowns were new, the one she was married in and the one she traveled to Bluedell in. These were lying beside two of her gray gowns. She was confused even more when he gave a heavy sigh. She looked at the gowns, all of them lying on the bed at the moment. They were all clean, she personally made sure of that.


         “You have no others?”


         Lindsey turned to look questioningly at Kyle. “Besides what I am wearing, I have one other.”


         Kyle gave only a quick glance at the gray gown she wore. “Where is it?”


         “I washed it this morning.” Confused at his incredulous look, she quickly added, “If you wish to see it, I have it hanging outside in the back.”


         As she raised her arm in the direction of the door, she took one step toward it, thinking to show him where it was hanging. But when Kyle’s eyes had widened at her remark, Lindsey stopped and dropped her arm.


         “Are you telling me you washed your own gown?”


         Lindsey had stepped back at the incredulous tone Kyle had used. “Of course.” That was the one thing Sister Jane was emphatic about. Being unclean was something there was absolutely no excuse for.


         After letting out a heavy sigh, he held each gown in turn. Her eyes followed his hands as they dropped the gray gowns and then held the new ones. Thinking he was comparing the colors, she began to understand his dilemma.


         “I can make some different dyes to change the colors.”


         Unfortunately, his scowl only deepened at her suggestion.


         When he gave the gowns on the bed a final look, he turned and walked out of the room without a word. Lindsey had not known what the problem was until a few hours later.


         Kate showed up with two servants, bolts of material under each of their arms. “Lord Davitan wants me to help you make a few new gowns.”


         Lindsey raised an eyebrow. “Why? The ones I have are just fine.”


         Kate had turned her head so Lindsey would not see her wrinkle her face. “As the new mistress, you will need more gowns.”


         “More?” She watched as Kate began spreading several bolts of material on the bed. Different shades of blue, green, purple, gold, red and ivory made a colorful display on the bedspread. “How many more?”


         “As many as you like.”


         “I already have 2 gowns for whenever we have important company.”


         Kate looked up. “You cannot keep wearing the same two.” She had actually seen her wear only one, the one she arrived in. Since then, everyone had only seen her wear the gray ones.


         “My gowns are sufficient for me,” Lindsey volunteered. “There is no need for this.”


         Kate was surprised. Most mistresses would be demanding new gowns, as many as they could get. Lady Lindsey appeared to be content with the few she had, even if they were drab and gray and old.


         “Lord Davitan told me to make you some different gowns.” She picked up the red material, letting it drape over her arm. “Now this material will make a splendid gown—”


         Lindsey did not hear all that Kate had said. She had turned and left the room, her long legs making short the distance between husband and wife.


         It had taken her a few minutes, but she finally found him in the stables talking with the stable lad, Charles.


         “May I have a word with you?” she interrupted as she marched right in.


         She did not let her gaze leave her husband’s face as Charles quickly excused himself, shutting the stable door behind him.


         “Why did you tell Kate I needed new gowns?” She decided to get right to the heart of the matter.


         “Because you do.”


         “My gowns are fine.”


         “Your gowns are worn so thin, Lindsey, there is hardly any material left to hold together.”


         “I have always taken care of all my clothes. There is still plenty of wear left in them.”


         “You will have new gowns.”


         Lindsey took a deep breath. “Kyle, there is no reason to waste coins on additional gowns. Mine are fine.”


         “I am not worried about the expense.”


         “But the coin could be used—“


         “You will have proper gowns,” he interrupted, “and you will wear them. When they are done, you will bring me your other gowns.”


         “All of them?”


         “Only the gray ones.


         Lindsey narrowed her eyes as he walked a few steps away. “What are you going to do with them?”


         “Burn them.”


         Kyle was not affected by her startled gasp. A sudden thought made him suddenly stop and turn around.


         “And another thing. You will not wash your gowns and hang them out to dry. That is what we have servants for.”


         “But why should they do what I can do for myself?”


         “Lindsey,” he began as he raised his right hand to rub his forehead. “I realize that life as my wife is different than life in the convent. But as my wife, there are certain things you are expected to do. Washing your own clothes is not one of them.”


         Lindsey had not argued. She knew there were certain social customs she would have to learn. But washing her own clothes, she thought everyone did that!


         “Very well” she conceded. “I will no longer wash my own garments, nor yours, since it seems to upset you so much.”


         Kyle’s eyes widened, then closed as he lowered his head. “I am not going to ask,” he whispered under his breath.


         For some reason, Lindsey was sure he would be upset if she told him the truth. She briefly wondered what she was suppose to do with the extra time she now had in the mornings.


         “I will let you have my gowns, on one condition.”


         Kyle raised his head, his own eyes narrowing. “I will hear your suggestion.”


         Lindsey squared her shoulders. If she had to give up something, then he would have to also.


         “You have to also get rid of the tunics I have seen that have patches sewn around them.”


         “Those are the tunics I wear when I have heavy work to do. If I tear them, it does not ruin a good one.”


         “Then I need to keep my gowns for when I also work.”


         She knew Kyle saw the neatly laid trap she had set.


         Lindsey stood close to the stalls, giving Kyle plenty of room as he paced in the small space available deep in thought. He suddenly stopped in front of her, leaning slightly forward with his hands back on his hips.


         “Very well, but only one.” He emphasized that point by holding one finger very close to her face.


         “Just one?”


         “The alternative is none at all.”


         Lindsey did not hesitate. “One will be fine.”


         “And I do not want to see you wearing it unless you have to.”


         “Thank you,” she smiled as she reached up the few inches to give him a kiss. Kyle stood still for a moment before wrapping his arms around her.


         As she stood in her room with Kate by her side, she felt her face redden at the memory of her and Kyle in the stable afterward.


         Sister Mary did not mentioned that to her either.


         Now, here she was covered in material and arguing with Kate over a few short inches.


         “Let me make you a deal, Kate,” she spoke as she moved a dark blue piece over next to a dark green piece.


         “A deal?”


         “We make two gowns the way I want and leave the other gowns with the hems unfinished. If anyone, anyone, mentions or complains about the length, then you can lengthen them without anymore fuss. Deal?”


         Kate thought of the idea for a moment. “You cannot tell anyone not to mention it. Nor can you hide or do things differently to keep people from seeing you.”


         “Agreed. And you cannot do anything to draw their attention to it.”


         “Agreed.”


         Both women went to work with a goal in mind.


         Kyle noticed the strange looks each woman gave the other over the next few days and wondered about it.


         “Is something wrong with Kate?” he asked one night after they had finished their evening meal.


         Lindsey looked over at Kate, who was serving Jon his tankard of ale. “No.”


         Kyle looked from one woman to the other. He did not miss the sly glances each gave to the other; Lindsey’s raised eyebrow when Kate was whispering to Jon, or Kate’s raised eyebrow when Lindsey would sit down.


         “Are you sure?” he asked again.


         “Quite sure.” Over the past few days, Lindsey had held her breath each time Kyle called her. Deciding to be bold, Lindsey brought the matter right to Kyle’s attention.


         “Kate is only wondering why you have not noticed the new gowns.”


         Kyle looked at his wife and saw the mischievous look in her eyes.


         Something was going on, he was positive.


         He took another look at Kate, who was carefully watching them both. He let his gaze return to Lindsey sitting tall and straight beside him, her hands resting on her lap.


         He carefully looked down at her dark blue gown. He had noticed it immediately when he entered their room to change. Sitting beside her now, he noticed more closely the sewing work.


         The work was not great, but it was passable. The style of the gown, along with the green one she wore yesterday, was simple with no elaborate work done anywhere.


         Also the length was not quite to the floor, like he noticed other women wore. With her height, most likely there was not enough material for the extra few inches needed.


         But he would not complain. When the supplies arrived within the next month, there would be plenty of material. He had already inquired about hiring a seamstress. Lady Scott should arrive within the next few months.


         Until then, Lindsey was wearing a gown other than the drab gray ones. He remembered when he went to the convent to collect Lindsey, he had brought a few extra horses for her belongings. But all she owned had been placed across the back of one horse. He should have known she had few possessions, and even fewer gowns.


         He realized he had become accustomed to Rachelle's visit, including several wagons carrying her essentials, as she called them.


         Lindsey's view of life was more simple. And he liked that.


         “I think your gown is lovely,” he finally said.


         He was surprised when Lindsey rose, a beaming smile on her face, and walked over to Kate.


         Something was up, he was now sure of it.


         Ignoring his men talking around him, he quietly rose and followed his wife.


         “Then you are satisfied?” Lindsey had asked Kate.


         Kate nodded her head. “The others will be fixed as you wish.”


         “Thank you.”


         “What will you have fixed?”


         Lindsey practically jumped at Kyle’s voice so close behind her. “Sorry, I was . . .” Stopping, she glared at her husband. “You did it again!”


         “What?”


         “You walked without a sound.”


         Jon chuckled. “Without a sound is the only way to walk.”


         Lindsey noticed the smug look on the face of each man. “Well, I will just have to find one.” Turning, she headed toward the hall door.


         Jon noticed the smile on Kyle’s face at Lindsey’s strange words. “Find what?”


         “Tinker surely has one somewhere,” she muttered as she passed Bede.


         “Has what?” Bede asked as he joined the group.


         “A bell.”


         “A bell?”


         Lindsey turned around, a serious expression on her face. “Yes, a very large one.”


         Bede looked from Lindsey’s frown to Kyle’s smile. “Why do you want a bell?” he shouted as she again headed across the hall.


         “To put around my husbands neck,” she shouted back.


         Jon gave a hearty laugh as Bede’s eyes widened.


         “She is not serious, is she?” Bede finally asked.


         Kyle’s smile broadened as all the men watched Lindsey head out the door and down the steps into the courtyard.


         “Might be interesting to find out!”


  Chapter 18



  



  Kara dumped the pile of old clothes on the floor. “These are all beyond mending.”


         “Thank you.”


         Kara was bewildered at the smile that appeared on Lindsey’s face. She watched as Lindsey continued ripping old tunics into thin strips.


         For the past several weeks, Lindsey had collected any material that was no longer being used. It mattered not how useless the item was. Worn tunics, bare-threaded blankets, braies with more holes than patches, all were finding their way in a pile before Lady Lindsey.


         Kara and the other servants thought it odd for the new mistress to sit in the hall during the evenings and tear up old clothes.


         But it was not their place to question, no matter how curious they were.


         “What is she doing?” LaTasha asked when Kara entered the kitchen.


         Kara shook her head as she poured hot water into a pail. “No idea.”


         “She spent most of last evening ripping pieces apart.”


         “She does seem to enjoy whatever it is she is doing.”


         “She enjoys any work she does.”


         Kara giggled. “She does, now that you mention it.”


         “The other day I found her cleaning the stew pot.”


         “The stew pot?” Kara looked at the pot hanging over the fire. It was obvious, now that she looked at it, that most of the black markings were scrubbed off. Glancing around the kitchen, she noticed most of the pots and utensils were cleaner. Even the stones around the fireplace and the hearth appeared cleaner, if at all possible.


         “And she was humming while she worked.”


         “What did Albert say?”


         “Say? He was right beside her cleaning.”


         Kara looked closely at her friend. “Albert?”


         Since she had known him, Albert was his own law in the kitchen, and he let everyone know it. If there was a problem, it was easy to solve. Either the person who started the problem left, or he did. It was that simple.


         “How did she talk him into it?”


         “She appealed to his pride.”


         “His pride?”


         “Told him how much better the food would taste if the previous meal was scrubbed off the pots.”


         Kara appeared shocked. “And he was not offended?”


         “At first, I think he was. But then she mentioned a neighbor she knew who was known throughout the village for her cooking. People would come from all over the village and ask for her recipes. Said her secret was in keeping the pots and utensils clean.”


         Kara gave the story some thought. “Think she made it up?”


         “Maybe, but I will admit the food has tasted better the past few days.”


         Kara nodded her head. “It has.”


         LaTasha pondered a thought. “I like her better than the other one.”


         “She was here enough to be mistress of Bluedell.”


         “I think she thought she was  mistress.”


         Kara thought for a moment. “Do you think she was hoping to be mistress of Bluedell?”


         LaTasha nodded her head. “I am glad he married Lady Lindsey instead.”


         “So am I. Wonder what she is going to do when she discovers he married someone else?”


         “With all the time she spent here, I think she will be very unhappy.”


         “I would not want to be the one to tell her.”


         LaTasha looked through the doorway into the hall. “Now she is braiding the strips together.”


         “Braiding?”


         Kara rushed to the doorway to peek into the hall. Both women watched as Lindsey quickly and nimbly attached another length of material and continued braiding.


         “What do you suppose she is making?”


  Chapter 19



   


   Lindsey headed past the gates with a purposeful stride and looked around, trying to decide which cottage to visit first.


         She turned around when she heard footsteps running behind her. She recognized the young lad. “Angus?”


         Angus was trying to carry several swords, a bow and a shield. He looked up, a grin splitting his face when he saw her.


         “Lady Lindsey!”


         Lindsey tried to catch the young boy as he fell face down across her feet.


         “Angus, are you all right?”


         Angus picked himself up and brushed off his tunic. “I just tripped.”


         “You cut your forehead!”


  Angus pulled away as Lindsey reached for him. “'Tis nothing.”


         “I need to clean it. Now hold still!”


         Angus held his arm out as he lifted his head. “Knights do not let little cuts bother them.”


         Lindsey hid a smile. “But you are not a knight.”


         Angus puffed out his thin chest. “But I will be someday,” he confidently spoke.


         Deciding the cut was not life threatening, Lindsey nodded her head. “I am sure you will.”


         Angus began picking up the armor, then ran across the field.


         “Care for some company?”


         Lindsey turned as Bed approached. “I just ran into Angus. He was taking some armor to the men who are training.”


         “He is a fine young lad.”


         “Who is his father?”


         “Lord Ravenwood from Lackingham. Angus has been fostered to Kyle for the past four years.”


         “I tried to help him when he tripped, but he would not let me. He has great dreams of becoming a knight one day.”


         “It appears he is at that awkward time when his body is growing at different stages.”


         “Young Tomas at the convent also had a difficult time. The villagers were always laughing at him. They meant no harm, but I know it bothered him.”


         “A young boy needs to learn how to handle others around him.”


         Lindsey looked at Bede, then turned and watched as Angus crested the hill, then disappeared. Even from this distance, she could hear the men laughing and Angus joining in.


         “I guess you are right.”


         Bede watched the young boy disappear, then turned back to Lindsey. “Where are you heading?”


         She looked over the cottages again. “I wanted to see the homes outside the wall.”


         Bede nodded his head. “Care for some company?”


         “Not at all.” putting Angus aside, she picked up her pace as she approached the closest hut. “Sister Mary always felt it important to know the people living nearby.”


         “Sounds like a wise woman.”


         The first family she met was Douglas and Ida with their three children who worked in the adjoining field. The next were brothers, Josh and John, the stone-workers Kyle had hired to crenellate the walls of Bluedell.


         Each home she visited, Bede discretely remained outside, chatting with anyone who passed by. He was always waiting for her, a ready smile on his face as he escorted her to the next home.


         “Bryan lives in the next one.”


         “Bryan?”


         “He is probably in the fields right now. He is one of our best cultivators.” Bede shook his head. “That man can grow anything!”


         “Maybe I should have him look at my garden.”


         “You have a garden?”


         “I brought a few plants from my garden back at the convent. Also, I have found several herbs growing wild around the walls and transplanted them. Unfortunately, a few of them are trying their best to die on me.”


         “Ah. His wife Elizabeth should be inside.” He noticed a man walking toward them. “Excuse me, I need to talk with Kean.”


         Elizabeth was shorter than Lindsey, with flaming red hair pulled back and tied at the base of her neck. Light green eyes looked out from a heart shaped face with olive skin. Her cheeks were red from leaning over the cauldron, preparing their evening meal.


         Elizabeth was also very pregnant with their first child. It was obvious she was having some pains.


         “A woman in the village where I came from had a mixture of herbs and berries that would help ease the pain in your back.”


         Elizabeth looked relieved. “Truly?” she asked, then frowned as she placed a hand across her swollen belly. “It would not harm the babe?”


         “Of course not.” She watched as Elizabeth visibly relaxed. “She told me it was the only thing that helped her when she carried her son. I will make a point of looking for the berries the next time I am out.”


         “Thank you.” Elizabeth gently stroked the top of her belly. “I want this babe so bad.”


         Lindsey looked intently at Elizabeth. “I am sure you will have a healthy baby.”


         “My mother had two of her babes born dead.” She rubbed her belly again. “And my aunt lost three babes before she finally delivered one.”


         “What did she name her child?” Lindsey wanted Elizabeth to think of the one who lived, not the others who died.


         “David. He lives in France. I have not seen him for some time.”


         “Maybe your family could come for a visit after your child is born.”


         Elizabeth gave a faint smile. “That would be nice.”


         “Besides the backache, how have you felt?”


         “I have not had any problems.”


         Lindsey watched as Elizabeth lowered her head, obviously embarrassed about something. “No other problems?”


         With her head still lowered, Elizabeth whispered, “once. . . I spotted. . .  a bit. . .  of. . .  blood. But Shauna says that was normal.”


         “Shauna?”


         “Next door. She said she would help when the time came. I would rather have Shauna than . . .”


         “The local healer?”


         Elizabeth nodded her head. “Everyone is afraid of her.”


         “So I hear.”


         Elizabeth looked up with such troubled eyes. “Bryan says that if I do not let her deliver our babe, she will give it the evil-eye.”


         It was obvious that most feared the local healer, even though they depended on her. “From what I have seen, it appears she is very busy. Sounds like she would appreciate Shauna’s help.”


         Elizabeth’s eyes widened at the new thought. “You truly think so?”


         “I do. But if you have any trouble, have Shauna call for me.”


         “You are not afraid of . . . her? Of getting the evil-eye?”


         “Of course not.” She patted Elizabeth's hands as she rose to leave. “My husband’s scowl could challenge anyone’s evil-eye. Believe me.” Lindsey was pleased when Elizabeth chuckled, some of the worry leaving her still flushed face.


         With a promise to look for the berries, she went to meet the next tenant.


         Shauna was the wife of Kean, the stable-master. They had one young daughter named Sally who had broken her leg while playing with the other children. Lindsey talked with the child as she checked the leg, making sure the break was set straight and there was no infection setting in.


         Satisfied, she smiled at the child as she brushed Sally's blond hair back out of her face, telling her about different games she and Grace had played and the trouble they had constantly gotten into. Lindsey noticed Shauna kept close to her daughter, her hands folded together in front of her.


         “Whoever set your leg did a fine job.”


         “One-eyed Aggie did it.”


         Lindsey noticed Shauna made the sign of the cross at her daughter’s words.


         “It must have hurt terribly.”


         “I only cried once. When Telar broke his arm, he cried more.”


         “He was probably more frightened than you.”


         “I closed my eyes so I would not get the evil-eye. You cannot get the evil-eye if you do not look at it.”


         Lindsey thought on that, then slowly nodded her head. “Makes sense. And who is Telar?”


         “My best friend. When I grow up, I am going to marry him!”


         “Congratulations!” Lindsey replaced the blanket over the leg. “If you do as your mother says, you should be running on that hill again with Telar in a few months.” Lindsey rose and turned to the mother.


         Shauna's back straightened as her head rose. There was a sense of power and strength in the woman. With her sandy hair pulled back from her face with a strap of leather, Shauna's sharp eyes locked onto hers.


         “You have done an excellent job keeping the leg clean and changing the bandage regularly.”


         Shauna nodded.


         “I visited Elizabeth next door. She seems to be doing well. Is this her first attempt to have a child?”


         “Aye. She is worried because of the other babes in her family born dead.”


         “I know. But she has a lot of confidence in your abilities.”


         Shauna's stocky shoulders squared back at the acknowledgment.


         “I told her I knew of a mixture that might help her back pain, if I can find the right berries.”


         Shauna was silent for a moment as she looked down. “Small and red?”


         “Yes.”


         Shauna looked up. “When you enter the forest, turn left. The trail leads over a few hills, but the berries you seek grow there.”


         Lindsey headed for the door. “Thank you. I will be sure to look for them.”


         Shauna nodded, her expression still stern, yet Lindsey could tell she was pleased that her efforts were noted. Shauna’s rough exterior softened only a bit, but it was enough for now.


         As she closed the door behind her, she noticed Bede looking off to the distance.


         “Is something wrong?” she asked as she also looked in the same direction. All she could see was a small cloud of dust very far away.


         “Someone is coming. I should escort you back inside the walls.”


         “Maybe it is Kyle returning.”


         Bede shook his head. “Kyle is checking a matter at another village to the north. This party is coming from the east.”


  Chapter 20



   


   Lindsey stood next to Bede on the wall looking into the distance. She could just make out the riders, not that she could identify anyone yet. They were still very far away, but Bede obviously recognized who their company was. She was surprised as Bede lowered his head and mumbled something. Confused, she looked again at the party approaching.


         Who was coming?


         And why was Bede so upset?


         “Do you recognize who it is?” she asked, wondering if Bede would tell her.


         Bede was silent for a moment. “It is an acquaintance of Lord Davitan.”


         Lindsey thought Bede's emphasis on the word 'acquaintance' was strained.


         “Do they visit often?” she asked.


         Lindsey did not miss the quick glance to her. “They have been here many times.”


         “Regular guests?”


         Bede shuffled. She thought he was embarrassed for some reason. “Like I said, they have been here many times,” he repeated.


         Lindsey looked down at the party, still some distance away. Bede was not going to tell her who it was, but it was obvious that they were regular guests of Kyle's.


         Bede watched as Lady Lindsey quickly climbed down the wall, her words of “I have things to do,” fading as she went  across the courtyard and into the hall


         “I wonder if she is going to like the rooms you give her,” he whispered to no one.


   


   


         Lindsey had finished arranging for several rooms to be made ready for their company. It was obvious from the sly looks from the servants that they were also aware of who was coming. When she asked directly, none of the servants would give her an answer. She did not want to admit to a growing sense of unease at her unexpected guests.


         She had decided that since Kyle knew them, she would put the party on the same floor as their room. That way, Kyle could easily visit without disturbing anyone.


         When she mentioned this idea out loud, Kate gave her a troubled look.


         “Kate, is something wrong?” she had asked.


         Kate shook her head. “'Tis not my place,” was all she would say.


         Lindsey found the sudden silence of the servants almost unnerving. She did not like to judge people before she met them, but she was beginning to not like whoever was coming.


         As she entered the hall, she heard the voices below, a decidedly feminine voice.


         “Well, I can see he has made some improvements since my last visit.”


         Lindsey looked down to see a stunningly beautiful woman, her gown almost shimmering as she turned around, looking at the changes she had made to the hall. Standing just behind the woman was a small woman, her personal maid. Well, this woman was a guest, and she needed to introduce herself.


         As she came down the stairs, the woman continued to talk. Lindsey noticed there was an air of familiarity on the part of the woman.


         “Kara,” the woman spoke. “Bring me something to drink. My throat is almost parched from all the riding. And Bede, it is good to see you again. I will leave the care of my men to you.”


         Lady Rachelle caught the glance Bede made to the stairway. A tall woman was walking down, her eyes taking in everything. The woman gave a nod.


         “I will take care of the men,” Bede said.


         “Is Lord Davitan here?” she asked as he turned to leave.


         Lady Rachelle noticed the unusual silence in the hall. Something was up. Instead of answering, Bede again looked to the woman on the stairs.


         The tall woman came to the bottom of the steps, then walked toward her. “Lord Davitan is taking care of a matter in another village. May I help you?”


         Lady Rachelle gave a heavy sigh as she looked the woman over. Kyle must have acquired another servant. This one seemed to be in charge. Obviously, she did not know who was visiting.


         “I am Lady Rachelle, and you can take my trunks up to Lord Davitan's room.”


         The woman's eyes narrowed for a second, then almost widened in surprise.


         Lady Rachelle turned to address her maid when she thought of another idea. She did not want Kyle to think her presumptuous. Maybe she should wait for him to surprise her, then he would move her into his room. The servants would get the message.


         She was in charge!


         “No,” she corrected. “better to put my trunks in a room across the hallway.”


         Kyle's servants were slow in responding. They all seemed to look at the tall woman. This must be the head servant.


         Lindsey looked from the woman to all the trunks in the hall. It appeared she was planning to visit for some time. It was also apparent that this woman thought she was a servant here, not mistress of Bluedell.


         “Kate, have the men take the trunks and settle this guest on the third floor. There is a room at the end of the hall that is ready. The smaller one next to it can be used for her maid.”


         Lady Rachelle quickly turned around. “Third floor? I said I wanted to be across the hall from Kyle!”


         Lindsey saw the anger at her order being changed. “I am sorry, but those rooms are not fit for company at this moment,” she lied. “The only rooms available are on the third floor.”


          “I do not think Lord Davitan would want me that far away.”


         “When Lord Davitan returns, he may move you wherever he pleases. But for now, I am letting you know that the only rooms available are on the third floor. If I had received more notice, the rooms would be prepared the way you requested. But...” She shrugged her shoulders as she left the sentence unfinished. Let the woman think what she wanted. She did not want her that close.


         Lady Rachelle gave a deep sigh. She did not like this woman. When she talked with Kyle, she would have her dismissed. No one had ever talked to her with that tone before. And in front of the other servants!


         “Very well, we shall see what Kyle decides. Until then, the third floor will do.” She turned to her maid. “Rose, take care of my things.”


         “Aye, mi lady.”


         Lindsey watched as the maid started collecting smaller trunks. “Kate, gather some men to help. When you are done, come to my room.”


         Kate gave a quick curtsy, then almost ran from the hall. Kara came with Lady Rachelle's drink as the woman sat down.


         “Kara, I am sure the rest of her party is also thirsty, and probably hungry too. Tell Albert to prepare enough for all the men. Have LaTasha help you.”


         Without waiting for a response, Lindsey turned and headed back up the steps.


         Kate entered her room minutes later, followed by several lads, one carrying a tub, the others each carrying two buckets of hot water. “I thought you would want to bathe before this evening.”


         Lindsey looked at the water being poured into the tub, then looked down at herself, for the first time not approving of her grey gown. “I can see why she mistook me for a servant. Thank you Kate.”


         As the lads left, Lindsey began to prepare herself for this evening. When LaTasha entered, both her and Kate began sorting through Lindsey's clothes. They finally decided on the gown she had been married in.


         While LaTasha worked on her hair, Lindsey reflected on the visiting woman. She had heard the whispers from different servants when she first arrived as Kyle's wife, whispers of  “what will she say when she learns that Lord Davitan married another.”


         Not one to listen to idle gossip, Lindsey had initially dismissed the whispers, but one day she had overheard LaTasha and Kara talking about her. That was when she learned the woman's name was Rachelle, that she had visited Kyle many times in the past, and that, according to the servants, she was hoping to become mistress of Bluedell.


         It was apparent that many of the servants here at Bluedell did not care for Lady Rachelle.


         Lindsey shook her head, criticizing herself. And I was scolding Grace for eavesdropping!


         “The colors are not very bold,” Kate observed as she looked Lindsey over.


         “Maybe we can add something to it,” LaTasha offered.


         Kate's head snapped up. “Lord Davitan has some things in a chest that we may use.”


         Lindsey looked up. “I do not know...”


         But Kate was already opening the trunk, pulling out different sashes of material, furs, and jewelry.


         As Lindsey stood in her wedding gown, Kate and LaTasha looked through the pieces and placed a girdle of silk cord around her waist. Several bracelets and brooches were examined, then LaTasha selected a brooch with emeralds and rubies.


         “This will look good with your gown,” LaTasha said as she pinned the brooch on Lindsey's gown.


         “Here is a crispine,” Kate triumphantly called as she held a cap with netting before her. She began to gather Lindsey's hair as she placed it in the crispine. “Your hair looks beautiful through the netting.”


         When Kate and LaTasha were done, Lindsey stood and looked at herself, amazed at the transformation. About to protest, Kate began to urge her toward the door.


          “She will not mistake you for a servant now.”


   


   


         As Bluedell appeared over the ridge, Kyle felt a calmness. There was no place that made him feel so peaceful and content as Bluedell did.


         Today, all that Bluedell had become was because of him. He had worked hard the last two years to rebuild the keep. He had rebuilt the damaged walls, reinforcing it where it was weak. The towers had also been rebuilt, with a few additions. He knew that King Henry was pleased with his work.


         The people had responded to his firm hand, and eventually the land was productive. The herds in the lower valley were plentiful now and the fields were rich with the seeds already planted. After his years of wars and fighting, his life had finally found the peace he had been searching for the past many years. Bluedell was at peace.


         Home.


         Riding through the portcullis, he quickly checked that all the guards were in place.


         In the stable, he dismounted, thinking of a peaceful evening with Lindsey. Charles came from another stall.


         “Take your mount?” Charles asked as he reached for the reins.


         “He needs a good rubdown.” Kyle patted his mount as he walked down the stall toward Whicker, his hand affectionately touching the different mounts as he passed them. “Hello Ginger,” he spoke as he rubbed the mare between the ears. He was about to continue when he suddenly stopped.


         “Ginger?”


         Ginger was Lady Rachelle's mount. It was then that he noticed the extra horses in the stalls.


         “Company came while you were gone.”


         Kyle turned to see Bede standing in the doorway. “How long has she been here?”


         “Several hours.” Bede was not surprised when Kyle closed his eyes and lowered his head. He even smiled when he heard the whispered words, words he knew would make Lady Lindsey's head turn, words she would not have heard in the convent.


         “I was hoping she would not come around,” Kyle spoke to no one in particular. Suddenly he looked up. “Lindsey!”


         As he entered the hall, he saw Lady Rachelle coming from the kitchen. He noticed how at home she looked as her eyes glanced around the hall, checking everything. Her eyes widened when she spotted him.


         “Kyle! I thought you would be returning later.”


  He watched as she gracefully made her way to him, her smooth hands resting on his arms as she raised her head, obviously expecting him to kiss her. He leaned down and kissed her cheek instead, choosing to ignore her surprised look.


         “Rachelle, what are you doing here?”


         A raised eyebrow told him she did not miss his cool response. “I have never before needed an invitation.”


         Kyle looked around, then escorted Rachelle to the benches by the tables.


         As she sat down, she noticed his gaze turned to the stairs. Rachelle saw the servant woman standing at the top of the steps, her eyes looking from her, then locking on Kyle. She did not miss Kyle's response.


         As Lindsey slowly walked down the steps, Kyle walked to meet her. He recognized the gown as the one she wore when they were married. But she looked different. He could not help but notice the difference between Rachelle and Lindsey.


         When Lindsey reached the bottom step, he held his hand out. Lindsey placed hers in his. He could feel the calluses in her palm from all her years of hard work. He knew Rachelle's hands were smooth to the touch, as they should be.


         Rachelle's gown was perfect, the different colors blending together, several jewels on her fingers, arms and gown making her stand out. Extravagant compared to Lindsey's simpler gown.


         Rachelle gave an appearance of control, of self importance. Rachelle was mostly concerned with herself. Whereas Lindsey looked unsure, but wanting to help anyone needing help.


         “Lindsey, you look beautiful.”


         Kyle led his wife to the table. “Lady Rachelle, my wife Lindsey.”


         “Wife?” Rachelle kept herself from choking as she watched Kyle with Lindsey. Wife? As they sat down side by side, Rachelle saw her plans crumble around her.


         She was not to marry Kyle.


         She was not be become mistress of Bluedell.


         She was not going to collect the fees.


         Wife!


         “Kyle, I did not know you were planning to marry!” At least she managed to speak without sputtering. “When did all this happen?” she graciously asked.


         “We have only been married a few weeks.”


         Wife!


         Why did Bede nor any of the servants tell her? Why did she not tell her? This woman made her look like a fool when she first arrived.


         Rachelle took a good look at the woman who had taken her place.


         Lindsey! Kyle's new wife


         No one made her look the fool!


         Forcing herself to keep a calm face, she endured a trying dinner. She barely heard any of the conversation as she began to re-plan. She needed to be here, at Bluedell. Which meant she needed to remove this woman, Lindsey.


         Rose followed her back to her room when dinner was over.


         “I want to know who she is,” Rachelle spat as the door was closing behind her maid. “I want to know where he met her, where she is from, who her family is.”


         “Aye, mi lady.”


         When Rose left, Rachelle began to pace around her room, thinking about her crumbling plans. Robert was going to be angry. He was already making plans that, right now, were not going to happen.


         She had to get rid of the new wife.


         She suddenly remembered something her mother said when she was young. “When you leave a man, the last image he has of you is the one he will carry with him, the one he will remember.”


         When Lindsey was eliminated, she wanted Kyle to remember her, turn to her, find comfort in her arms.


         It was therefore important she not cause a scene.


         For the next week, she was polite. She joined in their conversations. She smiled. To all observers, she was happy for the couple.


         All the while, she was seething inside, gathering information from Rose, planning.


         When it was time to leave, she did not head east, back to London. No, she headed west.


         Toward Compton.


  Chapter 21



   


    “I almost had it!” Gavin exploded as his fist hit the table. The hounds sleeping by the empty fireplace raised their heads, their ears up and alert.


         The servants wisely stayed out of his way unless called. For the past month, Lord Gavin had been in a most foul mood. Drinking most of the day, he had already injured two servants as he sent various items flying in his rage. But he did not care. His anger was directed at the one solely responsible for his loosing Grace.


         Even in his drunken stage, he heard the steps of one of his servants. “What is it, Rudolph?”


         Rudolph instinctively jumped back at the shout.


         “Excuse me, but there be someone here ta see ya.”


         It took a moment for the information to make his way through his disoriented mind. “Someone here?”


         “Aye.”


         It could not be Grace's father. He already came and left. He could think of no one else.


         “Send him in.”


         “Aye.” Rudolph gave a low bow, then quickly went back through the door. A moment later, Gavin's eyes widened at the beautiful woman who entered. He saw her look of disgust at the filth in the hall. Her maid even held her gown up, to keep it from touching the floor.


         “Who are you?”


         Lady Rachelle did not take offense at the shout. She knew the man before her was angry at the turn of events.


         “I am Lady Rachelle. And you must be Lord Gavin?”


         Gavin let out a belch. “I must be.”


         Lady Rachelle walked further into the hall, her eyes taking in the disarray, the overwhelming stench of stale ale permeating in the hall. She correctly guessed that Lord Gavin had been drinking heavily for several days.


         Rachelle did not want to waste time here.


         “I understand you went to collect your betrothal, and came back with her, and a companion?” She emphasized the word companion.


         Gavin raised his red eyes to Lady Rachelle, a half-filled tankard of ale before him. “If she had just stayed out of my way, then Grace would be mine.”


         Lady Rachelle sat down on one of the benches beside the tables. “And what was the name of this woman who stood between you and your intended?”


         Gavin heard the sarcastic tone in the woman's voice, but he did not care. The ale splashed on the table and the floor as the tankard was thrown across the room. The hounds quickly cowered to another corner.


         “Lindsey,” he said between gritted teeth. “I will make her pay for her interference,” Gavin promised. “So help me, she will pay dearly.”


         Even in his drunken state, he did not miss the mischievous smile play across the woman's face.


         “Who are you, and what do you want?”


         Her smile disappeared as she looked directly at him. “Who I am is someone who also wants Lady Lindsey out of the picture. From what I have learned, she has prevented you from marrying the one you want.”


         Gavin gave a snort. “Lady Whitcomb's father has already broken the betrothal. There is nothing more I can do.”


         “Really?” Lady Rachelle spoke as if speaking to herself.


         Gavin raised his bloodshot eyes to Lady Rachelle. “I am tired, and do not want to entertain uninvited guests. If you have something to say, say it!”


         Lady Rachelle raised her head. She was not accustomed to people speaking to her as such, but she needed this man's help.


         “Lady Lindsey has stood in your way. She has prevented you from taking what was rightfully yours.”


         “Like I said, her father has already--”


         “Yes, I heard you. But you are not seeing the larger picture.”


         Gavin lifted his head up. “Go on.”


         “Do you not want to get your revenge for what she has done to you?”


         “Aye. But what is in it for you? There must be a reason for your visit, not that I do not appreciate your concern for my dire situation.”


         “It is rather simple. You want Lady Lindsey to pay for her interference, and I want her out of the picture.”


         “Ah. I am curious if this visit is more out of concern for me, or to get what you really want.”


         Lady Rachelle sat straight up. “Is there a difference?”


         Gavin thought the matter for a moment. “Maybe not. Do you have a plan?”


         “I have considered a few options,” she slowly spoke. “That is, if you are interested!”


         Gavin slowly sat up straight, a gleam in his drunken eyes. His bloodshot eyes lit up as together, they started to form a plan.


  Chapter 22



   


   It had taken her two full hours before Lindsey finally found it. Round in shape with a thatched roof, the hut did not look much different from any other she had seen. In fact, it looked rather ordinary.


         As she dismounted, she carefully looked around the forest before slowly walking forward. To the right of the door a stack of wood was neatly piled.


         Still not sure what she was going to say, Lindsey hesitantly stood before the door. Looking around again, she made sure there was no one around. The only sounds she heard were the birds singing and the occasional rustle of leaves from the wind.


         As she lifted her fist to knock, a voice from inside spoke. “Come in.”


         Lindsey’s hand froze in midair. She looked around again, making sure she was the only one standing outside.


         “Hurry up. I do not have all day,” the voice inside spoke again.


         Taking a deep breath, Lindsey opened the door and stepped inside, the aroma of mixed herbs and roots hanging heavy in the air.


         Tables full of jars and pouches were lined against two walls. One table next to the door held a variety of roots, some still whole and drying, some ground into powder. Another table was filled with pouches, jars, and clay pots, each filled, she was sure, with different blends of items.


         Against the far wall was the fireplace with a cauldron hanging over it, steam from the boiling pot bringing the faint aroma of juniper berries. Clusters and bunches of herbs hung from the four strands of rope strung from one wall to another. A small cot was in the corner.


         A figure suddenly stood up behind the table near the cot. Lindsey could not help her initial reaction when she saw Aggie for the first time.


         Of average height, Aggie indeed had only one eye. The right eye socket was shriveled up and empty. A long scar ran down the right side of her face from her forehead down to her chin. Time had wrinkled her skin until it was almost impossible to tell her age. Hair as black as midnight was caught in two thin braids that hung down her back.


         When Aggie walked, Lindsey detected a slight limp in the older woman’s gait.


         “Well, what do you want?”


         “I came to meet you.”


         The brow over Aggie’s one good eye rose. Lindsey watched as the older woman collected a few jars, then measured out a handful of one, a few pinches of the other, then put both into the cauldron. “Why?” she asked as she stirred the brew.


         “I have heard a lot about you.”


         “Have you not heard the rumors?”


         “Yes.”


         “Are you not afraid of me giving you the evil-eye?”


         “I prefer to save my opinion until after I know all the facts.”


         Aggie turned around, her one good eye never faltering as she stared at Lindsey.


         Lindsey would not be intimidated. “I have seen your work. You are a healer. You would do nothing to harm life.”


         Aggie snorted. “Best not bet on it.”


         While Aggie looked for a certain jar, Lindsey took the opportunity to study the various items in front of her. She lifted one jar, studying the black pellets inside. Opening the jar, she took a tentative smell.


         “Are these ergots?”


         Aggie looked up, her one eye refocusing. “Yes, and be careful. Those are poisonous.”


         Lindsey took a few out and closely examined them. “I have heard of them,  but never seen them.”


         “Know what they are from?”


         Lindsey searched her memory. “They are dried pellets of fungus from diseased plants.”


         “But what are they used for?”


         “To start labor.”


         Lindsey was not sure but she thought she saw a faint smile on the old withered face.


         Aggie walked around her small hut, exchanging jars with others, mixing others in a bowl, then pouring the results into a pouch.


         “I have to go to the next village. Come along if you want.”


         At the unexpected invitation, Lindsey kept her surprise hidden as she followed Aggie to the stable behind the small hut. When they reached the village, Aggie rode right up to a cottage, dismounted, and entered the home without even knocking.


         Looking around, Lindsey noticed the stares from many of the people about, mother’s hastily grabbing their children and covering their faces while making the sign of the cross for protection. Obviously they were afraid of Aggie’s evil-eye. It did not seem to matter that Aggie was here to help someone.


         Dismounting, Lindsey followed Aggie inside.


         Aggie lit all the candles in the room, then walked over to the man lying in the bed. Lindsey watched as his wife closely followed their moves.


         Aggie lifted the man’s hand and carefully examined it. “Get me a bowl,” she told the wife.


         Curious, Lindsey walked over to see what Aggie was doing.


         The man’s hand was slightly discolored with an ugly red mark around the two fingers between the two knuckles. Aggie carefully removed four fat leeches attached to the two fingers.


         Lindsey noticed the wife moving closer to her husband, gently stroking his face while Aggie worked.


         “Get me the jar inside my pouch.”


         Lindsey located the pouch Aggie had carried inside and removed the small jar.


         “Hand me the leeches, one at a time.”


         Lindsey loosened the tie and lifted the leather covering. As she expected, four thin leeches were crawling over each other. Reaching inside, she gently picked up the first one, handing it over to Aggie.


         The leech quickly attached itself to the man’s finger between the two knuckles. When Aggie held out her hand, Lindsey pulled out another.


         In less than a minute, Aggie had two leeches on each finger and the hand carefully rewrapped in bandages, leaving only the fingers with the leeches visible. Aggie gently lowered the hand, then reached inside her pouch for the smaller pouch she had earlier placed inside and handed it to the wife.


         “Make a tea out of this and give it to him every hour. It smells bad, but it will help put his fever down. I will be back tomorrow.”


         Without waiting for a response, Aggie collected the four leeches she removed and placed them in the now empty jar, then grabbed her pouch and headed out the door.


         Lindsey stood there for a moment before she realized that Aggie was not coming back.


         Saying a hasty good-bye, she quickly followed Aggie out the door and remounted. She waited until they were out of sight of the village to ask her question.


         “What happened to his hand?”


         “Nearly cut off two of his fingers while chopping wood.”


         “And you put them back together.”


         “Three days ago, his fingers were as black as my hair. The blood inside was dead.”


         Lindsey took a moment to think. “You used the leeches to remove the dead blood.”


         Aggie turned in her saddle to face her. “So, am I a witch?”


         Lindsey stared at the old woman. Even though she had been shocked when she first saw Aggie, she now saw a woman who did not let what people think keep her from helping others.


         “I think you would like for people to keep thinking you are one.”


         Aggie’s one eye smiled at her response.


         “May I ask how it happened?”


         Aggie gave Lindsey another long look, then nodded her head. For the rest of their journey, Aggie told about the accident that took her eye when she was only five years old, and how since she was disfigured, villagers started believing she was cursed and could curse them with only a look. In a way, though, it worked to her advantage.


         “It keeps people away and ensures my privacy.”


         Before long, they reached Aggie’s cottage, leaving their mounts in the stable while the two of them went inside.


         Lindsey was impressed at the knowledge Aggie possessed. There were roots, leaves, and herbs she had never heard of, not to mention the different mixtures she would never have dreamed of.


         Aggie did not seem to mind the endless questions.


         “And this would help when a person wheezes?”


         “Just boil the brew, then have them breathe the steam.”


         “I never thought to combined those two roots.”


         “I learned it by accident.”


         “I will be sure to make a note of that.” She looked around at more jugs and jars. “Do you have anything to help a pregnant woman's back pain?”


         “Already?”


         At Aggie's surprised look, Lindsey correctly guessed her thought. “Not for me. There is a woman I met who is due any time.” Lindsey told her about Elizabeth's back ache and the fear she had that something was going to happen to her unborn baby, especially since several of her mother's and aunt's babies were stillborn.


         As Aggie listened, she opened a cabinet in the corner and gave her a small pouch. “Mix a small scoop with hot water. The brew tastes bad, but it helps the pain.”


         Lindsey looked inside. “I was looking for these berries, but could not find them.”


         “They are hard to find this time of year.” Aggie walked over to the cauldron and stirred the contents. “Open the door.”


         Lindsey looked up from another jar she was examining. “What?”


         “Open the door.”


         Lindsey turned to look at the closed door. “The door?”


         “‘Tis not that old, and I do not want to replace it.”


         Lindsey turned to look back at Aggie. “Why would you have to replace it?”


         “Because your husband just might break it down.”


         “My husband? But Kyle is away. He and his men are at another village days from here.”


         Aggie looked at Lindsey, a calm look on her face.


         “LINDSEY!”


         Lindsey snapped her head around as her husband shouted from outside. “Kyle?” she whispered. “What is he doing here?” She turned back toward Aggie. “How did you know?”


         Aggie shrugged her shoulders as she bent over the cauldron again.


         “Lindsey!” Kyle shouted again.


         Lindsey jumped up and ran toward the door, opening it before he indeed broke it down.


         “Kyle!” Her smile froze when she saw the expression on her husband’s face. “You are back!”


         “Would you care to explain why you are here?”


         “I wanted to meet Aggie.”


         Every man quickly made the sign of the cross.


         Every man except Kyle. Either he did not believe in the superstitions, or he was simply too angry to be concerned. Lindsey decided to believe in the former.


         Kyle dismounted and walked to his wife. It was obvious she was unaware of the chaos caused by her leaving Bluedell. When Fergus discovered she was no longer inside Bluedell, he learned from Kean that she had requested a horse and had left several hours before.


         Fergus had tried to follow her tracks, but they went in all directions.


         When he returned early from inspecting a village, Kyle had found several of his men frantically searching the woods for his wife.


         It had taken him over an hour to finally read her tracks and follow her here, at Aggie's.


         “You wanted to meet Aggie?”


         “Yes. I have seen her work, and wanted to meet her. Elizabeth needs some herbs and I could not find the ones I wanted, so I thought Aggie would have them.”


         Kyle looked at the cottage again. “How did you find this place?”


         “I heard several people talk about where she lived.”


         “But your tracks were all over the place.”


         “Yes, well, I was also searching the ground for herbs and roots.”


         Kyle heard the hesitation, saw her expression change. There was something she was not telling. He was silent for a moment as the panic he felt slowly left his chest. He noticed the pouch in her hand. “Did you get them?”


         “Them?”


         “The herbs for Elizabeth?”


         Lindsey held up the brown pouch. “Aggie had just want she needs.”


         “Good.” Kyle reached out and lifted her chin, forcing her to look up at him. “You are never, and I repeat, NEVER, to leave the keep without a proper escort.”


         Lindsey's eyes widened as she realized how angry her husband was at the moment.


         “If you cannot see the keep, then you are too far. Do I make myself clear?”


         Lindsey simply nodded her head.


         Without a word, Kyle turned and remounted his horse. Lindsey turned to head toward the stable when she heard the hoof-beats behind her. She turned around just as Kyle leaned down, lifted her from the ground, then placed her in front of him as he turned his horse around.


         “Fergus, collect her horse,” he shouted as he passed his men.


         Over Kyle’s shoulder, Lindsey could see Aggie as she stood in the doorway, watching.


         She was not sure, but she thought Aggie smiled as she nodded her head.


  Chapter 23



   


   She smelled smoke.


         Leaving Elizabeth's cottage, Lindsey sniffed the air again.


         She heard a scream as she looked around, searching for the source. Turning, she saw Shauna trying to open the door of their cottage while smoke drifted up through the roof. At this time of the day, most of the men were either out in the fields or up on the hill in training.


         “SALLY, SALLY!” Shauna screamed again, frantically trying to pull the door open and shouting at the same time. Lindsey was instantly beside her, trying to help with the door. The dry thatched roof was soon ablaze, pieces of it falling to the ground all around the cottage.


         “Pull together,” Lindsey yelled. They both grabbed the long handle and pulled. But the door would not budge. Lindsey soon started coughing, the black smoke rolling around them while women hurriedly threw buckets of water on the cottage from the nearby water trough.


         Then Lindsey heard a faint sound from within, a child's cough. Shauna slightly turned her own head when she heard it too.


         Sally was still alive.


         With that sound came new strength to both women. With another pull, the door came flying off, knocking Shauna down to the ground. Lindsey knew she had no time left. Picturing in her mind where Sally's bed was, she covered her nose and mouth and entered.


         Kyle was on the hill with his men when he heard the shouts and screams from across the field. As he turned, he saw the dark smoke rising above the wall.


         Something in the field was burning!


         He raced with his men as they rounded the first corner. He could hear a woman frantically yelling for her child.


         Sally!


         With a broken leg, Sally would be trapped inside.


         As he and his men made the last turn around the wall, he was just in time to see the door as it fell down on Shauna and to see Lindsey quickly enter inside. With the roof fully ablaze, heavy smoke poured out from the small window and door opening.


         Kyle and his men never slowed down. By the time he was upon the small cottage, Shauna was back up, readying to enter behind Lindsey. He firmly grabbed her arm and pulled her back.


         “NO! Stay here,” he bellowed, trying to be heard above the noise and shouting. But Shauna did not hear him. She only knew her child was still trapped inside.


         “SALLY!” she kept crying, twisting in his arm to free herself from Kyle's tight hold.


         Two of Kyle's men came forward and pulled the screaming woman back.


         “Lindsey,” he yelled as he turned to face the smoky doorframe. As he made ready to go in after her, Lindsey bolted out, running right into his arms with a choking Sally in her arms.


         Kyle quickly grabbed his wife, pulling her safely out of harms way. Shauna broke free from the hold of the two guards and rushed to collect her precious daughter.


         As Sally left one set of arms to another, Kyle caught sight of the flames on the hem of Lindsey's gown. He quickly reached behind her, trying to slap the greedy flames that were consuming her gown at an alarming rate.


         Lindsey, suddenly aware that her own gown was on fire, was twisting in Kyle's grasp, trying to get at the flames herself. Kyle could not hold her still as he tried to beat the flames out that were still climbing up the back and side of her gown.


         With Lindsey now screaming, he picked her up and quickly dropped her into the water trough.


         When she automatically tried to pull herself out, he firmly pushed her back in.


         The crash as the cottage roof finally collapsed drew everyone's attention. The only things left standing were the larger pieces of furniture and the fireplace with the iron pot. He looked back at Shauna who was now joined by her husband Kean.


         He heard Lindsey behind him coughing, trying to expel the smoke from her own lungs. When his hands quit trembling enough so that he could control his movements, he lifted her out of the water.


         While his heart was slowing down enough for him to speak, he bent down to check on Lindsey's legs. She quickly slapped his hands away, moving a step aside out of reach. Kyle, though, would not be deterred. He grabbed her remaining gown and pulled her toward him.


         “Kyle, please,” she whispered furiously between coughs as she looked down at him.


         “I will know now if you are burned, Lindsey. Not later.”


         “I am fine,” she said. At his insistent stare, she added, “truly.” The firmness in her tone was lost when the first cough resulted in a coughing fit.


         “Turn around Lindsey, now,” he commanded when she was breathing easier. He gently parted her gown and discreetly checked her legs. When he was sure she was not injured, he walked over to Shauna and Kean.


         “What happened?”


  Shauna looked up, tears streaking down her sooty cheeks. “Sally was sleeping and I was on my way to speak with my husband when I noticed the smoke.”


         Kyle knelt down beside her. “You did not see how it started?”


         “No.” She looked at him with pleading eyes. “I swear, I did not leave anything amiss, m’lord. The fire was banked and the candles in their proper holders.” Her husband, kneeling beside her, had one hand stroking his wife's hair, the other his daughter’s face.


         Kyle gave Kean's shoulder a squeeze. “Sally, did you see what happened?”


         Sally looked up, fear showing from the small wide eyes. “I only wanted some water.”


         Shauna looked down. “Sally?”


         Sally quickly looked to her mothers face. “When I fell, the candle rolled away, and I could not get to it.”


         Kyle nodded his head as he looked at the terrified expression on the child. “Next time, you will wait for your mother or father to help you, right?”


         Sally nodded her head as she huddled deeper into her mothers embrace.


         Shauna noticed Lindsey standing behind Kyle, her gown missing at one corner up to her knee.


         With her daughter still in her arms, she knelt before Lindsey. “Thank you, m’lady. Thank you.” Shauna started crying again.


         Lindsey looked at the relief in the woman's eyes. What did you say in return? I would have done the same for anyone? If it were my daughter, you would have done the same? It was nothing?


         “You are welcome.” She looked down at Sally safely tucked within Shauna's arms, her small hands holding tight to her mother’s sleeves.


         “How are you feeling, Sally?” she asked as she reached down to gently stroke Sally’s arm. She watched as Sally looked up from her mother’s embrace, her wide eyes still showing a trace of fear.


         “Fine,” she softly answered as she huddled deeper into her mother’s arms, coughing only occasionally now. Except for the black soot covering her, Lindsey decided Sally had not suffered too much. Nothing that proper rest would not take care of.


         Lindsey was sure her heart had never raced as fast as it was now. She lifted her hand to her chest, feeling the rapid beat beneath her fingers. Could one die if it beat too fast?


         Lindsey looked down at herself. She was dripping water, which did not seem to matter since there was water everywhere. The new gown she wore was ruined. She briefly wondered if she could hide it from Kate.


         “Are you okay?” Kyle asked from beside her.


         Seeing the family reunited and knowing how close Sally had come to certain death, Lindsey tried  to smile up at her husband, but everything was getting darker.


         Kyle caught his wife as she fainted, gently carrying her inside the keep and upstairs to their room.


  Chapter 24



   


   “And what is beyond there?”


         “Bluedell pass. Over the past years, it had been used as an escape route for smugglers. Heading through this pass eliminates almost five days travel to the other side. Bluedell was strategically placed here to keep thieves from using the pass to escape through the mountains.”


         Lindsey turned to see Bluedell’s wall just behind her. Fergus had agreed to let her ride with him as long as they stayed in sight of Bluedell. “Have you seen any smugglers use this pass?”


         “Lord Davitan quickly discouraged any future ideas of using this pass. None have successfully made it since.”


         Lindsey could well imagine how frightening Kyle could be when angered. She did not want that anger fully directed at her, at any time. Wolf darted across the field as they walked their horses.


         “Why is it called Bluedell?”


         “There is a valley with small blue flowers that open up and cover the valley floor with their color. They bloom for about a month. Next week they will all die out. But they always return the next year.”


         “They sound like a hearty bunch of flowers.”


         “They are, but a lovelier sight you will never see.”


         Lindsey looked back at the direction of the pass. “They sound beautiful.”


         “When I first came here, I would ride there and sit for hours, watching them open with the morning sun. I always felt they greeted the day for me.”


         Lindsey turned to look at the guard. “How poetic, Fergus.”


         Fergus straightened up, embarrassed at his seemingly loose tongue. “I would appreciate it if you were to tell no one what I just said.”


         Lindsey looked at Fergus, his embarrassment evident as he lowered his head. “My lips are sealed.” She smiled as Fergus gave an audible sigh of relief. “I would love to see them before they are gone for the year.”


         Fergus helped Lindsey remount her mare. He watched as Wolf ran up to them, his tongue hanging out in contentment as he panted away.


         Lindsey gave a final look at the pass before her. “Maybe Kyle will bring me himself.”


  Chapter 25



   


   Gavin ducked as another branch whipped across his face. His men behind him were grumbling at this unexpected trip. So intent was Gavin on this mission that he failed to hear or feel his tunic tear as the thorny vine snagged the expensive cloth. He only had a few good tunics left, and those few were getting old, not to mention out of style.


         The forest was dense on this particular path, forcing his men to ride single file, their swords raised to cut the branches and vines out of their way.


         Gavin took a moment to look around. He was sure the men would be here, somewhere.


         Two days ago, he had received word that a band of mercenaries were camping a day away from Compton. The best he could learn was that there were about a dozen men drifting from one place to another, looking for any means to fill their purses, legal or otherwise.


         While riding through the forest, his mind kept replaying his plan over and over, making sure he had thought of every detail needed, even the smallest ones.


         Several weeks ago, Lady Rachelle had sat for several hours as they both discussed, discarded, and planned for the elimination of Lady Lindsey. He smiled when he remembered their conversations. She was not very forthcoming with her reasons for wanting Lady Lindsey out of the picture. But he had his own ways of learning.


         It took some time, but he eventually learned of her frequent visits to Bluedell. It appeared she was hoping to become the next mistress of Bluedell.


         And just like him, Lady Lindsey had stepped in her path.


         He also learned about her plans for the pass. That bit of information had cost him dearly, but the price would be nothing compared with what Lady Rachelle was going to pay for his silence.


         Actually, she should be grateful for his help. It was only after he looked into who had visited her the past month that he stumbled on a servant of Edwin, a servant who loved to talk when he drank too much ale.


         After Gavin learned what he needed, the servant was found the next day behind the tavern. No one knew who slit his throat or why. Gavin had very little patience for those who could not be trusted. Actually, Edwin should be grateful for his help.


         He stopped his men to gain his bearings when he heard the faint sound of laughter coming from his left.


         Lady Lindsey Davitan was about to be a problem no more.


  Chapter 26



   


   “Cane, you are spending too much time trying to aim.”


         “But if I do not aim, how will I hit the target?”


         “Taking too long to aim is why your arrows are scattered all over the field.”


         Kyle stood in front of the younger man. “Aiming is not what you are learning right now.”


         “But—”


         “No, listen to me. First you must learn the proper form. This form must become automatic, like walking. It needs to become a part of you, a function that you can perform without thinking. When it does, then you can concentrate solely on aiming.”


         Cane gave an exasperated sigh. “I thought I had worked on my form.”


         “But it is not automatic yet, is it?”


         Cane looked down. “I guess not.”


         “I want you to practice your stand, releasing the arrow, and then holding your stand until the arrow hits the mark. Do not be concerned with aiming.”


         Cane took a deep breath. In truth, it was hard to not work on aiming. All the other men were very good at archery. They were hitting the targets.


         Kyle saw Wolf as he darted through the bush. He knew Lindsey was somewhere close.


         Kyle placed his hand on Cane’s shoulder. “I promise, if you keep practicing your form, then aiming will become much easier.”


         Angus came around the bush, followed by Lindsey.


         “I am sorry I delayed Angus, but I wanted to come and watch,” Lindsey explained.


         Kyle took the bows from Angus and distributed them to the rest of the men. “You are just in time. The men were about to see how much they have improved.”


         Lindsey called Wolf and then sat on a fallen log. From a large tree several yards away, there were twelve small stuffed bags hanging in a row, each hanging at a different height.


         Kyle sat next to her as Bede stepped into position. At a signal from Bede, Daryl ran under the bags and lifted them all up, causing all of them to swing from the limb. Gilbert put a small round ball on a long reed shoot that twisted and turned.


         Kyle noticed her looking at Gilbert. “That is something Tinker invented to time the men.”


         “To time the men?”


         Kyle nodded his head. “The men start when the ball is released, then they stop when the ball reaches the end.”


         “It looks like it would not take much time for it to run the course.”


         “That is the point. The men have a short time to shoot as many arrows as possible.”


         Gilbert shouted “GO” at the same time he released the ball.


         Bede, with his first arrow already positioned, raised his bow, took aim, then released the arrow. He reached for another arrow when Wolf took off.


         “WOLF!” Lindsey called out as she ran after him.


         Bede lowered the bow as Lindsey walked up to Wolf, who was jumping, trying to get the arrow sticking out of the bag. Taking her belt off, she looped it around Wolf’s neck and led him back to the log.


         “I am so sorry, but he likes to chase things.”


         Sitting on the log again, she kept her hand tight on the belt. Kyle silently placed his hand on hers to ensure Wolf did not take off.


         Daryl retrieved the arrow, and Bede once again stepped into position. When Daryl once again swung the bags, Gilbert dropped the ball and yelled “GO.”


         Bede smoothly lifted his bow, followed the bags and let the first arrow go. Never taking his eyes off the targets, he reached for another arrow from the quiver hanging on his back, loaded the arrow, took aim, then let it go. On and on he went until Gilbert called “HALT”.


         Lindsey counted eight arrows swinging in the bags. Several of the men slapped Bede on the back as he loosened the quiver and handed it to the next man.


         “Why do the bags swing?” she asked Kyle.


         “Usually your enemy is not standing still. You have to learn to shoot at a moving target.”


         “That makes sense. And why are the bags so small? They are hardly bigger than a hand.”


         “For training in accuracy.”


         Lindsey nodded her head as Bede took a seat beside her. They all watched as Fergus took his place next.


         Once again, the bags were sent swinging and Gilbert set the ball in motion. Like Bede, Fergus kept his eyes on the swinging targets, and one by one, his arrows found their marks, all eight of them.


         “Is eight a good number?”


         Bede leaned over. “Usually around seven is good. Eight is better. But most of the men here will get less.”


         “Well, with the short time you had, I think you did an excellent job.”


         Bede smiled. “Thank you.”


         “What is the most anyone has ever shot?”


         Bede glanced at Kyle. “I think ten has been the best.”


         Kyle continued to watch as Jon took his place. “Probably.”


         “Ten?” Lindsey said in amazement.


         Jon took his turn. When he was done, six arrows were proudly swinging, and one was several yards down in the field.


         “I misjudged that one,” he confessed.


         Gilbert, Sol, Cane, and Daryl all took their turn. Gilbert had six good shots, Sol had four good shots and two bad ones, Daryl had two good shots and three bad ones, and Cane had five bad shots.


         Lindsey noticed that when they were each done, the others warmly encouraged each other, no matter what their score.


         Cane looked disappointed that he did not get one.


         “Your form was better, and your moves were more automatic,” Kyle told Cane as he placed a hand on his shoulder. “Keep this up and we will start working on your aiming in a few weeks.”


         Lindsey was surprised to see a smile appear on Cane’s face.


         Everyone was gathering the arrows and bows, obviously done for the day.


         “I did not see you shoot!” Lindsey called to her husband.


         “My job is to teach.”


         Lindsey looked around at the men who suddenly stopped. “But the other men showed me what they could do. Why not you?”


         “The men did not show you, they were practicing and you happened to be here.”


         The men were all subtly waiting as Kyle gathered the last bow.


         “Bede, how many does he normally shoot,” she asked as she nodded her head to her husband.


         Bede rubbed his chin as if in deep thought. “Well, let me see. The last time I saw him shoot, I remember he missed quite a few—”


         “Give me that!”


         Kyle grabbed the quiver of arrows from Bede’s hands as the rest of the men excitedly gathered round. Daryl went to stand beneath the targets as Gilbert made ready the timer.


         Kyle looked at the bags hanging from the tree, only slightly stirred by the wind. With his face, he calculated the force of the wind. Strapping the quiver to his back, he took his place, the bow in his hand feeling like a good friend. Taking the first arrow, he positioned it on the bow, his hands ready.


         Kyle remembered the time Bede spoke of. It was the first week after taking Lindsey and Grace back to the convent. It seemed he saw Lindsey’s face everywhere. The time Bede spoke of was the only time he missed so many of the targets. At the time, he was glad it was only Bede who witnessed it. Now, he was not so sure.


         In truth, there was a part of him that wanted to do this, to show his wife what he could do.


         Pride! What would she think of that!


         He gave the signal to Daryl, who raced across the field, sending all the targets flying. Gilbert set the ball in motion and he raised the bow for his first shot.


         Lindsey was astounded at the speed of her husband. He barely had the first arrow pulled back before he let it loose, then reached for another. Surely he was not taking time to aim! The arrows were flying so fast, it was like one fluid movement. Before she knew it, Gilbert had called “HALT .”


         Afraid that in his haste, he missed all of them, Lindsey turned to see nine arrows dancing in the wind.


         Nine!


         All of the men shouted in triumph as they collected the arrows and bows again, then headed back to the keep.


         Lindsey noticed Kyle had a smug look on his face. Well, he deserved it!


         “I gather you had something on your mind last time.”


         “Or somebody,” Bede whispered to her.


         Kyle walked beside her as they returned, Wolf chasing after the sticks the men were throwing for him.


         “Is it hard to learn?” she asked.


         “For some it is, for others, it comes easier.”


         Angus ran past them, several bows in his hand.


         “The bow, can you teach me?”


         Kyle looked at his wife. “Why do you want to learn?”


         “No reason in particular. I just want to learn.”


         “Most of my men have been practicing for years, since they were squires themselves. What you saw today was an example of years of practice and patience.”


         “I do not plan to participate in the game your men just played. I understand their training is for the protection and safety of Bluedell. This is just something I would like to learn.”


         “To develop any skill, much time is needed to practice,” he warned.


         “I seem to have some extra time on my hands lately.”


         The both walked together in silence. “I have some errands to do. When I am done, I will consider it.”


         For Lindsey, that was enough. “Thank you.”


  Chapter 27



   


    Lindsey enjoyed the morning breeze as it blew through her hair, refreshing her soul.


         Sister Jane was right. There was a world out here just waiting for her to discover it.


         Fergus had assured her that today would be one of the last days to see Bluedell Pass in full bloom.


         They rode for another half-hour as they followed the bottom of the mountain. When Fergus entered a small glen, he pulled his horse aside, allowing Lindsey to enter.


         Lindsey could hear her own gasp echo around her as she beheld the scene before her. An awesome valley of beautiful flowers covered the valley floor from end to end.


          “How beautiful,” she whispered.


         “Aye.”


         Fergus dismounted, then helped Lindsey down. Lindsey stood for a moment in silence, drinking in the scenery before her. He followed her as she walked around, reaching down a few times to gently touch the delicate petals.


         “What an extraordinary gift of color God has,” Lindsey mumbled to herself.


         “That be true,” Fergus agreed from beside her.


         The vivid color deepened every minute as the sun quickly rose. With a sigh of pleasure, she hugged her knees as she sat in the field surrounded by violet-blue flowers, yellow bees, puffy clouds, and six armed men.


         Fergus was seated beside her as they both looked over the scene.


         “You cannot get much prettier than that,” he observed.


         “You know, it sounds strange, but I have seen this color somewhere before.”


         “Lady Whitcomb has eyes this color.”


         Lindsey turned to look at Fergus, then back at the flowers. “She does!”


         Fergus nodded his head. “I noticed it as soon as I looked up into her eyes when she first rode into Bluedell.”


         “You are very observant.”


         Lindsey watched as he blushed. She was not aware that men blushed. Lindsey looked ahead, allowing the beautiful setting to envelop her.


         “Grace is beautiful,” she spoke out loud.


         “That she is.”


         “When I see Kate and LaTasha together, it reminds me how much I miss her.”


         She felt rather than saw him nod his head in agreement.


         “She deserves someone better than Michaels,” she spoke out loud. She had to hide a flinch as Fergus spit on the ground.


         I guess he agrees.


         Lindsey picked a few of the small flowers, holding their beauty in her hands. Neither one spoke as each one thought about the same person.


         Fergus let her sit for another half-hour, absorbing the scene before suggesting they return.


         “Already?”


         “I promised Lord Kyle I would have you back before too long.”


         Lindsey gave another look across the valley, memorizing the shades and depth of color from the valley floor to the mountains to the sky in her mind. She had already planned to preserve the scene on a tapestry, if she could catch the color just right. She wanted to surprise Kyle with it.


         “Thank you for bringing me, Fergus.”


         Fergus helped her to mount the gentle mare she was riding, then mounted his own gelding. The other guards were already mounted and ready to return.


         They traveled at a leisurely pace when Fergus suddenly pulled his mount up, the other guards taking their place before her, their swords drawn and ready. She looked around to see where the danger was when she noticed the lone rider approaching.


         It was Kyle. Fergus kept the party stationary until Kyle rode up.


         “Kyle, you missed the most beautiful sight.”


         Kyle looked at the flush on his wife’s cheeks from the wind, her bright smile, her tasseled hair as the wind lifted the stray ends, the excitement dancing in her eyes.


         No, I just caught it! he thought to himself.


         “I am glad you enjoyed the view,” he said instead. Fergus fell back a few feet as Kyle rode beside his wife.


         “Kyle, it was wonderful. I never knew there were so many shades of blue and violet together. It was spectacular.”


         As they began to enter the wooded area, Kyle took the lead as they rode single file for a short distance, then rode side by side again.


         “I would love to show this place to Grace,” Lindsey expressed to herself. “She would be so excited when she saw it.”


         Lindsey turned in her saddle to look back when she heard a strange hissing noise, followed closely by a ‘thud’. Kyle’s men immediately drew their swords and surrounded her as a dozen men on foot rushed them from the bushes.


         The sound that erupted next made Lindsey’s neck hairs stand up. Kyle gave a loud cry that she was sure was part evil in origin. Fergus moved in front of her, slicing his sword through the air as the first man made an attempt to break through the small circle.


         Lindsey had never heard so much shouting going on at the same time. There was the constant clanging of swords mingled with grunts and bellows as the men on foot dodged the swords from Kyle’s men. She kept her head lowered against the neck of her mare when she saw spears flying through the air.


         When her mare reared up on her hind legs in fright, Lindsey leaned forward to keep her seat. She would have succeeded except that Gilbert’s horse bumped into hers at that moment, causing Lindsey to land on the ground as her mare took off through the wall of men.


         Lindsey quickly rolled away as Gilbert’s horse moved sideways again. As she rose, Gilbert brought his sword slashing across the chest of the man before him. The man’s cry was lost as the others continued to shout during the fight.


         Kyle turned his horse around when the first man charged at him. The man ducked as Kyle swung, then raised his own sword as Kyle’s horse made an attempt to reposition himself. Kyle cursed to himself when the cramped space kept his horse from responding quickly to his commands.


         Kyle saw the movement from beside him as the attacker made a move toward him, then felt his horse stumble before he fell to the ground. He quickly kicked his feet free as he rolled clear of the large animal, keeping his grip on his sword as he swiftly rose to his feet.


         He was quicker now that he was standing before his enemy. Kyle saw the man’s look of surprise as he pulled his sword from his chest.


         Kyle saw Lindsey sidestepping around the horses and men, trying to keep away from any harm.


         “Fergus!” he shouted as another man approached from his left side.


         Lindsey watched as Kyle’s men, one by one, dismounted as they continued the battle. Her eyes searched out Kyle, noticing he was engaged with three men. The robbers around them outnumbered their small party, and Lindsey knew that if she were not there, the men would be better able to defend themselves without worrying about her.


         She backed up when Gilbert stepped back toward her, his sword flashing through the air as he fought back his attacker. A glance at Fergus and the other guards showed that they were brutally doing the same. Lindsey looked around for anything to use to help.


         Lifting a piece of timber, she took aim as one man caused Fergus to fall. With his sword ready to deliver the fatal blow, Lindsey hit the man in his middle with all her might. The man dropped his sword as he clutched his side.


         Fergus regained his stance, then pushed Lindsey back as he brought his sword down on the man.


         Lindsey turned and saw the back of another man trying to pin Gilbert down. She brought the piece of timber down on the man’s head, then watched as he crumbled to the ground.


         Lindsey looked around, her heart beating rapidly, her breathing quick and shallow. A movement from the trees just above them caught her attention.


         Partially covered by the thick leaves, a man stood on a limb. With a crossbow in hand, he loaded the weapon with two small arrows, then began to crank the bowstring tight. She followed his line of vision, looking for his target.


         Kyle!


         The man lifted the bow to take aim.


         “KYLE, LOOK OUT!” she screamed as she pushed her way through the maze of fighting men.


         Kyle turned around. Suddenly, Lindsey was in front of him as he felt her body push his aside. He pulled Lindsey out of the way as the first arrow flew by him, missing Lindsey’s shoulder by only inches as it impaled itself through her cloak and into the tree behind them.


         Reaching down to the body at his feet, Kyle grabbed the shield the man no longer needed, then positioned himself in front of Lindsey. Kyle looked up to see the man responsible as he took aim with his second arrow.


         Raising the shield before them both, he heard the snap of the bowstring let loose again. The muscles in his arm tightened at the sudden jolt when the arrow penetrated the shield half way.


         Kyle quickly picked up the spear at the dead man’s feet, then sent it hurling toward the tree.


         Standing behind Kyle, Lindsey watched as the man fell from the tree, clutching where the spear plunged into his chest. His cry blended with the others as Kyle’s men quickly took care of the remaining men. Wanting to help, she naturally started walking toward the fallen body.


         “Leave him,” Kyle ordered as he pulled her back.


         She looked from Kyle to the dead man lying on the ground until Kyle stood in front of her, blocking her vision.


         Kyle was breathing deeply as he looked around, his heart racing. Only one of his men was seriously injured.


          “Recognize any of them?”


         Fergus stood beside him, his bloodied sword clutched in his hand. “No. Did they mean to rob us?” Fergus asked as both he and Kyle leaned down to wipe their swords on the clothing of the closest body.


         “It was a sloppy attempt.”


         “These men came out fighting.”


         “We were carrying nothing of value.” Kyle noticed Lindsey tending to the injured man.


         “This one is still alive!” one of his men shouted.


         Fergus followed Kyle as he knelt before the injured man.


         “Who sent you?” Kyle demanded.


         The man coughed, his own blood running down his cheeks. “Said it would...be easy...”


         “Who?” Kyle asked again.


         “Michaels...”


         “Michaels? Why?”


         The man coughed again. Kyle knew the man was dying fast. “Why did Michaels send you?”


         “...the...girl...”


         “Lindsey?”


         “promised...he would...let us...use it....if...if”


          “If what?”


         “...if...” The last word died on his lips as the mans eyes stared at nothing.


         “What was Michaels going to let them use?” Fergus asked.


         Kyle looked around and counted sixteen men lying dead on the ground. “I do not know.”


         Fergus was looking at the worn boots of the fallen man. “Spurs,” Fergus whispered.


         “Check the others.” Kyle examined the next body. A few minutes later, Kyle’s unease had not lessened.


         “Mercenaries,” Fergus volunteered when they had finished. “Why did Michaels hire mercenaries? ”


         Kyle resheathed his sword. “See if any of the men recognize them. Then send Gilbert to collect the horses. And check the woods for any mounts these men would have hid.”


         Lindsey was tying a piece of material around the injured guards arm, trying her hardest not to look at the amount of death surrounding her. As quickly as the attack began, it ended. She was still shocked at the speed at which her husband moved and how effective he was in killing.


         That was something she had never considered before. True, Kyle was a knight and a warrior, and had most likely been in many battles. But this attack today had brought home to her just what her husband was capable of.


         As she tied the final knot in the bandage, she decided she never wanted to see Kyle that mad.


         Especially at her.


  Chapter 28



   


   Kyle was still furious.


         The more he thought about it, the more furious he became.


         Did she think he could not defend himself, or her, for that matter?


         “You are never, NEVER again to place yourself in jeopardy like that. Do I make myself clear?”


         Lindsey knew Kyle was angry the whole trip back to Bluedell. He had barely spoken two words to her or his men since the attack. But he was making up for them now in plentiful numbers.


         “Kyle, the man would have killed you,” she logically reasoned.


         He took another deep breath, trying desperately to calm himself down. When she placed her hands upon her hips, her cloak spread open behind her, enabling him to see the hole caused by the first arrow. Seeing again how close it had come to Lindsey, he clenched his teeth tight.


         “You are never, ever to place yourself between me and an enemy again. Do you understand?”


         No, she did not! “You mean you can protect me, but I cannot protect you?”


         She was not sure, but she thought she heard Kyle growl. Thinking it might be Wolf, she looked around.


         Wolf wisely was nowhere to be seen.


         “You were in trouble and I wanted to help. What was wrong with that?”


         Kyle felt his temper ignite as he remembered her putting herself in harms way when she attempted to push him aside. He had tried to calm his nerves down the whole trip back. But instead, he felt he was ready to explode inside. He knew no amount of reasoning with himself was going to make any difference. When it appeared she was not going to understand, he finally took out his rage the only other way he knew how.


         He spent the next few minutes cursing every word he knew, and then he made up some, just to feel better.


         Lindsey listened intently as he shouted words to the roof, trying to understand. But Kyle was obviously so furious and speaking so fast that she was unable to understand most of the words. Turning her head, she noticed that Fergus nodded his head every now and then, obviously in agreement.


         Fergus understood.


         She was curious.


         “I did not know you spoke another language,” she softly spoke when Kyle paused to take a breath. “I am not familiar with it, though.”


         The hall suddenly became quiet as Kyle slowly turned to face his wife.


         “What?”


         “I asked what language are you speaking? I know you also speak French, but I am unfamiliar with this language. I recognized a few of the words every now and then from you and your men. Father James uses them sometimes . . .”


         Lindsey was surprised by the confused look her husband was giving her. “Of course, when he uses them, I understand their meaning.”


         Turning to look at Fergus, she noticed he also had the same confused expression.


         “I am already fluent in three languages,” she defended herself. “I have a knack for picking them up, or so the sisters said. But I never heard the one you were just now speaking.”


          “What are you talking about?”


         “The language you are speaking.” Really, men could be so dense when the question was so simple. “Sister Cora always speaks in Latin when she is angry, and Sister Mary recited a certain psalm.”


         She looked at Fergus, who was curiously looking at Kyle.


         “Did you understand what he just said?” she asked Fergus as she cocked her head toward her husband


         Fergus looked quickly from one to the other. Not knowing what to say, he nodded his head.


         “Do you also speak this language?”


         Fergus again nodded his head.


         “And do all the other men speak this language?”


         Fergus looked to Kyle for help and direction.


         Lindsey noticed the look, then turned back to her husband. “I want to learn this language, too.”


         “NO,” both men yelled in unison. Fergus took a step back, his face turning a dark shade of red when he realized he had just raise his voice to Lady Lindsey.


         Lindsey stood to her full height, raising her head just slightly to look up at Kyle. “I fail to see why I cannot learn this language also. The linguistics do not seem all that difficult.”


         She walked around the table and right up to Kyle, pointing her finger into his chest. “I fail to see why I must be excluded from this when you and your men seem to enjoy it so much.”


         “I do hope I am not interrupting anything important.”


         Both Kyle and Lindsey swiftly turned around.


         Kyle's response to the man standing just inside the doorway was immediate.


         “Jared! 'Tis always good to see you, my friend.” Kyle reached over to shake Jared’s hand. “Your visits are becoming fewer and fewer.”


         Lindsey was not fully listening, her gaze instead went to the woman standing behind the man. The woman was beautiful. She was only a few inches shorter than herself, with large brown eyes and a small nose. Her gown was surely of the latest fashion in a deep purple with a golden girdle that highlighted her tiny waist. Hair that looked like it had captured the sun was carefully netted in a crispine.


         Lindsey was studying her as she walked toward her. “My name is Lindsey.”


         “I am Maria.”


         Lindsey quickly sensed the shyness in this woman. “Would you like something to drink?”


         Maria slowly followed, the smile on her face making her look more angelic. Lindsey led the way to the tables as the men were slapping each other and talking.


         “I am pleased to have another female to talk with,” Maria confessed.


         “I know how boring men can be when they are together. Mostly, they forget about the women.”


         Lindsey was pleased when Maria smiled.


         “You are easier to talk to than …..”


         Lindsey heard the pause. “Easier than Lady Rachelle?” she guessed.


         Maria's eyes widened as she looked from Lindsey to her husband, then back to Lindsey. “You know of her?”


         “She came for a visit. I have the feeling more people than you were expecting my husband to marry her rather than me. Did you meet her?”


         “We visited before. I always thought she dressed so elegantly.”


         Lindsey unconsciously looked at her own simple gown Kate had made. “Well, I am glad you feel more comfortable now. So tell me, where are you from?”


         “Crestview. It is only a few hours east of here.”


         “Crestview. I like the name.”


         Maria looked around the hall. “I see you have been busy. I told Jared this place needed a wife's touch.”


         Lindsey heard the sincerity in the woman’s voice. “I have more plans for the hall. I am recently married though and learning how to handle the duties of being mistress of Bluedell.”


         “I understand. I have been married just a year now. Jared's father, Jervis, lives with us.”


         “And his mother?”


         “She died several years ago. Jared and Jervis are very close.”


         Lindsey looked up at her husband. Accept for a sister and uncle, Kyle did not speak of any other living family member.


         “And what about your family?” Lindsey asked as she turned back to her guest.


          “My parents are in France. They do not get to visit very often.”


         Lindsey heard the loneliness in the soft voice. “Then I should be grateful. My best friend is but a few days from here.” Lindsey suddenly smiled. “In fact, you remind me of her. She is shorter than you, but her hair is the same color as yours. Her name is Grace.”


         “It is nice to have a best friend.”


         “I gather there are not many females at Crestview.”


         “There are a few, but they are the servants.”


         “That is all that is here, but I have worked with them, and they are a good group.”


         “You work with the servants?”


         Lindsey looked up at the surprised tone and smiled. “You sound like my husband.”


         Maria glanced at her husband still talking with Kyle. “Jared would never allow me to work with the servants.”


         “I am sure Kyle would like that as well, but it is hard to change one's way of life.”


         “You were a servant?”


         Lindsey gave a chuckle. “No, but at the convent where I grew up, I did many of the chores that needed done. We had no servants and much of the work was demanding. The sisters at the convent are all elderly, so helping out just became part of my life.”


         “And the servants do not think less of you?”


         Lindsey looked at her new friend as Kara came with bread and cheese and cups of wine for the women. “I have not considered what they think,” she answered as she watched Kara return to the kitchen. She looked at the men sitting and talking. Was that what Kyle worried about?


         As the two men sat at another table with drinks before them, they both glanced at their wives across the hall, deep in conversation.


         “So, what brings you to Bluedell?”


         Jared looked from the women to his friend. “I am hearing some ugly rumors!”


         “What kind of rumors?”


         “Like soon, the pass will be open again.”


         Kyle frowned. “The pass? And who is talking?”


         “Mostly the merchants, and they are worried. With the pass open, thieves could outrun the King's men again, and the merchants will never get their merchandise back.”


         “Do you know who wants it open?”


         “The names I hear most is Robert and Edwin, long time thieves.”


         “Are they working with anyone else?”


         “A couple of names have been associated with them.”


         “Is Michaels name one of them?”


         Jared expression showed his surprise. “How did you know?”


         Kyle explained about the recent attack and what the dying man confessed.


         “He said Michaels promised them they could use it? And you think he was referring to the pass?”


         “It makes sense. But I cannot figure how attacking Lindsey would gain them access to the pass.”


         Jared was quiet as he thought for a moment. “That would explain the other name I have been hearing.”


         Kyle looked up, the silent question in his eyes.


         “Lady Rachelle.”


         Kyle's eyes widened briefly.


         “I asked around when I heard, to be sure. Guess whose family owned Bluedell before you?”


         “Lady Rachelle.”


         Jared nodded his head. “Seems she had a distant cousin who let people use the pass, for a price. Made quite a profit, from what I heard. My guess is, she is trying to get back into the family business.”


         Kyle thought on the idea. “That would make sense.”


         “I know she visited often. Maybe she was hoping to be the new mistress here.”


         “Maybe.”


         “I asked around, and it appears Lady Rachelle has had several secret meetings with both Robert and Edwin. Do you know if she ever met with Michaels?”


         “As far as I know, no. But obviously, there is a side of her that I was unaware of.”


         Jared looked down at his folded hands. “I am sorry for the news. But I wanted you to know.”


         Lindsey glanced at her husband and his friend, and wondered about the serious look on their faces. She was about to ask Maria about it when Bede suddenly came running through the hall.


         “Angus was injured.”


         Fergus and Gilbert were carrying a wounded Angus into the hall.


         Lindsey was already clearing the table. “Place him over here.”


         Kyle and Jared helped to place the groaning lad on the table. “What happened?” Kyle asked as he looked at the long gash in  Angus's left side.


         “He was practicing his swordplay with Cane when he tripped. It was an accident,” Bede quickly explained as Kara entered the hall with more drinks for the men.


         “Kara, I need hot water and linen,” Lindsey called out. “Also, bring my basket of herbs from the kitchen.”


         Kara immediately turned back to the kitchen.


         Lindsey peeled back Angus's tunic to reveal a long and deep gash on his side. She began to check the wound when she heard a moan beside her. Turning, she saw Maria visibly pale as she began to fall backward.


         “Maria!”


         Lindsey caught her as her legs gave out beneath her. Jared was beside her immediately as he helped to sit her down.


         “Maria? Are you alright?”


         Maria's head rolled back as her eyes fluttered.


         “Maria?”


         “She will be fine,” Jared promised.


         Already Maria was beginning to come around. Lindsey knew she had to remove Maria from the hall. Kara returned from the kitchen and placed the water, linen and basket of herbs on the table.


         “Kara, show Jared our room. Jared, make her lie down for a few minutes. She will be fine there.”


         Lindsey watched as Jared gently picked up his wife and followed Kara up the steps. Then she turned back to Angus.


         The cut was deep, but it was clean. Grabbing a few herbs from the basket Kara brought, she packed the wound after she cleaned it, then carefully bound it with a bandage. Angus was pale, but fine.


          “Take him to the room across the study.” As Fergus and Gilbert moved Angus, Lindsey quickly went upstairs to check on Maria.


         Maria was sitting on the edge of the bed beside her husband.


         “Maria, are you alright?”


         Maria looked up, her eyes red from crying. “I am sorry, but...”


         Lindsey sat beside Maria. “There was a woman in the village next to the convent who fainted at the sight of blood. Some people just react that way.”


         “But it is so embarrassing.”


         Lindsey patted Maria's hands in her lap. “You may feel that you will always faint at the sight of blood, but when you need to, you will find that you will overcome this.”


         Maria looked up, an expression of hope in her eyes. “Truly?”


         Lindsey nodded her head. “Truly. Now, why not come back downstairs. I want to show you what I have been working on during the evenings.”


         Jared and Maria were able to stay for only a few hours, needing to return home before nightfall. Their eight guards that accompanied them were already lined up, waiting to start on the return trip.


         “After I heard about Lord Davitan's marriage, I wanted to meet you,” Maria confessed from atop her horse. “I am glad I came.”


         “And I am glad also. I would welcome your visit anytime.”


         With a final wave, the small party was on their way, Lindsey and Kyle both standing on the steps watching them as they slowly disappeared.


  Chapter 29



   


   Gavin lazily sat in a large chair, his hand hanging over the worn arm as he absently scratched one of his hounds behind it’s ears. He did not move, but merely raised his eyes as he watched Rudolph, his servant, approach.


         “There be someone here ta see ya,” Rudolph announced.


         A moment of panic showed in his eyes. No one could know he sent them. “Who is it?”


         Rudolph stepped aside as a wide, burly man walked around him. “My name is Robert. Lady Rachelle sent me.”


         “Ahh!”


         Robert looked around at the dirty hall, the dejected look on Gavin's face. “I take it that your little plan did not prove fruitful.”


         Gavin raised his head. “Lady Rachelle sent you just to ask me that?”


         Robert sat down, then signaled for a tankard of ale from a passing servant. “Lady Rachelle wanted to know what progress you were making, if any.”


         “Lord Davitan was not suppose to be with them when they attacked.”


         “At least all the men are dead. No one will be able to trace them back to you.”


         Gavin looked up. “You seem to be aware of a lot of things.”


         Robert smiled. “I believe in knowing your enemies, your partners.”


         “Do you consider me an enemy?”


         Robert seemed to give the matter some thought as the servant set the tankard before him. “An enemy, no.” A quick glance showed him they were the only ones in the hall. “I understand you were responsible for the elimination of one of Edwin's servants.”


         “And if I was?” Gavin asked cautiously.


         “Then he deserved whatever he got. I never understood why Edwin even hired him.” He took a long drink, not disguising his facial expression at the foul taste. “I have had better.”


         Gavin was not offended. “I am sure you have.”


         “When I learned about Edwin's servant, I asked around. Seems the tavern owner remembered him talking with someone for a long time.” He looked at his tankard, deciding whether or not to take another drink. “You should be more careful.”


         Gavin merely looked at his guest, not offering any information.


         “It did not take me long to figure out what you learned from the poor fool.”


         “They say, knowledge is power.”


         “And you, my friend, have just become an unexpected powerful person in our business.” He pushed the tankard to the middle of the table. “When I first learned of you, I had planned your elimination, just as you did to the servant.”


         For the first time, Robert saw the hint of fear in Gavin's eyes. He smiled at the thought.


         “Am I that much of a threat?” Gavin already knew the answer. He was wondering if this man would be fool enough to try to kill him, here in his own estate.


         “At first, I thought you were. But then, Edwin and I got to talking, and I realized how valuable you might be.”


         “Valuable?”


         “You are close to Bluedell. It could be advantageous to have someone else near the pass, just in case something was to happen to Lady Rachelle. For several months, I have been making arrangements, securing trade routes, hiring runners, buying additional horses and wagons.”


         Gavin's eyes narrowed. “You seem sure of your plans.”


         “I would hate for all my planning to be for naught. And, I do understand how certain, things, can sidetrack an individual, dividing his focus. That is why I am going to do you a favor.”


         Gavin leaned back in his chair. “A favor?”


         “I know someone who works in Lord Whitcomb’s estate.” Robert knew he now had Gavin’s full attention, the hound at his side suddenly forgotten.


         “Yes?” Gavin eagerly asked.


         Robert leaned forward. “Lord Whitcomb will be sending for his daughter within the next few months. I am hoping, once you fulfill your ultimate goal, you will then be fully focused on the task at hand.”


         His Grace was going to be leaving the convent soon! If he could somehow intercept the party, then he could bring Grace here. Once here, her father would have no say in the matter. Her value as a prospective bride for anyone else would be nothing with the loss of her innocence.


         That image brought a smile to his face.


         Gavin allowed his smile to broaden, his guest forgotten. Lady Lindsey could wait. Grace was going to become his, heart and soul.


  Chapter 30



   


   The king moved over one space, followed by the bishop in front of him. The queen moved next as she made a sweep, capturing a white knight, then a rook before returning to the corner to protect the king.


         Lindsey had been following the game of chess for the last month as she watched the men play each night. Some nights, Kyle would sit beside her while working on papers, or simply observing his men. Other nights, he planted himself in one of the chairs, playing the game with the men one at a time.


         The shouts from the men told her they all seemed to enjoy this particular game.


         When Kyle saw her interest, he began to show her basic moves. When he realized she was genuinely interested, he explained specific plays along with strategic maneuvers.


          “The game is more than just moving the pieces around and around,” he had told her. “Chess is a game of strategy and skill.”


         Tonight, she watched as Kyle was playing against Gilbert. Gilbert had more pieces on the board, but he did not seem to have the control of the board that Kyle had. Gilbert gave a groan each time he began to lose major pieces.


         Several minutes later, Gilbert tipped his king over, ending the game. The smiles on the faces of both men showed that, win or lose, they both enjoyed the game.


         Kyle noticed her attention while she sat with the other women. The hall was normally a place where his men relaxed. But lately, more and more women were sharing it, sitting with Lindsey as they worked on different rugs.


         A few months ago, Lindsey finished three small rugs and placed them in their room. He had to admit it was very pleasant to set your feet on something warm in the morning.


         When LaTasha had seen what Lindsey was making, she gathered some old clothes and joined Lindsey. Within a week, LaTasha was proudly displaying her small rug for her room.


         Kate had also joined the small group, happily tearing, braiding and sewing.


         Kyle looked at the women gathered with his wife. Kara, Kate, LaTasha and Shauna.


         It appeared everyone had heard about the rugs and were eager to make one themselves. Listening to the women, he figured it was merely a pastime to catch up on the local gossip.


         The rug they were working on today was round and several feet wide. With the edge of the rug on the women’s laps, the rug slowly turned in a circle as each woman sewed braids on the edge. Some evenings he would watch the women tear rags into strips, some evenings they would braid the strips, and some evenings, like tonight, they were sewing the braids together.


         “How big are you going to make that?”


         Lindsey looked at the large rug hanging off her lap. “I am hoping to have it big enough for the hall.”


         Kyle looked at the floor. “The floor is very large.”


         “I intend to cover only the middle.”


         Kyle reset the game pieces. “Would you care to try a game?”


         “And lose in front of your men in less moves than I have fingers on one hand?” She smiled. “I think not.”


         “Show me what you have learned.”


         Lindsey looked around at the men. They appeared to be busy doing different things around the hall. She then looked at the women around her. All were cocking their heads toward the game, their silent message clear: ‘Go’. Looking back at the table with all the pieces standing tall, she finally set her sewing aside and took the seat opposite her husband.


         Her first moves were made because she observed Kyle many times before moving the same pieces. But after three moves, she tried to concentrate on what piece she should move next.


         “Consider where your king is,” he softly suggested, “and what possible threat each of my pieces could be.”


         She listened to Kyle as he guided her through the game, encouraging her to think of how each move would benefit her, or weaken her defense.


         Lindsey was amazed at the power the queen held. She could move in any direction at any time. In contrast, the king seemed to have almost the least power of all, not to mention his lack of maneuverability.


         She let her queen take his rook and two pawns, wondering why his bishop never swooped down to take her rook when he was able. Another pawn and a knight left his defense and joined her small pile of white pieces she was collecting. She was just beginning to enjoy the game when he made his last move.


         “Checkmate.”


         Lindsey straightened up, looking between the board and the pile of his men she had captured. “How could you? I have most of your pieces?”


         “The game is not who captures the most pieces, Lindsey, but who captures the king.”


         She looked to see his white rook standing beside her black king. The only move she could make would place her king in line with his queen, who was sitting in the far corner looking innocent, she noticed.


         “I will remember that.”


         “For your first game, I thought you did rather well.”


         “Thank you.” She looked down at the board again, examining each of the pieces and remembering the power they each held. She picked up her king, which she noticed was shorter than her queen.


         “According to this game,” she slowly voiced, “besides the row of pawns in front, the king is the most limited piece on the board.”


         “Yes.”


         “And his position is secured by the other pieces?”


         Kyle nodded.


         Lindsey gently replaced the black king she held in her hands.


         “And of all the pieces on the board, the queen is the most powerful, and the most versatile? The most maneuverable over the board?”


         Kyle sat back in his chair. Her tone told him she was leading up to something.


         “Yes,” he cautiously replied. He watched as Lindsey gently picked up her queen, inspecting it while she continued to speak.


         “You admire this game.”


         “I guess you could say I do. Not everyone plays this game.”


         She nodded her head in agreement. “So, the queen’s position, along with the other pieces, is to ensure that the king is safe and protected at all times?”


         “Yes.”


         Lindsey nodded her head again, as if she finally grasped some deep meaning of something. “Then, explain to me the difference between the queen protecting the king, and me helping you.”


         Kyle’s eyes narrowed. “Lindsey, I thought we had already discussed this the other night.”


         “We did. But after learning this game, I fail to see how you can admire the position and strength of a game piece, a game you readily admit you admire, yet become angry when I show the same qualities when I feel the need to help you.”


         Kyle took a deep breath and leaned forward. “It is my duty, Lindsey, to protect all of the people in Bluedell, including you, my wife. And as my wife, I expect you to obey me. Chess is a game of skill and of strategy. I enjoy the game because you have to think of how the other person will move, how they think. The game is not just how well you move your own pieces, but how well you defend and attack.”


         “I understand that.”


         “Good. Then understand this also. The game of chess and what you did the other day are in no way the same.” He picked up his white queen, holding it before him. “If I lose my game pieces, even my queen, then at the end of the game when we restart, she is back in place with all her position and power.” He carefully replaced the piece next to the white king. “But if, because of your interfering or—”


         “I did not!” Lindsey interrupted.


         Kyle lifted a hand for silence.


         “If, because of your interference,” he repeated, “something was to happen to you or someone else, then I would be responsible. I would be, because that is my job. And as much as I pride myself in the skills I have, there are many things even I cannot fix. Death is one of them.”


         Kyle paused so Lindsey could think of what he had just said. He saw her fold her hands in her lap, her expression serious.


         A part of him could not help but admire her courage and determination. How many wives would do what Lindsey tried to do?


         He knew that Lindsey was genuine in her desire to help and protect. It was an odd feeling that someone else wanted to protect him, instead of the other way around. Ever since he rapidly gained his height and size while still young, then learned to use and handle the weapons of a knight with accuracy, very few people ever bothered with him.


         People just did not try to protect him. The last one who tried was his sister. Rebecca had felt the need to protect and help her brother, just like Lindsey.


         Women!


         “Lindsey. I understand what you were trying to do. When I heard you call to me, I became immediately aware of the threat posed by the man in the tree. But when you jumped in front of me, I had to not only defend myself, but also worry about your safety. Where you were, my men surrounded you. I could deal with the men around me and not worry about you.”


         Lindsey took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “I am sorry.”


         Kyle captured one of Lindsey’s hands within his own. “Promise me that you will never take such an unnecessary risk again.”


         Lindsey looked at her hand, which was swallowed in Kyle’s larger one. “I only wanted to help.”


         “I know.” He rubbed her wrist with his thumb, a slow and steady touch. “I know.”


         Lindsey looked up. “I will stay out of trouble, Kyle. I promise. You will never have to worry about me again.”


         Kyle smiled at the sincerity of her words. “I honestly doubt that.”


  Chapter 31



   


   The dull ache in Elizabeth’s back felt uncomfortable, but she thought nothing more of it until later that evening when the dull ache turned into a sharp pain.


         Several, in fact.


         Bryan was so easy going and calm, nothing ever riled him. She remembered when he asked her father for her hand in marriage. Elizabeth became the envy of all the young girls about. Even after six years of marriage, she still was in awe that he chose her.


         One of the things that she loved about him was his even disposition. Bryan never lost his temper. And once he knew what he was doing, he was methodical until the job was finished.


         Which was why she was now laughing so hard between the pains.


         Bryan was totally lost and confused, his eyes wide with indecision. She had to remind him to dress before getting Shauna next door.


         Another pain turned her smile into a grimace. Bryan was so flustered, he could not seem to find the door. Seeing his wife in so much pain, he was hesitant to leave. But when his sweet, docile wife let out an ear piercing, roaring scream, he about collapsed. The face Elizabeth gave made his eyes widen more.


         He needed to get Shauna.


         Now!


         Shauna immediately took charge of the situation, much to the relief of Bryan, who was quickly ordered outside.


         From the outside he could still hear Elizabeth, her screams and cries echoing through the still night air. Several men were standing with him, trying to ease his mind.


         Daniel slapped Bryan on the back. “Anne was screaming so loud, the midwife told her to hold on to something during her pains. She grabbed a handful of my hair and nearly pulled it out, roots and all.”


         Kean nodded his head. “I remember you were yelling louder than Anne and she could not hear the midwife.”


         Bryan managed to chuckle.


         Daniel slowly rubbed his head at the memory. “Women say that they do not remember the pain after the babe is born. I tell you, when Elden finally came into this world, my head still hurt for two weeks.”


         The men chuckled together.


         “Shauna decided to blame me for every wrong done to her when Sally was born,” Kean confessed.


         “Were they true?”


         Kean gave a mischievous smile as he looked over at Bryan, but his answer was interrupted when another scream sliced through the night air. Three sets of male eyes turned toward the adjacent cottage.


         “She will be fine, Bryan,” Kean reassured him.


         “Women have been doing this for centuries,” Daniel added.


         “But she sounds like the babe is tearing her apart!”


         Daniel put his arm across his shoulder. “Women are stronger than we think they are.”


         Bryan listened to his friends, hoping and praying to God that they were right.


         After three hours, Shauna knew something was wrong, and Elizabeth sensed it too.


         Bryan was praying to God to help his dear wife. He was getting to the part where he was going to promise never to touch her again when Shauna came out looking for her husband. He watched in silence as Shauna quickly said something, then Kean immediately left, heading for the gatehouse.


         Kyle had just fallen to sleep when Bede knocked on his door.


         “I am sorry to disturb you, but Elizabeth is in labor and there seems to be a problem.”


         Kyle turned to see Lindsey stir slightly in their bed. “We will be down in a moment.”


         When Lindsey heard the news, she was out of bed and getting dressed.


         She stopped at the kitchen and grabbed a few herbs she had hanging to dry.


         Kyle and Bede followed as she quickly went through the hall, down the steps, and through the gate.


         As they came closer to Elizabeth’s cottage, Kyle saw Bryan and a few other men standing outside. His expression froze as he heard Elizabeth’s scream carry across the village. His gaze moved from the hut to Bryan, whose face was so white he was afraid the man would faint.


         Lindsey ran the rest of the way.


         Elizabeth’s eyes were wild with fear as she lay on the bed. As soon as she saw Lindsey, she tried to sit up.


         “Something is wrong. I can feel it. Something is wrong with my babe.”


         Lindsey heard the panic in Elizabeth’s voice as she quickly went to Elizabeth’s side. “I have come to help, Elizabeth.” Lindsey began to stroke Elizabeth’s tear stained face with her free hand, gently brushing back strands of hair clinging to her face.


         When Elizabeth’s face relaxed some, Lindsey set the pouch down on the nearby table. Elizabeth’s face contorted in pain as her body again tried to push the young one out. As Lindsey watched Elizabeth, she soothingly talked with her until the pain was over.


         “Shh, be quiet for just a moment, Elizabeth. I want to feel the baby.”


         Elizabeth held her breath as Lindsey’s fingers gently touched all around her swollen belly. She could feel the gentle pressure as Lindsey’s fingers gently pushed and prodded.


         “Are you hoping for a boy or a girl?”


         Elizabeth was surprised by the question after the moment of silence. “Bryan wants a boy,” she paused, “but I am secretly hoping for a girl.”


         Lindsey heard the exhaustion in Elizabeth’s voice.


         “Shauna, bring me a cup of hot water,” she spoke as she dragged a chair closer to the bed.


         “Come on, Elizabeth, you will be more comfortable sitting here.” Lindsey had already seen the chair with the high back against the wall. She placed a pillow on the seat, then threw a blanket over the chair for comfort. As Elizabeth sat down, Lindsey reached back to the bed for another pillow, which she placed behind her head.


         Lindsey opened the pouch from Aggie, took a tentative sniff, and then put two good measures of the mixture into the cup Shauna handed her.


         “Stir this, then help her to drink it, all of it.”


         Bryan bolted through the small crowd of men when Lindsey came through the door. “Elizabeth?” he shakily asked.


         “Elizabeth is doing just fine,” she informed him as she noticed his pale face. “But I need you to gather me some moss from the forest. It must be moist, and I will need enough to fill the fireplace. Can you get me some?”


         Bryan looked at his cottage, his already ashen face paling more when he heard Elizabeth scream again.


         As Bryan quickly left for the forest, Kyle turned to look at his wife. He never recalled any midwife asking for moss. Wood, yes. But moss?


         Lindsey noticed Kyle staring at her, a question in his gaze. “It will keep him occupied for awhile,” she calmly informed him. Lindsey missed the look of bewilderment as she headed for the hut, but she heard the soft chuckle a moment later.


         Elizabeth had just finished the brewed tea when Lindsey came through the door again.


         “How did that taste?”


         “Not as bad as the other.” Elizabeth rested her head against the pillow as her hands caressed her enlarged belly. “But something is wrong. I can feel it. Something is wrong with the babe.”


         Lindsey saw new tears in Elizabeth’s eyes and heard the desperation in her voice. She covered Elizabeth’s hands with her own. “Why do you say that?”


         “The babe should have been born by now. And I can no longer feel his movements.” Elizabeth clutched her belly almost possessively. “I do not want a dead babe,” she almost shouted. “I do not want my babe to die.”


         “Elizabeth,” Lindsey tried to calmly speak, but Elizabeth’s fear was taking over.


         “The babe is not where he was,” she frantically interrupted, panic making her voice rise. “Something is wrong.”


         “The baby simply moved into place so that he can be born, Elizabeth. Every baby does the same thing.”


         “No,” she shouted. “Something is wrong, I tell you. Something is wrong with my babe.”


         “Elizabeth, look at me. Look at me, Elizabeth,” she repeated in a firmer voice. She turned Elizabeth’s head toward her when she tried to look at Shauna. “Do not look at Shauna.” Lindsey made her voice as soft and pleasant as she could. “I want you to listen to me, concentrate on my voice.”


         When another pain came, Lindsey calmly talked until the pain left.


         “Look at me, Elizabeth. Look at me and nothing else. Listen to my voice.”


         Elizabeth looked into Lindsey’s eyes and saw the confidence and determination there. As the pain rolled around her back to the front, Lindsey’s voice continued to speak to her. When the pain became so great that she had to close her eyes, she still heard Lindsey’s soft voice.


         “That is it, Elizabeth. Push with it. That is it, push. Work with your body. It knows what to do.”


         Lindsey could feel the contraction as it started to ease up. “Stop pushing now, Elizabeth. Take a deep breath instead.”


         When Elizabeth opened her eyes, Lindsey was still there, her smile genuine as she reached out again and stroked her cheek and forehead.


         “You did that very well, Elizabeth. Keep breathing. That is right, keep breathing. No, do not try to push right now. Just keep breathing easy.”


         Kyle was waiting outside, listening to the screams from within. In his mind, he imagined Lindsey crying out in pain. However did men get through this?!


         As another scream ripped through the air, Kyle’s gaze became glued to the hut. He understood now why she sent Bryan out collecting useless items. A man could easily be driven mad listening to his wife cry out in pain and agony, knowing he was the one responsible.


         He clenched his fists, anticipating the next scream, when the shrill wail of a baby filled the air. Kyle let out his breath in a slow rush.


         It was over, finally.


         A moment later, though, he was thankful that Bryan did not return for another half-hour.


  Chapter 32



   


   Bryan frantically searched the forest for the moss Lady Lindsey said she needed. He knew where some grew, but was not sure if it was going to be enough. After an hour of climbing over rocks and roots in the dark, he finally felt he had enough. Dragging the bag he had hastily collected, he came upon his hut. The same men were still standing outside.


         A part of his heart swelled with pride that Lord Kyle himself was here for the birth of his first child. Not everyone could claim that. As he dragged the heavy bag toward the men, Lady Lindsey walked through the door, wiping her hands with a towel.


         “Bryan, you returned.” Seeing the full bag behind him, she added, “Thank you.”


         “I was not sure how much you wanted.”


         “I think you gathered plenty.”


         “Sure?” His eyes darted toward his hut. “I can get more if you need it.”


         “No. This is fine.” She looked from the full bag to Bryan. “Elizabeth tells me you wanted a son, while she was hoping for a daughter.”


         Kyle saw the smile in Lindsey’s eyes.


         “Elizabeth?”


         “Elizabeth is doing just fine. In fact, I would say she is better than fine. Bryan.” She paused as she lowered her voice in a secretive whisper, “You got your wish.”


         Bryan stood there, silent and unmoving. “I have a son?” He squeaked as a broad smile covered his face. He looked at the smiling faces of the men around. “I have a son,” he said louder, more confident.


         “Yes, and Elizabeth got her wish also.”


         Bryan had taken a step toward his hut when he stopped, his smile disappearing as he tried to make sense out of what Lady Lindsey just said. How could they both get their wish, unless . . .


         As Bryan’s eyes widen, Lindsey gently took the useless bag from his hands. “Wash your hands, then go greet your new family.”


         Bryan stared at the hut for a long moment, then slowly walked to the nearby trough and washed the dirt from his hands, never taking his gaze away from his home. As he entered the door, Lindsey could hear the faint, choked words, “Elizabeth, are you okay?”


         Later that night, Kyle held his wife in his arms. Lindsey was tired, but the excitement of the birth was keeping her awake. He felt her snuggle closer.


         “Why was Shauna concerned? What was the problem?”


         Lindsey was tracing her fingers through the hairs on his chest. “Elizabeth was frightened that her baby would die, or already be dead. Many of the women in her family have had that experience.”


         Raising herself up on one elbow, she looked at Kyle. “When she felt no movement from the baby, she assumed the worst. Then, when her labor continued for so long, it only enforced what she already feared.”


         Lindsey felt the steady rhythm of his heartbeat as she lowered her head upon his chest.


         “What she was unaware of was that her fear was working against her. She was no longer working with her own body, which caused her to be in labor longer, which caused her to become more frightened. Once we calmed her down and got her to focus on something else, the baby did the rest.”


         Kyle was stroking her shoulder and arm, breathing in her scent with every breath.


         “I thought Bryan turned into a stone statue when he realized he was the father of twins,” Lindsey smiled at the memory.


         “He will be strutting around like a cocky rooster for the next month, though,” Kyle predicted with a soft laugh as he remembered the same scene.


         A month later, Lindsey smiled to herself as she watched Bryan talking with the men, remembering Kyle’s words.


         Bryan was still strutting!


  


  Chapter 33


  

  
 It was really quite by accident that Lindsey found the rusty gate at the rear of Bluedell. Several minutes later, the gate loudly creaked and groaned as she pried it open.



         A patch of wildflowers at the top of the hill silently called to her. Within no time, she had walked to the top, holding her gown out as she collected a variety of flowers to place around the hall.


         Remembering Kyle's warning, she turned to see the walls of Bluedell behind her, the faint sound of men shouting as they worked. The cool breeze blew across the hillside, causing the tall grass to wave from side to side. Turning, she noticed a familiar bush just beyond the rise.


         Blueberries!


         Already tasting them in her mouth, she quickly headed toward the bushes while keeping an eye on the thorny briar bush growing beside it.


         She began softly humming as her gown became filled with the dark berries.


         A sudden noise behind her made her spin around. The startled rabbit darted one way while Lindsey jumped back, landing herself right into the briar bush.


         “Well twit,” she whispered to no one.


         All the berries and flowers she had collected were forgotten as she began the painstaking process of carefully removing her gown from the thorns.


         When she twisted around to get at the other side, she heard the material rip. “This gown will be ruined after this,” she mumbled to herself.


         She was almost free when she heard another sound behind her. Without raising her head, she spoke to the rabbit.


         “I warn you, I am on to your game.”


         “Really?”


         Lindsey stood straight up, causing her gown to be recaptured by the greedy thorns. Two young men stood before her, both with long brown hair and brown eyes. Both had long faces and a square jaw.


         Brothers.


         “Hello,” she called out.


         “Hello,” the taller one spoke before he casually looked around. “What are you doing way out here?”


         Lindsey looked at the bushes around her. “I had a taste for blueberry tarts.”


         “Seems you chose the hard way to pick them.”


         “I know.”


         “Here, let us help you,” the shorter one offered.


         Lindsey bent down to work on one side of her gown while the shorter one began work on the other side.


         “My name is William,” the shorter one informed her.


         Lindsey turned her head and smiled. “My name is Lindsey.”


         “My brother’s name is Elden.”


         Lindsey raised her head. “Hello.”


         Elden watched his younger brother work on her gown.


         “What are you two doing out here?” she asked William.


         “Returning home.”


         “Have you been gone for long?”


         “Several months.


         She looked up to see Elden still staring at her.


         “There you go.”


         Lindsey quickly stepped away as she brushed her hands down her gown. “Thank you.”


         “And what do we get as a reward for rescuing you?” Elden asked.


         Lindsey decided she did not care for the tone Elden used. She looked from Elden to William, who was shuffling between his two feet.


         “I would have thought the good deed done would have been reward enough.”


         “I was happy to help,” William offered with his eyes still staring at the ground before him.


         Elden crossed his arms. “I think my time is worth something more. After all, you would still be in the middle of that bush if I had not seen you as we walked by.”


         “And I thank you for your help. But I really must get back to—”


         “Not so fast.” Elden interrupted as he blocked her way.


         Elden was as tall as Lindsey and she guessed him to be about the same age as herself.


         “That reward.”


         Lindsey raised her right brow. “There is no reward. And I am sorry if you felt your time was wasted.”


         “Come on, Elden,” William urged as he reached for his older brother’s hand. “We need to get home.”


         Lindsey turned to William. “And where is that?”


         Elden swung his head toward Bluedell. “Our father is the tanner.”


         “Then we can walk together,” she suggested as she made to walk around the two boys.


         “Not so fast,” Elden repeated as he reached for her arm, spinning her around to face him. “We still need to discuss that reward.”


         Lindsey began to get angry. It never occurred to her that she should be afraid of these two. They were simply two young boys who did not seem to know better. If they kept this up, though, she would set them straight.


         “If you value your health, I would suggest you remove your hand.”


         “Elden, we need to go.”


         Lindsey felt the stitches along the sleeve Elden held in his hand give way with a loud rip as William pulled his brother’s hand away. William’s face turned white when he realized what he had done.


         Once free, Lindsey quickly turned to leave.


         Realizing he held only a sleeve, Elden dropped the material and quickly grabbed Lindsey’s bare arm.


         “Come back here,” he sneered as he pulled Lindsey closer. Holding her arm with one hand, he reached his other hand around her back while he brought his face closer.


         He meant to kiss her.


         Appalled at the thought, Lindsey raked her nails across his cheek.


         Elden released her immediately with a howl as he touched the bloody marks. “You bloody witch!” he screamed as he reached for her again.


         Lindsey stepped back, but not fast enough. Elden managed to grab the neckline of her gown with one hand, the other hand firmly grasping her face. She felt her gown tear again as his fist at her neckline balled up. Lindsey refused to let him know how much his hold on her face was hurting her.


         Lindsey had had enough. She waited for another few seconds until she felt his hold relax just a little. With a twist of her arms, she broke his hold and gave Elden a push with all her might, landing both him and his brother right in the middle of the briar bush.


   


   


         Fergus walked along the wall thinking about Grace Whitcomb, again. As much as he tried, he could think of no other woman who was as pretty as she was. With her golden hair, she reminded him of an angel.


         He nodded at a guard in passing as he continued his walk. He was hoping her father broke the marriage contract with Michaels. Grace needed someone who would protect her and keep her safe, someone who would not break her gentle spirit.


         Someone who was not Gavin Michaels.


         Knowing it was fruitless, he let himself imagine what a life would be like with her by his side. With her sparkling eyes, he could see her with children all about her, telling stories and playing games. He could see her working in a garden, tenderly taking care of the many herbs and plants she would have.


         He was so enjoying his visions of Grace dancing before him that he never saw Lady Lindsey walking toward Bluedell, never even realized she was outside the walls. The sound of angry French words brought his attention back to the real world. Below him, Lady Lindsey entered through the rear wall door and into the courtyard.


         “. . . know I should be sorry, but they deserved it! Ruined a perfectly good gown. Now I have to hide it from Kate . . .”


         Fergus noticed the missing sleeve. With purposeful strides, she marched across the courtyard and toward the keep.


         “. . . . even a horse has more sense . . .”


         She looked like a woman who was angry.


         “. . . be whipped to within an inch of his life. Maybe now he will think better before  . . .”


         As she disappeared around the keep, Fergus turned his gaze back to the fields behind Bluedell.


         What was she doing outside Bluedell?


         His gaze narrowed as he watched the two figures slowly approach. He recognized them as the Tanner’s boys.


         He took another look at where Lady Lindsey had gone, then back at the boys. With a frown, he climbed down the wall. He was sure the reason for Lady Lindsey’s angry disposition was about to walk through the back door of Bluedell, and he was going to be waiting for them.


         Kyle was sitting in the hall talking with Bede when he noticed Lindsey walk inside. Her expression indicated that she was angry about something.


          “Lindsey?”


         He noticed after Lady Rachelle's visit, Lindsey wore her grey gowns less and less. She still wore them every now and then, but for the most part, she dressed more as the mistress of Bluedell. Whatever he felt for Lady Rachelle now, he would always be grateful to her for getting Lindsey out of the grey gowns, something he had been unable to do on his own.


         Kyle frowned. Something was odd about Lindsey's appearance.


         “Lindsey?” he repeated.


         When she came around the corner, Lindsey ran right into Kara, who was carrying a basket of clothes to wash. Both clothes and basket fell around the two women.


         “Kara, I am sorry. Let me help. I was thinking of—”


         “I should have seen you coming,” Kara spoke at the same time.


         “Lindsey?”


         Lindsey suddenly stood erect. She had been so involved with her thoughts, she never even thought to think if Kyle was inside somewhere.


         Well, twit.


         Kyle noticed the torn neckline of her gown and her left sleeve missing, which revealed a definite red mark. On closer inspection he noticed the hand-print on her face.


         “Lindsey?”


         Lindsey could not fail to notice the stern tone in her husband’s voice. “Yes?”


         “What happened?”


         Lindsey forced a smile on her face, not knowing that the marks were clearly visible both on her cheek and arm. “Well, I was not paying attention . . . I was thinking of something else when I came through—”


         “That is not what I meant.”


         Lindsey lowered her head.


         Kyle waited. “Well?”


         “Well, what?”


         Kyle took a deep breath. The more he looked at her torn gown and the marks on her face and arm, the more he was sure that someone had dared to strike his wife.


         “I want his name.”


         “Name?”


         “The name of the one who hit you.”


         Lindsey shook her head. “No one hit me.”


         “Lindsey . . .”


         Lindsey was surprised that a person could emphasize so much exasperation in one single word. “There is nothing for you to do.” She made to walk on, but Kyle blocked her path.


         “His name,” he repeated.


         She decided to stall. “I could have fallen down.”


         Kyle reached for her bare arm, his grip just below the red marks. “These are marks left by a hand, not a fall.”


         She looked at the marks, noticing them for the first time before jerking her arm free.


         “And what do you plan to do?”


         “Beat whoever did this to within an inch of his life.”


         Her eyes widened. Dear Lord, I was only joking.


         Despite the fact that she had thought of the same punishment, she gave a heavy sigh. “You cannot do that.”


         “Why not?” he almost shouted.


         “He did not know who I was when he tried to—” Lindsey suddenly stopped when she realized her blunder. Kyle’s frown turned thunderous as he stepped closer.


         “When he tried to what?”


         Lindsey took a step back. “Nothing.”


         “Tried to what?” he repeated.


         She had a feeling he already knew the answer. She saw his gaze sweep over her mouth. Well, twit. She decided to act like nothing was out of the ordinary.


         “He only tried to kiss me.”


         Bede moved to stand beside Kyle.


         “That does not deserve a beating,” she clarified.


         “No.”


         Surprised, Lindsey looked up and smiled. This was easier than she expected. “Thank you.”


         “I will kill him!”


         Lindsey gave an audible gasp. She turned to see Bede nodding his head in approval.


         “Kyle, you cannot kill someone just for attempting a kiss.”


         “No?”


         “No.”


         “What do you think he should do?” Bede asked.


         Slightly comforted that at least one of them was being level headed, she took a moment to think.


         “Well . . . maybe a talk—”


         “A talk?”


         “Do not shout at me!” she shouted back as she glared at Kyle. “If I can forget about this, then why not you?”


         “Because you are my wife.”


         “Like I said, he did not know who I was.” Lord, but it seemed so simple.


         “That makes no difference,” Bede spoke up.


         Lindsey turned to glare at Bede. “And why not?”


         “Because all the women at Bluedell know they are protected.” Bede paused as he lowered his voice. “Unless, of course, the woman gives the man permission.”


         Kyle’s look turned icy. “Did he have any reason to believe that you welcomed his advances?”


         Lindsey’s eyes narrowed as her fingers closed into fists at her side. “Of course not. How dare you even consider such a thing.” She turned her angry glare to Bede to let him know she did not like what he just implied. When Bede looked properly chastised, she turned back to Kyle.


         “I will not have you kill someone, Kyle. Father James is far too old and too busy to hear your confession of murder, especially over this.”


         Kyle grabbed her hand and examined the mark on her arm again. When Lindsey saw her nails, she quickly closed her fist.


         Kyle, though, noticed the move and pried her fingers loose. He took a moment to notice the dried blood under her nails.


         “Bede. Assemble all the men in the courtyard.” He looked back up to Lindsey. “Someone has fresh nail marks across his face… or arm.”


         Bede nodded his head as he headed toward the door, a look of proper vindication on his face.


         “No!” Lindsey cried out at Bede’s retreating back. With her hand still held in Kyle’s, she turned pleading eyes to her husband. “Kyle, please do not do this.”


         Kyle took a moment to look again at the marks on her face and arm, then at the torn neckline and missing sleeve. With mounting anger, he released Lindsey and followed Bede across the hall, with Lindsey right behind him.


         “Please, Kyle! They meant no harm—”


         “They?” Kyle grabbed Lindsey as she crashed into his side from his sudden stop. “There was more than one?”


         Dear Lord, would she ever learn to keep her mouth shut? “Kyle, I would remind you that I am unharmed—”


         “How many were there?”


         She leaned back when he pressed against her. She could see his eyes dilate, his brows meeting together. If he was angry before, he was livid now.


         “Lindsey, how many?” he repeated.


         Lindsey took a deep breath. There was no way out of this mess now. “Two,” she spoke in a low voice. “There were two.”


         “Two men dared to attack you?” he asked incredulously.


         “Kyle, this is not worth—”


         “I will kill them both!”


         Fergus chose that moment to enter the hall, unfortunately with Elden and William in tow. With holes in their clothes, both walked with a stiff gait, the marks on Elden’s face standing out like a bright beacon. She noticed the surprise on their faces when they saw her. She knew Kyle would take one look at them and know exactly who they were. She ran to stand before the boys.


         “Kyle, I would like to talk with you for a moment,” she rushed on as she tried to push him away.


         He would not budge.


         With glaring eyes, he stared hard at Elden, his gaze turning to William for only a moment before returning back to Elden. Four bright red marks ran across his left cheek.


         “Are these the two?”


         Lindsey was not fooled by his calm voice. “They are just young boys—”


         “Are they?”


         “They did not know I was your wife.” She heard a choking gasp and a squeak from the two behind her.


         “Are they?” he repeated, his patience coming to an end.


         Lindsey dropped her hands and lowered her head. “Yes,” she whispered.


         Kyle reached for Elden, but Lindsey determined to stay between them. Hoping she was right in her belief that Kyle would not harm her, she reached her hands out again to keep him away.


         At Lindsey’s touch, Kyle looked down at his wife’s flushed face. He let his eyes travel to where her hands were gripping his arms. He knew he easily could have reached the boys, but for some reason Lindsey had decided to be their protector and champion. His gaze lingered on her hands, his attention drawn again to the dried blood under her nails. Thinking to control his rapid breathing, he raised his gaze to her shoulder. Unfortunately, seeing her torn gown only fueled his anger.


         “You would stand there and protect these two?”


         “It would be unfair, you against them.”


         “Unfair?” he shouted. “Who was there to protect you?”


         Lindsey knew this conversation was heading the wrong way. “Kyle—”


         “Bede,” Kyle interrupted. “Take Lindsey to our room.”


         Lindsey planted herself firmly in front of Kyle. “I am not leaving.”


         “Lindsey—”


         “Kyle, these are just young boys who did not know better. They made a mistake—”


         Kyle let out a string of words, only one of which Lindsey recognized.


         Lindsey’s eyes widened. “You cannot damn them, Kyle. Only God can do that. Father James would have you doing penance for months if he heard you.”


         “Lindsey,” his voice threatened.


         She turned to the boys to reassure them. “He really did not mean that.”


         “Yes I did!”


         Lindsey turned back to her husband. “You are just—”


         Lindsey quickly placed her hand over his mouth as he began shouting the words again. “Kyle, these are just boys. Please, it was nothing.”


         “Nothing?” he yelled as he removed her hand.


         “Yes. And I am sure they have learned their lesson, right?” she asked as she turned her head around. Both boys were frantically nodding their heads, their eyes wide with fright.


         Kyle clenched his fists at his side, trying to let the tension out. For some reason, this was important to Lindsey. He took a deep breath, then took half a step back.


         “Sit down,” he growled at the two boys.


         Elden and William both quickly stepped back to the bench directly behind them, then hesitated.


         “I SAID SIT!”


         “They cannot,” Lindsey almost screamed back.


         “Why not?”


         “Because I landed them both in the briar bush.”


         The hall became suddenly quiet. For the first time, Kyle noticed the small tears all along their braies and tunics. The skin on their arms was sliced in several places, dried blood matting the hairs on their arms.


         “Kyle,” Lindsey whispered in the silence. “Please, promise me you will not kill them.”


         She waited for Kyle to respond. The seconds felt like hours as she watched and waited while Kyle continued to glare at both boys.


         Kyle turned his gaze toward her, saw the concern etched in her eyes. “This is important to you?”


         “Yes.”


         Kyle looked from Lindsey to the boys, then took a deep breath as he placed his hands on his hips.


         “All right.”


         Lindsey smiled as she gave his arms a squeeze. “You promise?”


         “I already gave you my word, Lindsey. Do not make me repeat it.”


         Satisfied, Lindsey stepped away.


         The moment she did, Kyle lunged forward.


         Lindsey turned in time to see both young men on the floor withering in pain from Kyle’s punch and the briar thorns.


         “But they both will wish they were dead!”


  Chapter 34



   


   Lindsey cautiously lowered her feet to the floor, her eyes on Kyle’s face as she slowly replaced the cover. In the almost total darkness, she grabbed her robe and tip-toed to the door.


         “Wolf, stay here,” she whispered.


         As she opened the door, Wolf raced pass her.


         “Wolf! Oh, all right. But you had better behave,” she warned.


         When he heard the door close, Kyle opened his eyes.


         For the past several nights, Lindsey had left their bed for several hours. At first, he thought she was taking Wolf out to the courtyard, but now he knew better.


         What was she up to?


         He waited for ten minutes, then he also got out of bed. He never had known her to be sneaky like this.


         As he opened the door, he glanced down the hall.


         Empty!


         When he came to the top of the stairs leading to the Hall, he knew she was not outside, the door was still shut. But he opened the door anyway, just to make sure.


         Jon walked up the steps from the courtyard when he saw Kyle.


         “Have you seen anyone come outside?” Kyle asked.


         “No one.”


         Kyle gave a quick glance, then turned and went back inside. He went to the kitchen, but it also was empty.


         She had to be somewhere.


         He went back to the hallway and checked the room across from theirs.


         Empty!


         Jon and Kate had the end room, and Bede had the opposite one. He put his ear to each of the doors and listened.


         Nothing!


         Taking a deep breath, he decided to try the next floor. Those rooms were empty and used for storage and company, but he could think of no other place to look.


         As he came to the first door, he heard a sound from across the hall. With his ear again to the door, he heard Lindsey talking.


         Was she with someone?


         Without thinking, he opened the door. It was only because of years of training that he reacted as fast as he did. Diving to the floor, Lindsey, in her startled state, accidentally let go of the arrow she was trying to aim.


         Kyle heard the arrow fly by his head, shattering in numerous splinters as it hit the stone wall behind him.


         “Oh no, no, no!”


         Lindsey dropped the bow in her hand as her other hand automatically covered her mouth.


         “Kyle, did I hit you? Wolf, get back.”


         Kyle felt Lindsey’s hands as they quickly checked his body.


         “I cannot believe I almost shot you—”


         “What are you doing?”


         “Are you sure you are fine? You startled me—”


         Kyle grabbed both her hands. “Lindsey, I am fine. What are you doing here?”


         Lindsey’s eyes looked down, then back to the room. “I was practicing.”


         Kyle looked over her shoulder and saw the bag half filled with straw leaning against the wall. The bow was laying on the floor beside Wolf along with several arrows.


         “Practicing?”


         “I got an old bag and stuffed it with straw. Then I told Gilbert I needed a bow for you and some arrows. He gave me those.”


         Kyle noticed it was his bow. “Lindsey, that bow was made for me.”


         “I know. It took me several days before I could get it strung.”


         Kyle walked into the room, picked up his bow, and slowly examined it. “You strung it, yourself?”


         Lindsey rolled her eyes. “It was not easy. I tried everything from sitting on it to wedging it in a corner and pulling with all my might.”


         Kyle looked from the bow to his wife. “How did you string it?”


         “Actually, Tinker helped.”


         “Tinker?”


         “I told him what I needed to do, and he made me that tool.”


         Kyle noticed the device against the wall as Lindsey pointed to it. It was really a rather simple device. A small hole was bored through the center of a wooden rod. A long leather strap knotted in a loop threaded through the small hole. Another long wooden rod made a crossbeam with the first rod just above the hole.


         “The first one he made was shorter,” Lindsey continued. “I had a hard time turning it once the tension began to tighten. So he fixed it by making a longer bar. It was still difficult, but I wedged the bow between the chair legs and was finally able to bend the bow enough to string it.”


         Kyle could visualize how the tool worked. Placing the looped strap on each end of the bow, all you had to do was turn the top rod. Just as you turn a crank on a crossbow to pull the string back, this device wound the leather loop which would  be attached to both ends of the bow until the bow was bent enough to string.


         “I know your men always unstring their bows when they are done, but it was so difficult, I kept the bow strung for the past few days.”


         With practiced ease, he released the string. As the long bow relaxed, his fingers quickly felt the bow. “No harm was done.”


         “I thought stringing it would be the hardest, but there must be a special technique to pull the string back.”


         “You will never be able to draw the string on this one.”


         “Why not?”


         “Because the tension is set for me.”


         Lindsey gave a sigh of relief. “I have been trying for several days to get the string pulled back. I thought I was simply too weak to pull it.”


         “Most of the men could not pull it. Why did you ask for my bow?”


         Lindsey shrugged her shoulders. “I thought the men would think you asked me to get your bow, and then they would not be curious and ask questions.”


         Kyle stood up and again looked at the room. “How long have you been doing this?”


         “About two weeks.”


         “Two weeks? Why did you not ask me to teach you?”


         As soon as he said it, he remembered.


         “I did, but you have been so busy lately, I thought I could practice by myself.”


         “By yourself?”


         “It did not seem so hard. I did not want to trouble you.”


         “I did not realize you were serious when you asked before.”


         “I would not have asked if I were not serious.”


         He looked down at her face. Part of him felt ashamed that after asking, she felt the need to learn alone because he was too busy.


         “Tomorrow we will start your training.”


   


   


         “Visualize a line from you to the target. This is your shooting line.”


         Lindsey eyed the target, drawing an imaginary line from herself to it.


         “Now, stand with your feet shoulder-width apart, left shoulder pointing at the target, so that the center of the target and your two feet make a straight line.”


         Lindsey adjusted her feet accordingly.


         Kyle grabbed her shoulders and turned her around. “Your left shoulder, not mine.”


         “Sorry.” She readjusted her feet to her imaginary line.


         “Fine.” Kyle handed her the bow in his hand, then an arrow. “The shaft of the arrow should rest on the bow, just above your hand grip, and the nock—”


         “The what?”


         “The groove cut in the end of the arrow, fits on the mark on the bowstring.”


         Lindsey noticed the dark mark on the bowstring and fit the nock on it.


         “Good. Now hold the bowstring so that one finger is above the nock of the arrow, and two fingers are below. Like this.”


         Kyle placed his hand on the bowstring and showed her. “The string should settle in the crease of your last joint.”


         Lindsey’s fingers imitated Kyle’s.


         “Keep your arm locked straight, with your elbow rolled slightly out. Now, lift your head and face the target.”


         With bow in hand, Lindsey looked at her target.


         “Raise your bow arm, keeping it locked, and draw the string back until your thumb is against your cheek. Use your shoulder and back muscles to pull the string so that you are looking straight down the arrow shaft.”


         Lindsey closed one eye to aim her arrow.


         “At full draw, line up the arrow with the center of the target. You will not be able to hold the sight on the target, but the end of the arrow should drift across the target, and that is the time to release.”


         Lindsey tried to keep the arrow from shaking, but her arm muscles would not cooperate.


         “Relax your string fingers from the wrist forward, letting the string slide from your fingers. Hold your shooting position until you hear the arrow hit the target.”


         Lindsey waited till the arrow drifted across the target, then relaxed her fingers as Kyle instructed.


         The sound of the propelled arrow striking the target was beautiful.


         “I hit it!” she practically shouted.


         Kyle looked up, his brows raising in astonishment. “You did!”


         She looked at the bow he had selected for her. “This one is much easier to pull than yours.”


         Lindsey reached for another arrow, then carefully listened as Kyle repeated his instructions again. Lindsey knew a sense of pride when her second arrow also hit the target.


         Kyle looked at the target, his right brow rising in surprise. “I am impressed.”


         “I had a great teacher.”


         Kyle looked down at his wife, her pleasure evident in her expression. “You seem to have a natural ability.”


         Lindsey rolled her shoulder. “You and your men make it look so easy, but it requires great muscle control.”


         “And practice.”


         “Right. Let me get the arrows.”


         Kyle was not surprised at Lindsey’s eagerness. Yesterday, she and Fergus worked on her target, the large sack tightly filled with straw, which right now displayed two proud arrows. When she returned, she was ready to try again.


         This time, she repeated the instructions as Kyle looked on.


         Nine of her ten arrows were burrowed in the sack, the tenth one was several yards past in the field.


         “If the wind had not blown suddenly, I would have made all ten of them!”


         “The weather is one thing you need to constantly be aware of and adjust for, if needed.”


         “I will remember that.” She went to collect her arrows, then took her stand again.


         “That will be all for now.”


         “But I wanted to practice some more!”


         “You are unaccustomed to the bow, and if you continue, your shoulder and back will be sore beyond belief.”


         Lindsey gave a heavy sigh. “Very well, if you insist.”


         “I will have your promise that you will only practice when I am with you.”


         “I promise.” They began walking back together. “The bow I had before, the one you said was made for you. Why do you have a bow that is so hard to pull?”


         “I practice on it to build my endurance.”


         “Do the other men have bows like that?”


         “No.”


         “Why not? If it builds endurance for you, would it not do the same for your men?”


         “Using the bow is something I chose to do. It is not necessary for the men to do the same.”


         The look on Lindsey’s face showed she did not understand.


         “Let me ask you, do you need to clean everything you see at Bluedell?”


         Lindsey looked aghast. “Of course. Sister Jane was very strict on cleanliness.”


         “But does everyone else feel the need to clean everything?”


         Lindsey wrinkled her nose. “They feel the place is fine as it is.”


         “How my men are learning is sufficient for them. Though, for myself, I want more.”


         “Well, I am glad for the lighter bow. May I practice tomorrow?”


         Kyle smiled as he collected the bow and arrows. “I only wish my men were as excited about practice as you seem to be.”


  Chapter 35



   


   Despite the cloudy night sky, the large party was spotted as they came over the hill. Gilbert, the guard on duty, turned to inform the guard below to get Bede, then waited as the party came to a halt in front of the gate.


         Gilbert was suspicious. Few parties went out riding late at night, unless they were raiding. There had been fewer attacks on Lord Davitan's property over the last few years. As he looked closely at the party of around a dozen riders, one of which was a woman, he could not believe that the raiders would dare to attack Bluedell itself.


         “The keep is closed for the night,” he yelled down to the leader as he held his bow ready for any unexpected moves.


         “I am Adar, from Crestview, accompanying—”


         “I said the gate is closed,” Gilbert interrupted to reemphasize his statement. As he stood on the wall looking down at the guardsman, the woman urged her horse forward. Gilbert could tell the man below did not like her getting out of position. He could hear the harsh whispers as the man signaled to one of his men to escort her back.


         But the lady had other ideas as she shrugged off the guard who was trying to silence her. “Sir, I am Maria Wellington. I have an urgent need to speak with Lady Lindsey.”


         “Lady Wellington,” Gilbert started to explain again, “I am not allowed to open the gate once it is closed for the night.” He turned to look at the man beside the woman. “You should be aware of that.”


         “Yes, I know. But this is urgent,” the woman continued. “Please! Just tell her that I am here and that I desperately need to see her.”


         The pleading of the woman looking up at him made the guard stand up and look around the empty field. As he contemplated her request, the only sounds he heard were the creaking of the leather saddles on the horses as they shifted their positions while standing.


         Why did this party have to arrive during his watch?


         Several minutes later, Lindsey came down the stairs as Maria entered the hall.


         “Maria!”


         Maria turned toward Lindsey, each hugging the other tightly at the bottom of the steps.


         “Maria, 'tis good to see you again.”


         “Oh Lindsey, I did not know what to do!”


         “What is the matter?”


         “Jared left a few days ago and everything was fine. Then Jervis, his father, fell off the stairs and he is in such pain. The cuts are deep, and he is....” Maria started to wring her hands together. “I think he is dying, Lindsey.”


         Lindsey led Maria to the nearest chair. “Go on.”


         “His breathing gets worse every hour and I do not know what to do. He was bleeding so much, and I was having a terrible time trying to stop it. The only person who knows what to do is in another village somewhere, and I cannot find her. I had no one else to turn to.”


         “You did right, Maria.” Lindsey's mind quickly cleared of sleep. “Does he move at all?”


         “He thrashes on the bed most violently. We had to tie him down to keep him from throwing himself out of bed.”


         Lindsey could tell that this was the hardest thing Maria had to do, to physically tie her husband’s father to his bed.


         “Lindsey, I cannot let Jared's father die. I have to do something.”


         “And you have. Let me get my things, and I will be right back.”


         Bede was not sure, but he had a bad feeling he knew what she was about to do.


         “Lady Lindsey, may I ask what you are planning to do?”


         Lindsey was already headed for the stairs. “I plan to ride back to help her with her father-in-law.”


         “I was afraid you were going to say that,” he groaned under his breath. “I cannot allow you to go.”


         Lindsey halted on the stairs and turned around. “Cannot?”


         Bede looked squarely at her and wondered what he could say to make her understand. “‘Tis too late to be traveling.” He thought that was a logical enough explanation, she should understand that.


         She did not.


         “Bede, if it were Kyle, would you allow me to help him, no matter what the hour?”


         Bede slightly shifted on his feet. “That is a different matter.”


         “Oh?”


         “Yes. And besides, I do not have the men ready to escort you to Crestview tonight.” Bede felt he had made a good point there. Even she would have to realize she could not leave without proper guards, especially during the night. She would just have to wait until morning.


         She turned to look at Maria still sitting below. “Maria, do you have enough men with you to escort us both back?”


         Maria heard Bede’s startled gasp as she looked from Bede to Lindsey. “Adar would not let me leave without a full party.”


         Both Lindsey and Maria turned to look at Adar, who was trying to stand in the background.


         “Adar, may I ask if your men are fully capable to escort both myself and Lady Maria back?”


         Shocked at the question, Adar looked to Bede, wondering if Lady Lindsey was serious.


         “Aye,” he finally said, not liking the way this conversation was heading.


         Bede jumped in, feeling he was somehow losing control of the situation. “You are not leaving without my company, Lady Lindsey.”


         “Then you had better get ready. When I am done, we are leaving, with or without you.”


         Bede looked astonished that he was being given an ultimatum. Watching her fly up the stairs, he realized he needed to hurry to get the men ready. As he turned to leave the hall, Lindsey paused in her flight, then turned and headed back down the stairs.


         “Bede, I need to step outside the walls and into the village. If you want to come, please come now.”


         Lindsey was racing toward the door, never stopping as she spoke. Bede was speechless. He needed to get his men ready, yet he needed to follow her outside the walls into the village as well. Bede was trying to decide which one to do as Lindsey ran past him. He looked around and spotted Adar silently watching. Each guard recognized the dilemma of the other.


         Knowing the women were going to stick together, Bede asked Adar, “Follow her?”


         Adar looked at Bede first, then at his mistress sitting there hoping Lady Lindsey would be able to help. He then turned to look at Lady Lindsey as she was fast approaching the door. Wondering how he was suddenly guarding Lady Lindsey instead of his mistress, he quickly followed her as she continued through the courtyard toward the gate.


         “Open the gate, now,” Lindsey demanded in a stern voice.


         Gilbert turned to follow the order, hearing the authority in the voice before he was aware that it was a female. When that fact registered, Lady Lindsey was already through the gate with a strange guard following her.


         Lindsey quickly made her way around the huts, heading towards Shauna's new cottage. She came to a halt when Adar reached for her at the same time he pulled his sword out of its scabbard. It was then that she saw the lone figure step out from behind a small hut.


         “Aggie?” she whispered.


         Adar made to move in front of her, but Lindsey reached out to reassure the guard as she took the few steps needed to meet the healer.


         Aggie held out a pouch. “You might need this.”


         Lindsey took the pouch, noticing that Adar positioned himself right beside her. She slightly shook her head when she noticed he made the sign of the cross.


         “You will want to check his eyes, make sure the centers are not large and respond to the candlelight.”


         Lindsey looked up. “How did you know?”


         Aggie shrugged her shoulders. “Just knew.”


         Lindsey looked at the pouch in her hands. “I was expecting you when Elizabeth’s baby came.”


  “     Did not need my help.”


         “I always appreciate help.”


         “I had other things to tend to. But you need to be going.”


         Lindsey listened as Aggie told her what problems to look for and how to treat them.


         “Thank you, Aggie.” Lindsey quickly grasped Aggie's hand, then turned and ran back to the keep with Adar trailing behind her.


         When she was ready with the herbs and jars she felt she would need in a large and a small bag, she came down the stairs, Maria still wringing her hands together. Bede had quickly collected a party of men to accompany Maria's party.


         Within an hour of Maria's arrival, both were on their way to Crestview, with twenty-four men riding alongside.


         The party was silent as they rode, their speed making conversation difficult. Bede rode at the rear of the party, making sure no one came up from behind while Adar took the lead. After two hours of hard riding, Crestview came into view.


         Lindsey followed Maria to a room on the lower floor. The room was lit with two candles, illuminating the bed with an older man tied to the frame. Two female servants were trying to keep the wound from reopening. When they saw Maria, they quickly stepped aside. Maria knelt beside the bed, her hands gently resting on his shoulders as she softly spoke to the man.


         “Jervis, I brought someone to help just as I promised.” Maria waited for a response, but none came.


         Lindsey approached Jervis, visibly checking him first.


         “Maria, I will need some hot water, along with clean bandages, sheets and more candles.” She tenderly lifted the sheet now covering Jervis, noticing the deep cut along his shoulder and across his side.


         “I will also need needle and thread to stitch him up, plus the bag of herbs tied to my horse.”


         Lindsey breathed a sigh of relief when Maria finally left. The two servants looked exhausted. “You may leave also.” She could see Bede standing right outside in the hall as the two servants went through the door.


         The sheet was already sticking to the skin where the oozing blood had dried. The wound had been wrapped in a hurried fashion but was still gaping open. She knew Maria was unskilled in stitching human flesh. Remembering how Maria almost fainted when one of Kyle's men was injured, that she had accomplished this much was truly amazing.


         Lindsey opened her smaller bag she carried with her and started removing jars of herbs she would need to clean the wound. The door opened and a serving maid entered with the bowl of hot water, another servant carrying sheets and bandages and candles.


         The corner of the stair that Jervis fell upon appeared to have torn the flesh across his shoulder and down his left arm. The cut on his side ran from the back of his shoulder around his torso, covering about seven inches. Someone had tried to clean the wound, but they failed to check deep inside the cut, leaving debris inside.


         She took her time making sure the wound was clean. Several times she had to change the bandages as she continued to clean and probe for more debris.


         Jervis started to thrash about on the cot, causing Lindsey to spend too much time and energy trying to hold his shoulder down. Each time he jerked his body, the wounds that were starting to seal would open again, causing more blood loss. Losing too much blood was one of the concerns Aggie had told her to watch for.


         “Bede,” she cried out, knowing he was still just outside in the hall. The door almost fell off its hinges when Bede came through, his sword already drawn.


         “Bede, I need you to hold him still.”


         Bede resheathed his sword as he walked to the head of the cot and placed his large hands to hold the older man down. Lindsey was quick as she dislodged more pieces of rock from his shoulder and side. It took her an hour before she was satisfied she had removed all the foreign pieces.


         When she was through, she spread a salve in the wound, then quickly threaded a needle after she had sterilized it. She wrapped the injuries after she sprinkled the area with a combination of mixed herbs.


         “Can you not give him something to make him quiet down and sleep?” Bede asked from the head of the bed. The hold he had on Jervis allowed him only a minimum of moves.


         “Not until I know about the injuries inside of him.”


         Bede looked skeptical. “How will you be able to tell that?”


         “By his eyes, checking his body fluids, and looking for any discoloration on his chest,” Lindsey answered without stopping from her work.


         Bede was silent, hoping he was not going to be needed in all those areas.


         They worked together, Bede following Lindsey's orders and helping to move Jervis when she needed him turned over or lifted up.


         After a few hours, Lindsey sat on the stool and leaned her back against the wall. She had done all she could. The middle of his eyes were not large, like Aggie warned about. They opened and closed with the light from the candle, which meant his head was not severely injured. As far as she could tell, there were no injuries inside.


         Only then did she give Jervis a potion to help him to sleep and to allow his body to begin healing itself. He was now sleeping like a baby, which right now sounded wonderful to Lindsey.


         Lindsey was startled when Bede placed his hand upon her shoulder.


         “You need to rest now. He will sleep for some time.”


         Lindsey knew he was right. She was tired beyond reason. A few times she vaguely remembered hearing Maria beside her, handing her the jars that she needed. Lindsey rose, stretching her back and shoulders. Bede opened the door for her, a ragged Maria sitting just outside.


         Maria jumped up when the door opened. “Jervis?” she hopefully asked.


         “Resting quite peacefully now. He is going to be fine.”


         Maria hugged Lindsey. “Thank you. I did not know what to do, especially when he was thrashing around as he was.”


         “He was in much pain. There were many pieces of rock and dirt deep in the cuts that needed to be removed. But I believe we got them all out.”


         Maria saw the fatigue in Lindsey's eyes.


         “Right now, you need a bed. Let me show you where you can sleep.” She led Lindsey down the hall and up the stairs to her room. “I will sit with Jervis. Bede can sleep with the other guards, if he wants. It will still be dark for another few hours and Jared will not be home for another three days. Hopefully by then, Jervis will be up and around.”


         “Are you sure about me sleeping here?” Lindsey questioned as they entered Maria's room.


         “This is the only room that you will have absolute privacy, so even Bede cannot complain. I will take the first watch on Jervis, so you have the bed all to yourself.”


         Lindsey was so tired, she laid on the large bed and was asleep before Maria shut the door behind her.


         An hour later, Jared Wellington rode into Crestview.


   


   


         Jared was greeted at the gate by two guards as he rode through.


         “My lord, you have returned?”


         “But, you were to be gone a few days longer.”


         Jared heard the surprise in their voice. “Is there a reason I should not return early?”


         The two guards looked at each other. “No,” the first guard replied. “We were just not expecting you.”


         Jared looked closely at his guards. “Is Maria okay?”


         “Yes, yes.”


         “Where is Adar?”


         “He is right inside.”


         “Good. Then I will see you at training in the morning.”


         Leaving his horse with the stable lad, he climbed the steps to the keep. The hall was quiet as he approached the door to his room.


         He remembered his vow to be more patient with Maria. She was still shy and timid around him, but he knew that given time she would open up. He watched her playing and laughing with the children when she thought no one was looking. It was only a matter of time before he coaxed that carefree spirit out of her while in his company.


         As he opened the door, the light from the torch in the hallway allowed him to see her form sprawled across the bed, one foot hanging over the edge. Gently removing her slippers, he placed her feet back upon the bed. He started to undress when he heard her moan.


         Not wanting to waken her, he quietly closed the door, pitching the room in darkness. He slowly laid beside her, then put his arm around her waist and gently pulled her toward him. Strange, but he remembered Maria's scent as being different. She must have tried some new soap. She moaned again as she turned in his arms to face him.


         He kissed the tip of her nose, playfully thinking of waking her with kisses.


         Lindsey was having the most unusual dream. She was in Kyle's arms and he was kissing her. In her dream, he had changed physically. And his scent was different too. It was not unpleasant, but she preferred him the other way. His arm encircling her waist brought her out of her dream. She opened her eyes as she felt his hand slowly traveling up her arm.


         “I came back early,” Jared whispered.


         Maria heard the screams and yelling upstairs. Leaving Jervis, she entered her room to see four people standing in a circle: Bede, Adar, and Jared, all with their swords drawn, and Lindsey standing at the foot of the bed with a candlestick holder in her hand, raised and ready to swing. It looked like nobody knew whom to attack first.


         “Will someone please tell me what is going on,” Jared shouted to no one in particular.


         Lindsey heard a faint giggle. Maria stood in the doorway with her left hand covering her mouth, the faint giggle doubling her over as it turned into a rolling laughter. Lindsey cautiously lowered the candlestick holder she somehow was holding.


         With their swords still drawn, the three men looked at each other as Maria fell to the floor, her laughter filling the room and the hallway.


         The next day, Ada, the local healer finally returned and took over caring for Jervis, who was already awake and roaring about the pain and inconvenience of staying in bed.


         Maria walked with Lindsey as she approached her mount.


         “I cannot thank you enough for your help.”


         Lindsey hugged her friend tightly. “Anytime you need me, just let me know.”


         “I wish you could visit longer.”


         “So do I, but I must return before Kyle does. Besides, Bede is eager to return.”


         Jared stood beside Maria as Bede helped Lindsey to mount.


         “I am forever grateful for what you did for my father. Ada tells me he was losing so much blood, I would be digging a grave now instead if you had not come. If there is anything I can do for you, you need only ask,” Jared offered.


         Bede saw that his party was ready. Jared walked over and shook Bede's hand. “Take care of her.”


         Bede let out a long sigh as he looked back at his party, then at Lady Lindsey.


         “I try, my lord. I try.”


  Chapter 36



   


   Lindsey was going to have a permanent cramp in her neck from looking up most of the day. But the work made her feel good.


         Work was something she did well. She was use to it.


         Rinsing her rag in the bucket of water, she closed her eyes as she rolled her head around, trying to loosen the strain in her neck. The day was already past the midday mark and she only had a fourth of the ceiling scrubbed.


         She would have had more done if the floor had not taken three hours. When she had the old rushes removed and the floor swept, she was appalled at what lay underneath. There had to be several years worth of filth stamped into the floor, ranging from food, to spit, to things she did not even want to consider.


         But with a firm hand, and an even firmer stomach, she had all the young lads scraping off the filth, followed by the women, who scrubbed the floor with hot soapy water. With the floor finally done, she began working on the walls and ceiling, much to the dismay of her fellow cleaners.


         How anyone could use a fireplace in any room for years at a time and not suspect the smoke would collect somewhere in the room was a mystery to her.


         “Why clean the walls? They only get dirty again.”


         Lindsey watched the young boy Angus as he glanced around at the four walls.


         “True,” she answered back, trying to keep the irritation from her voice. “But cleaning something regularly is far easier than every other decade. Believe me.”


         Angus had a disbelieving look as he slowly walked back to retrieve a bucket.


         Lindsey hid a smile. At the convent, young Timothy would eagerly volunteer to help fix the fence or the well. But give him a rag and a bucket of water, and he moved slower than a snail.


         Lindsey had thought it was only Timothy. But listening and watching Angus, it must be something boys in general felt.


         “Here you are,” Kate called up, clean water in hand.


         Lindsey quickly climbed down the ladder and exchanged buckets. “Thank you, Kate.”


         Kate leaned forward. “Fergus is scowling.”


         Lindsey turned to see Fergus indeed scowling.


         “Hello Fergus,” she called out as she climbed back up the ladder, clean bucket in hand.


         “Lady Lindsey. I must insist you come back down.”


         “I am more than capable of scrubbing a few walls, Fergus. If you wish to help, I do believe Kara and LaTasha could use some help.”


         Fergus looked toward the west wall where Kara and LaTasha were talking and scrubbing.


         “I am sure Kyle would not want you up there” he reasoned instead as he looked back up. “Why not have one of the servants do that?”


         “This is something I can do, Fergus.”


         “But why are you scrubbing the walls? They look fine to me.”


         Lindsey gave a playful laugh. “I believe you men would never know the amount of dirt there was around here unless you started choking on it when it finally accumulated to your chins.”


         Fergus did not laugh. “Does Kyle know what you are doing?”


         “I told him before he left early this morning. There are plenty of buckets and rags in the corner.”


         Fergus’s face twisted with unpleasant thoughts. “I believe I need to . . . uhm . . .blacksmith’s. Yes, the blacksmith’s.”


         Lindsey could hear Fergus as he promptly made his escape. Her smile was lost to everyone present as she continued with her cleaning.


         Fergus had just added himself to the ranks of men who seemed to abhor cleaning.


         After five hours, the muscles in Lindsey’s arms and back were beginning to protest.


         “It looks better,” Kate observed as Lindsey climbed down.


         “At least in this corner.” Lindsey raised her arms behind her head to stretch them.


         “The ceiling is brown.”


         “I thought it was black,” Kara spoke from behind her as she also stretched her arms.


         LaTasha grunted as she bent over to stretch her back. “I recall no one ever cleaning the walls or ceiling before.”


         “I can believe that.” Lindsey rolled her shoulders and neck, then looked around at the work being done in the hall.


         Kara and LaTasha had already scrubbed three of the walls. Turning, she noticed the difference between them and the one remaining. Sister Marla and Sister Jane would most likely swoon if they saw this much dirt anywhere besides a garden.


         The large black iron hoop that suspended from the ceiling by a thick rope had been lowered and cleaned of dust, cobwebs, melted wax, and rust. Servants were now polishing the iron and replacing the candles that were long since burnt to the base.


         Lindsey moved the ladder to another spot when she saw Kate returning with another clean bucket of water.


         Yes, looking around, Kyle was going to be extremely pleased with the amount of work she had accomplished.


  Chapter 37



   


   Kyle rode into the courtyard and toward the stables with Wolf at his side. Fergus approached as he loosened the cinch holding the saddle in place.


         “Welcome back.”


         “’Tis good to be back.”


         Whicker, his stallion, gave an affectionate snort when he saw Kyle walk by. Kyle paused to gently stroke the stallion along his nose, his soft velvet lips nibbling around his hand.


         “And how have you been, my friend?” Kyle whispered to Whicker.


         “Kean says he has been mighty busy these past few days.”


         Kyle scratched Whicker behind the ears. “So you finally covered those fine mares I brought to you, hmm?”


         “Should have some beautiful colts within the year.”


         “I hope so. I took great care in selecting the mares.” Kyle ran his hand over Whicker’s head, scratching him all over. “With his lines and endurance, the results should be more than satisfactory.”


         Another scratch between the ears, then Kyle continued with the gelding, placing him in his stall. Kean suddenly appeared in the doorway.


         “M’lord, I did not know you would be back so soon.”


         “No problem.” Kyle walked to each of the new mare’s stalls, talking to each of them, one by one.


         “Four of them are breeding for sure,” Kean mentioned from behind the stall as he began to give the gelding a rubdown. “The brown one with the blaze on her forehead was rather abrupt when Whicker tried to mount her.”


         “Is she back in season yet?”


         “I believe in another week she will be.”


         “Leave them together for a few days then. Whicker will eventually change her mind.”


         Fergus was waiting in the doorway, watching Kyle as he inspected the new mares, taking time to touch each one on their nose and neck, whispering soft words. It was not much different in dealing with women, he thought. Without meaning to, his thoughts turned again to Grace Whitcomb.


         If he had his own estate, he knew he could approach her father with his offer. But as a landless knight, her father would never consider him.


         Still, there was hope. She was still available.


         “What has you grinning like a fool?”


         Fergus was not offended. He turned to keep in step with Kyle while they crossed the courtyard. Wolf bounded across the yard in front of them, his nose to the ground as he rechecked his territory.


         “Just thinking that how you treat horses and women are about the same.”


         “Women are very particular about the comparisons you make to them.”


         Daniel approached with a bridle in his hand. “Fixed better than new,” Daniel stated.


         Kyle took the bridle, examining the quality of work done. Kyle had met Daniel in France and had always been impressed with his work. He took pride in his work and it was evident in the touch and feel of the items, not to mention how long most things he made lasted. When Kyle learned he was being given Bluedell, he located Daniel and asked him to bring his family.


         Daniel started to turn away, but stopped. “I just wanted to . . .”


         Kyle heard the pause. “How are your boys doing?” he asked.


         “Working very hard. In fact, Elden did most of the work on the bridle.”


         Kyle looked again at the bridle. “He learned well.”


         Daniel beamed at the praise for his eldest son’s work. “They both are hard workers. Elden just gets a little cocky. Although I sense a far more humble attitude lately.”


         Kyle slightly grinned. “Glad to hear it. Why not have the boys come up to the keep? There are a few items that Lindsey has discovered that need repaired.”


         Daniel let out his breath as he stood a little straighter. “They will be there.” Daniel turned and walked away, his step lighter than before.


         “Son does fine work,” Fergus noted as he glanced at the bridle.


         “So it appears.”


         Kyle stopped Gilbert on his way to the stables and handed him the bridle. “Give this to Kean. And be sure to tell him to keep it far away from Wicker.”


         Fergus walked beside Kyle across the courtyard. “Daniel worried about you holding it against the boys for what they did.”


         “The deed was done, and no one was injured.”


         “Except for the boys.”


         “I think they suffered more from Lindsey’s push into the briar bush than from my punch, which only landed them on the floor.”


         Both men came upon the new well.


         “I see the men are still having trouble,” Kyle observed as he noticed the depth.


         A hoist was rigged above so the men could pull up the rock and dirt in a bucket, and a rope ladder hung down the side to allow the men to get in and out. A framework of wood was being built around the sides as they dug to keep the wall from caving in as the work progressed.


         “You need to put Lady Lindsey in charge,” Fergus innocently suggested.


         “What?”


         “With all the energy she has for cleaning and moving things, she would have all this done by now.”


         Kyle stood up, looking closely at Fergus. “What are you talking about?”


         “All the work being done in the hall.”


         Kyle rolled his eyes as he continued up the steps. “What work? Sweeping the floor, scrubbing the tables, knocking down a few cobwebs?”


         “You do know what she is doing?”


         Kyle stopped to look down at Fergus, who was standing one step below him. “What is she doing?”


         Fergus paused. “What did you tell her she could do?”


         Kyle placed his hands on his hips. “I told her she could clean the hall.”


         Fergus slowly nodded his head. “Well, that is exactly what she is doing.”


         With that, Fergus made a hasty retreat before Kyle could question him further.


         With Wolf on his heels, Kyle continued up the steps and entered the hall.


         He came to a halt in the doorway as he watched the many servants bustling about. A creaking sound drew his attention to the large iron hoop as it was slowly being pulled back up. Following the thick rope, which went from the hoop to the ceiling, then angled to the wall, he saw two young lads pulling with all their might. His gaze returned to the hoop, thick wide candles standing tall along the rim.


         He frowned as he tried to remember seeing it before. They never used it, that much he remembered. But now that he looked at it, he had to admit the iron fixture was beautiful. As he watched the fixture slowly rise, he noticed the design pounded into the iron frame.


         Why had he never noticed it before?


         There were many voices all speaking at once, but one conversation claimed his attention.


         “You missed a spot.”


         “Where?”


         “To your right.”


         “Here?”


         “No, to your right.”


         Lindsey looked down to see where Kate was pointing, then back up.


         “Oh, there.”


         She rubbed hard against a spot.


         “Got it,” Kate called out.


         “Good.”


         “What are you doing up there?” Kyle’s voice sliced through the many voices speaking at once. Everyone suddenly became silent.


         “Kyle! You are back early,” Lindsey smiled from atop the ladder.


         “What are you doing up there?” he repeated. He had not failed to notice she was wearing the gray gown, again.


         Looking down at his approaching figure, she saw the dark frown on his face. “We are cleaning the hall.”


         What happened next was such a blur, Kyle barely had time to react.


         In the corner of the hall behind some boards, Wolf discovered a mouse that was happily munching on a discarded piece of bread. With a bark, he lunged for the small animal, sticking his head through the boards, trying to reach the startled rodent.


         With the speed born from the instinct for survival, the small furry animal made a dash across the hall, using the buckets on the floor to hide behind as he made his way across.


         Wolf, sensing a worthy adversary, willingly took up the chase. Discovering the mouse had left the woodpile, he followed in fast pursuit as the mouse scurried behind the first bucket. He practically barreled into the bucket as he knocked it over. Dirty water and rags spilled over a large area of the floor. Learning that his hiding place was discovered, the mouse raced for the next place of refuge, the legs of the ladder.


         “Wolf, NO!”


         Wolf’s sole attention was on the escaping furry creature before him. Racing across the floor, he slammed into the legs of the ladder, then knocked over the young boy holding the ladder steady, pulling the ladder down with him.


         Lindsey tried to grab something as she felt herself fall backwards. The bucket of water she had been using slid from the step it was resting on as it fell to the floor.


         Kyle heard Lindsey scream as her foot found nothing solid beneath it, pitching her backward toward the stone floor. He heard the crash as the bucket hit the floor, followed by the screams of the boys against the wall when the water splashed everywhere.


         Kyle raced toward the ladder and caught Lindsey right before the ladder hit him on his shoulder, then clattered to the floor behind him.


         Someone screamed as the giant iron fixture crashed only a few feet from him. He felt the shudder from the stone floor when it hit, along with the slight breeze it created around his feet.


         After the previous shouting and chaos in the hall, the sudden silence was almost frightening.


         Another bang across the hall indicated Wolf was still on the chase, totally oblivious to the chaos he had just caused.


         Kyle slowly straightened up with Lindsey still in his arms. He turned to look at the hall and servants, most of their faces almost white with fright. He felt his own heart still pounding in his chest. The sound of a large round candle as it rolled across the floor echoed as loudly as thunder in the silent hall.


         Lindsey had so wanted to surprise him, to show him she could handle the responsibility as mistress of Bluedell. As she looked around and saw what Kyle was obviously seeing, she felt her heart fall.


         The hall was a disaster.


         But what concerned her more was that Kyle had still not spoken. His face appeared to be set in stone as he continued his scan. He was seeing everything that was wrong, which right now was a lot.


         “Kyle?” she whispered.


         Kyle’s gaze shifted to her, his eyes dark and dangerous. His expression indicated it would be wise on her part to remain silent for now.


         Kyle was not sure he could speak without shouting. Lindsey was fine. He knew that should be all he was concerned about. But the tightness in his throat and his chest told him it was much more.


         Without saying a word, he swung around with Lindsey still in his arms and headed toward the stairs.


         Lindsey kept telling herself that the look the servants had on their faces at their departure was nothing. They did not know Kyle as she did.


         He would not hurt her.


         She wished she could think that with the utmost confidence right now.


         The door to their room opened, then closed behind them when Kyle pushed it with his foot. He walked toward the bed, gently lowering her on the edge of it. Taking a step back, he silently walked to the window, his large frame blocking most of the sunlight coming through.


         With the room in semi-darkness, Lindsey was not sure what to do. She rose on unsteady legs as she took a few steps forward. She made a quick effort to straighten her gown, shaking off whatever dirt was still clinging to her. When she was done, she noticed that Kyle was still standing at the window, looking out in silence. The slight rise of his shoulders as he continued to breathe deeply was the only indication that he was alive and not a statue.


         “Kyle?”


         Kyle raised a hand for silence. Looking through the window, he saw nothing of the beauty of the land around him. He did not hear the birds as they sang, nor did he hear the people below as they continued with their business. He heard nothing but the loud rapid beating of his heart.


         Visions of Lindsey as she dangled on top of the ladder, her balance lost as she tried in vain to grab onto something, kept replaying itself in his mind.


         He closed his eyes, trying to focus.


         When he felt he had a measure of control, he turned to look at his wife standing beside their bed, her hands hidden in the folds of her gray gown.


         “Would you care to explain?”


         Lindsey looked up. “I was only cleaning the hall.”


         “What were you doing on top of a ladder?”


         “Cleaning the ceiling.”


         “The ceiling?”


         She nodded her head. “It has not been cleaned in some time.”


         “Why not have one of the servants do that?”


         “The boys are not strong enough to do the heavy work.”


         “So you took on the work yourself?” he asked as he leaned his back against the wall.


         “I could not ask them to climb a ladder and do the work I needed done.”


         “Lindsey, you do not ask for help. You tell the servants what you want done.”


         “Very well. But there was no one else to tell either.”


         Kyle continued to stare at his wife, trying to understand her thinking.


         Lindsey shuffled on her feet while the silence in their room grew. “I just wanted you to see . . .”


         “Yes?”


         Lindsey quickly wiped the falling tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand.


         “I thought you would appreciate me more if you knew how valuable I was to you and the running of Bluedell,” she confessed in a whisper.


         Kyle pushed himself from the wall, his hands on his hips. “Why would you need to think that?”


         She had to know he appreciated her. Did he not travel all the way to court to ask King Henry for permission to marry her?


         Did he not keep his men, as well as himself, well trained to defend Bluedell at all times?


         Did he not provide food, cloth, and whatever else was needed?


         Did he not assign more servants to do the work she always managed to find?


         Kyle shook his head.


         So why would she think he did not appreciate her?


         Lindsey had tried so hard to get the hall in proper order before Kyle returned. Now, all her efforts were for naught. In fact, instead of him seeing her worth, he was seeing her in the worst possible light.


         How did you tell your husband you never wanted him to regret his decision, but that you did have value, even without a proper dowry?


  Chapter 38



   


   Kyle tripped over something as he entered his study. His charts and papers flew in all directions when he knocked over the table to his right trying to prevent his fall.


         A string of curses echoed through the small room as Kyle tried to right himself.


         He bumped into a barrel as he stood up, knocking it on its side and spilling the seeds on the hard floor as the lid came off.


         Trying to back up, he crushed a small crate with his left boot. Shaking the crate loose, he kicked another barrel while his elbow knocked over several bags stacked on boxes behind him. He reached out to steady the boxes and bags around him, trying to move as little as possible. With the door still open, the torchlight from the hall illuminated the room enough for him to see.


         Kyle carefully looked around the room, which was filled with barrels, crates, trees, and tied bundles of various sizes.


         Bede, who heard the noise and commotion, appeared at the doorway.


         “Welcome home.”


         Kyle turned suddenly, looking with accusing eyes at the smiling guard. “What happened here?”


         “The supplies came today.” Bede took the time to look at the small disaster Kyle had created in only a few short moments.


         “I can see that! Why are they in my study?”


         “Lady Lindsey told us to put them here.”


         “Here?”


         “Yes.”


         “She had all the supplies put in my room?”


         Bede leaned his shoulder against the door as he peered inside. “Personally, I never thought it would all fit.”


         “I see you somehow managed.”


         “Lady Lindsey was rather insistent.”


         Kyle shook his head. “Why would she put it here? You must have misunderstood.”


         “I even asked her twice, to be sure. She was very precise in her directions.”


         Kyle frowned as he looked at the articles shoved into every corner of his small study.


         Bede could not help but smile as Kyle carefully backed out of the room to avoid tipping or knocking over anything else, then headed up the stairs, taking them three at a time.


         He thought of telling Kyle what he had learned today, but decided Kyle deserved to learn the same way he had. It seemed to make a more lasting impression. He watched Kyle disappear around the top of the stairs.


         “What has you smiling?”


         Bede turned to see Tinker walking toward him. “If you wait a few minutes, you will see.”


         Oh, yes! Kyle was about to learn in a few minutes what had taken the men all day today to figure out.


         Lindsey was awakened as Kyle opened the heavy door to their room.


         “Kyle!” Wolf raised his head from the foot of their bed, his tail beating a steady rhythm as Lindsey crawled to the edge of the bed.


         “Would you care to explain what you did today?”


  Lindsey’s smile slowly disappeared as she considered his harsh tone. “What I did? But I did nothing—”


         “Come with me.”


         Lindsey barely had time to grab her robe when Kyle pulled her off the bed, out of the room, and down the hall.


         Kyle stood to one side of his study door. Bede, she noticed, stood on the other side. With his head lowered, she could not tell if Bede was also scowling. Tinker stood behind Bede, obviously watching with interest. Placing her hands on her hips, she turned and addressed her husband.


         “Kyle, did you drag me all the way down here just to show me your study?”


         “No. I dragged you down here to show you the inside of my study.”


         “The inside?”


         Lindsey took one step through the doorway, then stopped. Wolf sat at her feet.


         Kyle saw her head turn as she viewed the room, her hands on her hips dropping to her sides. Huge brown eyes turned back to him, confusion lurking in their depths.


         Lindsey was stunned.


         What was this stuff doing in this room? It was suppose to be in the other room. Surely the men did not fill it, using this room for the overflow.


         “She packed it in good,” Tinker observed.


         “Move, Wolf.” Lindsey crossed the hall and entered the room on the other side, her hands back on her hips.


         “All that stuff was in this room,” she whispered to herself.


         Bede, Kyle and Tinker all looked into the empty room.


         “I worked so hard putting everything in place before you returned.”


         Bede nodded his head. “She personally went through and sorted all fourteen wagons.”


         When the wagons had arrived early this morning, she had been so excited. Here was her chance to prove to Kyle that she had worth. Here was something she could do.


         She had patiently gone through the varying bolts of muslin, cotton, lace, and damask; the sacks and barrels of wheat and oats; the various fruit trees; the different bags of herbs, spices, and peppers; the crates of wine and barrels of salt; the new tools and a new plow.


         The new flock of sheep were happily grazing in their new pasture, and the various tack for the blacksmith and stable had been unloaded.


         The new millstone was already at the mill, waiting to be lifted in place.


         She even had a few men already assembling the large loom which was now upstairs in the solar room.


         By evening, she had the wagons unloaded and everything put into place. The routine life of Bluedell had hardly been disturbed.


         Now it seemed that someone had undone her work.


         “Kyle, someone is moving things around. I think you should talk with your men, see if they have seen anything strange. Some things may even be missing.”


         Kyle turned to Bede, who merely shrugged his shoulders.


         “Why do you think someone moved it from here to my study?”


         “Because the items were here, all of them.”


         “Here?”


         “I told the men to put it right here.” Her right index finger pointed to the floor where she was standing.


         Kyle again looked at Bede, who merely shrugged his shoulders again.


         “Lindsey, tell me what you told the men.”


         Lindsey was somewhat comforted by the calmness in Kyle’s voice. “I told the men to unload the wagons, then bring some of the items here.” Again she pointed to the floor with her finger.


         “Then why did they put the items in my study instead?”


         “They did not put them in your study, Kyle. I know better.”


         “’Tis where they are now.”


         “But that is not where they were.”


         Tinker watched Bede hide a smile as Kyle rubbed his forehead.


         “Daryl told me he had unloaded the items and put them exactly where I told him to.”


         Kyle looked again at the empty room. “And where was that?”


         “Here!” she almost screamed.


         Kyle was leaning against the frame of the door. He was tired and hungry, and it was evident that Lindsey was getting upset. He was simply confused.


         “I told them to put everything in the second room on the right,” she added.


         Kyle’s eyes widened. “Lindsey, this is the second room on the left.”


         “Huh?” she asked still looking around the empty room, as if the items would miraculously appear.


         “Lindsey, you do know the difference between your right and your left?”


         “Of course I do.”


         “Raise your left hand,” he asked quickly.


         Lindsey started to raise one hand, then stopped to raise her other. She looked from one hand to the other, then decided her first decision was right. She raised her other hand.


         “’Tis what I thought,” he whispered to himself after a heavy sigh. Looking toward Bede, he noticed his guard had his head lowered, his shoulders shaking from the silent laughter.


         Lindsey looked at her raised hand. Did she raise the wrong one? She thought for a moment, looking at her other hand.


         Kyle was remembering the first day they had met, how she said she had followed Gavin’s directions and ended up here instead of Compton. How many times had he heard someone tell her: “Not my left, Lindsey. Your left.” That finally made sense, now. He also remembered the day she visited Aggie, her tracks were everywhere. She said she was looking for herbs and roots, but now he was sure she was lost.


         Tinker gave a huff as he looked at Kyle. “Thought you were more observant!”


         Kyle watched as the old man headed toward the kitchen.


         “I knew that about her the first day I met her,” Tinker called out as he disappeared through the doorway.


         “There is nothing wrong with my sense of direction,” Lindsey challenged, her back straightening and her chin lifting her to her full height.


         Bede leaned over to Kyle with a smile. “Wait till you see what she has wedged in the armor room between your shields and battle axes.”


  Chapter 39



   


   The men were quiet as they slowly made their way forward. Care was taken with each step, trying not alarm their prey.



         From his hiding place, Kyle looked for any signs or tracks. He had just decided he had made a wrong turn back at the last trail when he heard a bowstring snap. The crash that followed preceded the shouts from his men by only seconds.


         “Got ‘em.”


         Kyle and the rest of his men straightened up from their crouched position. Gilbert was jumping over the bushes that lay between him and the deer he had just brought down.


         Kyle raised his face to catch the few rays of sunshine from the thick leaves in the forest. With his eyes closed, he heard Fergus approach from the side.


         Kyle took a deep cleansing breath. There was no sweeter smell than the forest just after it had rained.


         Unless you counted Lindsey. She had her own distinct smell.


         Heather.


         He looked around to find the flower he thought he could smell, but only found ferns and vines around his feet. He gave a chuckle as he considered where his thoughts ended up lately.


         “Something funny?” Fergus asked as he watched Kyle chuckle to himself.


         “No, not at all. I was just thinking, of something.”


         “Ahh,” his guard whispered just under his breath.


         Fergus turned to look at Gilbert already skinning the deer. He was pretty sure that Kyle was thinking of his wife. He only saw him smile like that when Lady Lindsey was about, or on his mind


         “Eight deer and two boar. Not bad for a day’s work.” Fergus turned and noticed Kyle looking intently at the ground.


         “Fresh tracks,” Kyle said out loud. “Boar.”


         Fergus leaned forward to have a look. “Probably passed by here not even an hour ago,” he observed.


         “Looks like a large one.”


         Kyle had intended to hunt just enough to replenish the pantry. He had already been gone for two days. Taking the time to hunt this boar would mean he would not return to Bluedell till tomorrow evening sometime. That is, if they caught the boar by evening.


         He turned his head toward Fergus. “I think one more boar would not hurt our supplies.”


         “And the weather is cool enough to keep the meat from spoiling until we salt it.”


         “Tell the men.”


         Kyle watched Fergus as he walked through the bushes, snapping twigs along the way. For as much noise as his men were making now, he knew how silent they could be. Ten minutes ago, he could have heard a leaf drop.


         One more night away from Lindsey.


         Taking a deep breath, he let it out slowly. Lindsey would be waiting for him, standing on the wall when she heard the signal that he and his men had returned. He could already see her smile reflected in her eyes as she ran into his arms. He could even taste her as he leaned down to kiss her.


         Just one more night and he could lie again in Lindsey’s arms.
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   Kyle entered Bluedell the next evening, disappointed when he failed to see Lindsey’s tall frame silhouetted on top of the wall. He had not realized just how much he had anticipated seeing her waiting for him until now.



         As the portcullis was raised, the small band of men rode through the guardhouse and into the courtyard in single file.


         “Fergus, take the meat to the storeroom. Have Albert dress and pack it.”


         Fergus nodded his head and headed toward the kitchen.


         Kyle looked around the courtyard for any sign of Lindsey as he dismounted.


         “Where is Bede?” he asked Kean as he handed the reins of his horse over.


         Kean’s hand faltered as he grabbed for the reins. “Uhm, he is gone.”


         “Gone where?” Kyle asked before Kean had taken many steps.


         “With your wife,” Tinker answered as he walked behind Kyle toward the gatehouse.


         Kyle spun around. “And where is my wife?”


         “Gone with Bede,” Tinker shouted back over his shoulder as he passed quickly through the open gate.


         Kyle closed his eyes. He must have been out in the sun too long. Looking around the courtyard again, he noticed very few of his men about. And the servants were eyeing him suspiciously for some reason. He looked for the one face he had dreamed of these past few days.


         But Lindsey was nowhere to be found.


         Neither was Bede.


         A frown creased his brow. Bede should have met him when he returned with a full report of what had gone on while he was away. Something was not right.


         Turning around, he headed up toward the keep. The hall was quiet as a few of the servants were about. With hands on hips, he surveyed the hall one last time.


         “SOL,” he yelled through the hall.


         Jon came out of the hallway, his tunic unlaced in the front and his hair standing up in places, like a pair of hands had combed through it. Kate was right behind him, a worried look on her face.


         “A message arrived for you yesterday,” Jon quickly spoke up. “I put it in your study.”


         Thinking the message was about Lindsey, Kyle headed for his study. The seal on the parchment, though, belonged to the Hughes family.


         His sister, Rebecca, had written.


         Breaking the seal, he quickly scanned the note, then frowned. Rebecca and her husband were coming for a visit. It seemed she had something that was his. What, he could not imagine.


         He would deal with them later.


         “Jon, where is Bede? And where is my wife?”


         Jon shuffled on his feet a few times before he spoke. “Lady Lindsey traveled to a village outside the convent.”


         Kyle’s eyes widened. “SHE WHAT?”


         “It appeared she knew the people whose home and shop burned a few days ago. She wanted to help, so she packed up supplies and left early yesterday.”


         “And Bede let her go?”


         John paused. “He went with her.”


         Kyle felt his heart as it started to beat rapidly. What was the matter with Bede?


         “What village was it?” Kyle asked in a clipped tone. He would travel there and bring her back. He was not sure if he would strangle her first. Maybe he would strangle Bede first instead.


         “I am not sure.”


         Kyle stopped on the first step. “What do you mean?”


         “The merchant had traveled through many villages and was unsure exactly which one it was. The convent was the only place the merchant mentioned by name.” When he saw Kyle’s look of concern, he hastily added, “but he gave Lady Lindsey directions.”


         Jon noticed that instead of being reassured, Kyle’s face took on an unbelieving and incredulous look.


         “My God, they could be lost by now. By any chance, did Bede get the directions?”


         “Lady Lindsey told him. She assured him she knew exactly where the village was. Said she had been there herself once.”


         Kyle gave Jon a skeptical look. “We are talking about my wife, Lindsey, are we not?”


         “I see your point, now.”


         “This is a nightmare.” Kyle rubbed his forehead. “Did you hear the merchant give directions, or did you hear Lindsey repeat them?”


         “I was standing beside her when the merchant spoke to Lady Lindsey.”


         “Well, at least I know where she is suppose to be.” Kyle started back up the steps again, taking them two at a time. “Tell me the directions while I change.”


         Less than an hour later, Kyle had his men remounted on fresh horses and headed in the general direction of the convent. He had an idea which village they were heading to, but was sure Lindsey would be anywhere but there.


         After a few hours of hard riding on the main road, he stopped to let his men sleep for the rest of the night. While trying to get a few hours of sleep, he considered Rebecca and Lindsey, the two most important women in his life. One was on her way to visit, the other was probably lost while trying to visit someone else.


         Needless to say, sleep eluded him.


         Hours before the sun rose, he was on his way again. When the road forked a few hours before the village he suspected, he divided his men, sending each group in a different direction.


         One of them was bound to find Lindsey.


   


   


         “Bede, take these blankets over to that family.”


         Bede gathered the pile of blankets and headed where Lindsey was pointing.


         “My dear, you should not be working so hard.”


         Lindsey looked at Sister Ruth, then bent down to hug the dear sister.


         “Of course I should. I truly enjoy it.”


         “Sister Jane told me about what happened years ago with Toler.”


         “When I learned it was his home and business that burnt, I felt obligated to come and help.”


         “And maybe ease your conscience?”


         Lindsey looked down at the warm brown eyes. “After he yelled at me for a whole two hours, I felt there was nothing I could ever do to make it up to him.”


         Sister Ruth chuckled. “He surely appreciates your help now.”


         “Whether he does or not, I am glad to help.”


         Wolf bound around the village, a handful of children laughing as they chased him.


         “The supplies you brought were invaluable.”


         “The merchant did not tell me the homes next to Toler’s business also burned down.”


         “For whatever reason, I am glad you are here. It makes my heart warm to see you so happy. You must truly love your husband.”


         Lindsey straightened up from the box she was going through. “Why do you say that?”


         Sister Ruth took a moment to really look at Lindsey. “Because, my dear, it shows. And the fact that you mention your husband at least once every fifteen minutes.”


         Lindsey gave a twisted smile as she looked around. Wolf was now running through the rubble and ashes, his tail joyfully waving in the air. “That often?”


         “I think it very delightful to hear ones speak good of others.”


         Bede interrupted their conversation when he wanted to know where to put the crates of tools they had salvaged.


         Lindsey was not aware that her eyes widened at the mention of tools. Remembering her last encounter with them, she decided she did not want a repeat.


         “I think you should ask Toler about them.”


         As Bede went to locate the man, Wolf came prancing toward Lindsey. Before she knew it, he jumped up, leaving sooty paw prints all over her gown.


         “Wolf, get down, Now!”


         Wolf obeyed, but lowered his head low to the ground with his back end stuck up in the air, his tail a blur as it furiously wagged back and forth like a flag. Wolf was in a playful mood.


         “Wolf, sit. Sit!” she repeated in a firmer tone.


         Wolf obeyed, until he spied the children heading off in another direction. With a leap and a bark, he was off to join them.


         Lindsey slapped her gown where the large paw prints were. “I hope they keep him busy.”


         The sound of children’s laughter and Wolf’s barking brought a smile to both women’s faces.


         “Children’s laughter is a wonderful gift after a disaster.”


         Lindsey looked up at the running children, Wolf right in the middle of them. “It is.”


         “Have you heard about Grace?”


  Lindsey was sorting through a large bag of various items. “Grace? No.”


         “Her father is sending for her to return home.”


         Lindsey stood up. “Home? When?”


         “Sister Jane received the message a few weeks ago. I believe she will leave within a month.”


         “A month?” They would be passing by Bluedell in an indirect way. She would have to make sure she talked to Grace before she left.


         Lindsey turned to see the elderly sister attempt to move a chest from the rubble.


         “Let me do that.” Lindsey moved the chest with ease. “What about her marriage to Lord Michaels?”


         “Oh, her father broke that. Went straight to King Henry and requested it, from what I heard.”


         Lindsey gave a sigh of relief. “She will be glad to be back home.”


         The rest of the day was spent dividing what Lindsey brought among the six families affected by the fire.


         The building Toler used for his leather shop had been completely destroyed, along with his home, which was in the back of the building.


         Bede came back with a piece of metal. “I think this was a candlestick holder.”


         Lindsey looked at the mangled and twisted piece and agreed.


         While Bede was heading toward a pile of various metal items, one of the guards came running forward.


         Bede dropped what he was carrying and reached for his sword.


         “Lord Davitan is coming,” the guard shouted.


         Bede let his sword slide back inside it’s scabbard, then walked toward Lindsey and stood with his legs braced apart, his arms crossed over his chest.


         He had been waiting for Kyle to show up.


         It was time Kyle took care of his own wife.


   


   


         Kyle rode into the small village with four of his men behind him. He had spent most of the day looking through the woods to the west, while Gilbert was looking to the east. After five hours, he was frustrated, angry, and worried. He had seen no sign of any party coming through at all. He only hoped that Gilbert  or Fergus had found something.


         Knowing that the village would have food and drink for his men, he headed in. There was still a few hours of light left, and he was in a hurry to return. Since he was here, he would leave a message with someone, just in case she should stumble in by accident.


         As he rode into the village, he quickly saw the remains of the building that was the reason for Lindsey coming here in the first place. Heading toward the water trough, he reined his horse to a halt.


         A black blur bounded across the ground with laughing children giving chase.


         “Wolf?” Kyle expectantly looked up.


         Standing in front of him was Lindsey, looking like she had been working for most of the day. Standing next to her was Bede, looking like he was ready to murder someone.


         “Lindsey!” Dismounting, he grabbed her by the shoulders. “Lindsey, where have you been?”


         “I have been here all day, Kyle. When did you get back?”


         Kyle ignored her question. “How did you get here?”


         “Bede brought me. We arrived yesterday.”


         The worry over the past day and a half was nothing compared to the anger Kyle felt that she had left in the first place.


         Lindsey watched Kyle’s face as the different emotions passed across it. His hands dropped from her arms as he turned to look at the ruined homes. She patiently waited while he took his time examining the scene.


         “What are you doing here?” he finally asked as he turned back toward Lindsey.


         “When I learned about the fire, I had a few things packed to help.”


         “And for that reason alone you traveled a full two days away from Bluedell?”


         “Yes. There was a need here, Kyle, and I needed to help. Bede had promised to bring me when you did not show up the night before.”


         Kyle gave a quick look over to Bede, who was still standing with his arms crossed over his chest. For a fleeting moment, Kyle imagined that Bede was angry with him, for some reason. But that made no sense.


         He looked across the yard at the many piles of supplies Lindsey had managed to bring with her. The row of buildings that were now a pile of ashes and rubble testified to the need of the many families about.


         “Lindsey,” he began as he brought his gaze back to his wife. “I have half my men to the east, the other half to the west, combing the forest looking for you.”


         “I left a message with Sol where we would be.”


         “Yes, but . . .”


         Kyle could not understand it. How did you tell someone you fully expected her to be lost, that you intentionally stayed away from the village because you were sure she would be nowhere in it, even though that was her destination? For someone who could not tell her right apart from her left, Lindsey managed to travel here without one wrong turn.


         He was stumped.


   


   


         Knowing that his sister and her family were already on their way, Kyle was eager to return to Bluedell. When Lindsey had done all she could for the homeless victims, Kyle had wanted to leave immediately. But Sister Cora had prepared a modest meal for them, and he could not refuse the generous hospitality.


         Kyle watched as Lindsey and Grace disappeared into another room, chatting and giggling together. Without moving his head, he knew he was not the only one watching.


         “It feels good seeing Lindsey again,” Sister Ruth spoke to no one in particular as she also watched the girls disappear.


         “Yes it is,” Sister Cora agreed. “Still, the convent is not quite the same without her.”


         “No more tapping on the walls,” Sister Ruth said with a chuckle, “no more gestures—”


         “—and no more strings around her fingers,” Sister Cora whispered.


         Kyle was surprised and confused when all the sisters began laughing.


         Sister Jane noticed his puzzlement. “We learned early, here at the convent, of Lindsey’s poor directional ability.”


         “Oh yes,” Sister Cora added. “When she was young, we constantly tied strings to her right hand to help her remember.”


         “But as helpful as Lindsey was, she never could manage to distinguish her ‘right’ and ‘left’.”


         Sister Jane nodded in agreement with Sister Ruth. “As a result, we started pointing, using gestures, and tapping on the sides of walls to impress upon her young mind which way was which.”


         “But it never worked,” Sister Cora confessed in a conspiratorial whisper.


         “I know,” Kyle acknowledged.


         Sister Jane placed her napkin on the table. “Ironically, once Lindsey had been someplace, she could always find it again, if she went herself.”


         Kyle raised his head, his eyes closing. “That explains it!”


         Sister Cora looked at Sister Ruth. “Explains what?” both asked together.


         Kyle looked around the table at each of the sisters. “I wondered how Lindsey got here without getting lost.”


         Every head turned toward the hallway when they heard laughter from Lindsey and Grace in the next room.


         Sister Jane looked back at Lord Davitan. “We greatly appreciate both yours and Lindsey’s help.”


         Kyle nodded. “I can leave a few men to help with the rebuilding and heavy work. If there is anything else that is needed, let one of them know.”


         “I will.”


         Kyle turned to Fergus sitting across from him. He had not missed the look on Fergus’s face when he thought no one was looking.


         Lindsey informed him last month that she felt Fergus was interested in Grace.


         “Fergus?”


         At his incredulous tone, Lindsey had turned cold eyes to him. “And why not? Fergus is a very gentle and caring man.”


         “I would not tell Fergus, or anyone else that.”


         “Well he is, and he is interested in Grace.”


         “And how did you arrive at this conclusion?”


         “He noticed her eyes.”


         “He what?”


         “He noticed the color of her eyes.” Lindsey had turned to face the wall. “Can you tell me the color of my eyes?”


         “Lindsey,” he warned.


         “Can you?”


         Kyle took a deep breath. “Brown. Your eyes are brown.”


         Lindsey turned around with a smile on her face, a smile that was reflected in her warm brown eyes. “You see?”


         Kyle looked up, then back down. “See what?”


         “You noticed.”


         “Of course I noticed. You are my wife!”


         “And Fergus is interested in Grace.”


         Before he could make sense out of that, LaTasha came in asking her to come to the kitchen. Shaking his head, he continued with what he was doing.


         But she had planted a thought. Without meaning to, he had watched Fergus, especially today.


         Fergus tried to keep his interest hidden by lowering his head, but Kyle noticed the way his eyes followed Lady Whitcomb’s moves around the convent.


         Lindsey was right.


         “Tell the men we leave within the hour,” he told Fergus.


         Fergus glanced once more toward the room where Grace and Lindsey were still talking, then rose from the table and left.


         At Sister Jane’s surprised look, Kyle explained. “I have not told Lindsey yet, but my sister and her family are already on their way.”


         Sister Jane nodded her head as she watched the two girls come through the doorway. “I understand.”


         “I want to get back before Lindsey starts to panic.”


         Lindsey heard the last remark. Lifting her chin, she looked squarely at her husband.


          “I never panic.”


  Chapter 41



   


   “Oh my dear,” Lindsey whispered as her hand flew to cover her heart. “I still have things to do!” With that, she flew down the steps of the wall and practically ran toward the keep.


         Kyle watched as the men in the courtyard stepped out of her way. Unfortunately, Daniel did not see her as he came around the corner of the blacksmith hut.


         “Oh, . . . so sorry,” he could barely hear her say as the tack Daniel was carrying went flying in all different directions. With her back to him, Kyle could not hear all of what she said next, but he was sure he knew the words.


          ‘. . . I was thinking of something else.’


         “What happened?” Bede asked as he approached. Both men watched Lindsey help Daniel retrieve his tack, then quickly stepped into the hall and out of sight.


         Kyle looked back at the large party approaching. “Just my sister coming for a visit.”


         Bede looked out at the party and mentally counted the wagons following. “Sure she is not moving in?”


         Kyle was thinking the same thing when the party finally rode through the gates with almost a dozen wagons loaded with crates of items.


         “Uncle Kyle! Uncle Kyle!”


         With a smile, Kyle lifted Jonathan as he ran toward him. Tossing him high in the air, the boy squealed with delight as he safely landed back in Kyle’s arms.


         “Do it again, Uncle Kyle. Do it again.”


         “Me too, me too!”


         Kyle looked down into the expectant face of Alan, Jonathan’s younger brother, who was firmly clasping his right leg with his chubby arms. Both boys had soft blond hair and deep brown eyes. While still holding Jonathan, Kyle easily picked up the younger boy in his other arm and swung them around.


         “Again. Again,” both cried in unison.


         Kyle set the boys down as his sister approached. “Let me say hello to your mother first.”


         Rebecca practically ran into his arms. Lifting her with ease, he twirled her around a few times too, then set her back on her feet.


         “Hello, squirt.”


         “Squirt?” Jonathan echoed Kyle.


         “Sirt?” Alan echoed Jonathan.


         Rebecca softly groaned. “You would call me that in front of them.”


         “Why do you call mama squirt?” Jonathan asked as he looked up.


         Kyle released Rebecca and leaned down to the boy. “Because she used to be as short as you.”


         Jonathan’s eyes widened as he looked at his mother with new interest, then looked to Alan. “As short as Alan?”


         “Uh-huh,” Kyle nodded his head.


         “Please, do not give him any ideas,” Rebecca begged.


         “Papa, Uncle Kyle calls mama squirt.”


         Kyle reached out to shake Rainier’s hand. “Welcome to Bluedell,” Kyle greeted.


         “Thanks. We meant to be here sooner, but there were a few things I had to finish back at Kensington.”


         “Papa, did you hear Uncle Kyle?”


         “I am glad you showed up now. It looks like rain is coming soon.”


         “I saw it too. I was hoping to beat it.”


         “Papa?”


         “How was your trip?”


         “Long and tiring,” Rebecca answered.


         “Papa, did you hear Uncle Kyle call mama squirt?”


         Rainier looked down at his oldest son. “Yes, son, I did.”


         “Do you call her that?”


         “No.”


         “Why not?”


         “Because I did not know her then.”


         Jonathan looked serious for a moment. “Can I call her squirt?”


         Both Rainier and Kyle looked at Rebecca’s furious look. “I think not, son.”


         “Then what can I call her?”


         “Why not stick to mama.”


         Jonathan considered the idea. “Okay.” With that, he took off with Alan tagging behind. “Aunt Katie, guess what Uncle Kyle calls mama?”


         “I have a very long memory,” Rebecca threatened both men.


         Kyle reached out to hug his sister again. “Good to see you too.”


         After their greeting, the three of them walked toward the wagons.


         “Uncle Gerald wanted you to have these.”


         Kyle looked skeptically from his sister to the wagons. “What is in them?”


         “I do not know, but I got tired of waiting for you to visit.”


         Kyle looked at the many wagons now sitting inside the courtyard. He honestly could not think of what Uncle Gerald sent. But Lindsey would deal with this. This should make her happy.


         Rainier looked around, then started walking away. “Just want to make sure Aunt Katie has Jonathan and Alan.”


         “They have grown.” Kyle observed.


         “Faster than a weed. But just wait till you have your own. I have lots of tidbits of information about you to tell him.”


         “I may not allow you to visit and corrupt his young mind.”


         Rebecca lifted her chin. “You will not be able to stop me, because I am going to become a dear friend to your new wife, and she will invite me.”


         “Then maybe I will not introduce you to her.”


         “Too late. I am sure she already knows we are here.”


         Brother and sister looked at each other, then burst out in laughter together.


         Grabbing Rebecca’s arm, he began to pull her forward. “I want you to meet Lindsey.”


   


   


         True to Rebecca’s claim, Lindsey and Rebecca indeed quickly became fast friends.


         Lindsey fell in love with Kyle’s family, especially the two boys.


         “How old are they?”


         “Alan is almost two, and Jonathan is four. I am hoping we have a girl this time.”


         Lindsey had shown Rebecca to their rooms and was helping her unpack. “A girl would be nice.”


         “When I found out I was carrying Alan, I was so excited that Jonathan would have a playmate. I thought they would always keep each other company and out of my hair.” Rebecca laughed. “I think, though, they get into more fights and arguments because there are two of them.”


         “I wish I had a sister, or a brother.”


         “You are an only child?”


         Lindsey nodded her head and explained about her family and the convent. “Grace is as close to a sister as I could want.”


         “Then I am glad you had her. Alan is Jonathan’s shadow. He follows him everywhere. I have to admit that when they are not fighting, they are the sweetest boys, and very loving to each other, except when sharing their things.”


         Lindsey giggled. “I like your family.”


         “Thank you. But wait till you have your own.”


         Lindsey was surprised when she first met Rebecca. For some reason, she expected her to be as tall as herself. But Rebecca was over a head shorter. Her brown hair was short and curly, and worn just above her shoulders. She had heard that some husbands cut their wives hair if they were unfaithful as a punishment.


         But looking at Rebecca, and seeing how nice it looked on her, she was beginning to rethink the idea. It definitely had to be cooler.


         “You are not what I expected,” Rebecca spoke out loud.


         “I was thinking the same thing.”


         “I thought Kyle would marry a small and petite woman.”


         “Others have said the same thing.”


         Rebecca smiled. “And what did you expect?”


         Lindsey looked her sister-in-law over. “A taller woman.”


         Rebecca straightened up, and then both started laughing.


         “I like your short hair.”


         Rebecca's expression turned serious as she ran her fingers through the short strands. “I was devastated when it was first cut off, wondering what Rainier would think. But after awhile, I began to like it.”


         “The curls frame your face nicely, and brings out your eyes.”


         “Rainier thinks I do not know, but he has my long braid hidden away.” She again ran her fingers through her hair.


         “Was it very long ago?”


         “Last year.”


         Lindsey sat on the bed, debating whether or not to ask how it happened. Rebecca decided to tell the story of how she had been kidnapped, her braid cut off and sent to Rainier as a reminder that she was a captive.


         “I usually wear a wimple to cover it when I leave home or have company stay over,” she finished.


         “Well, I hope while you are here, you feel you can do whatever you feel like.”


         Their friendship developed quickly, forged with the fire of friendship, dreams, and family.
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    “Whatcha doing?”


         Tinker looked up at the two young faces before him. “Who are you?”


         “My name is Jonathan,” he answered, undaunted by the gruff tone. “This is Alan, my brother.”


         “Hmm. Must be Kyle’s nephews.”


         “Uncle Kyle is our uncle.”


         “He is, huh?”


         Jonathan nodded his head. “Uh-huh.”


         Tinker noticed that Alan watched his older brother and nodded his head too.


         “Whatcha name?” Jonathan asked.


         “Hmph,” Tinker grunted as he continued with his work.


         “That is not a name. Uncle Kyle calls mama ‘squirt’, but I call her mama. You can call her ‘squirt’ if you want to. But I think you have to know her when she was small like Alan.”


         Tinker merely grunted.


         “If you have no name, Mama is good at giving names. She calls me ‘trouble’ sometimes, but my name is Jonathan. Want me to get a name for you?”


         “No.”


         “Why not? How can I call you without a name?”


         “There is an idea,” Tinker whispered to himself.


         “Did your mother forget to give you a name?”


         As gruff as Tinker was trying to be, he still had to hide a smile. “She gave me a name.”


         “Did you forget it? Papa forgets things sometimes and mama reminds him.”


         Tinker looked up at the young and eager faces. “I did not forget it.”


         “Papa tells mama he did not forget either.”


         “You can call me Tinker.”


         “Tinker? That your name?”


         “Tinker,” Alan echoed.


         “Whatcha doing?” Jonathan asked again.


         Tinker turned his attention back to his work. “Making a barrel.”


         Jonathan watched as Tinker began sliding the wood planks together. His eyes frowned as he looked around the courtyard. “There is one.”


         Tinker looked to where Jonathan was pointing. “No good.”


         “Why?”


         “Because it will not hold water.”


         “Why?”


         “Because it will not.”


         “Why?”


         Tinker looked up. He was not used to children and all their endless questions. “Because God said so.”


         Jonathan’s eyes widened in awe. “He did?”


         “Yep.”


         Tinker was pleased with the moment of silence that followed.


         “Why?”


         Tinker looked up again and saw eyes that reminded him of Kyle when he was younger.


         “Are you old?” Jonathan asked, changing the topic again.


         “Old? That all depends—”


         “Aunt Katie is old.”


         “Really?”


         “She takes naps with us.”


         “Is it time for your nap?” he hopefully asked.


         “I just got up.”


         “Me too,” Alan echoed.


         “Hmm.”


         Jonathan nodded his head. “Can I help? Papa says I help real good. Alan can help too, huh, Alan?”


         Alan, with his thumb in his mouth, nodded his head.


         Tinker looked over his shoulder. “Get me that hammer.”


         With Alan right behind him, Jonathan’s little legs quickly carried him over to the tool, and with both hands, he brought the hammer over with Alan’s help.


         Hours later, Lindsey and Rebecca watched from the tower window as Tinker continued his project, his two little helpers right beside him, and still asking questions.


   


   


         The rain that was threatening all week finally decided to fall.


         “I am glad it finally rained,” Rebecca commented as she added another braid to the edge of the rug she was sewing. “We have needed it desperately.”


         Lindsey looked at the small group working on the hall rug. Elizabeth's twins, on either side of her, were getting big. She noticed the twins received almost as much attention as the rug-making. Elizabeth, Kate, LaTasha, Kara, and Shauna had finally accepted Aggie in their midst. It had taken some time, but Aggie was beginning to relax. Since she had become a regular, people were staring less. They were becoming accustomed to her presence inside the hall. The women were busy working the rug while the men played chess or did whatever they wanted to do.


         The hall was no longer the domain for the men only.


         Lindsey looked out the window and to the fields planted with wheat, barley, oats and corn just outside the walls, the fields along the valley with other vegetables, and her herb garden, all needing the rain. “Looks like it will rain for a good two or three days, though. Hopefully, it will be finished by the time you travel back.”


         “You may push us out the door sooner than that.”


         “We would never do that.”


         Rebecca chuckled. “Say that again after the first day of having the children inside all day.”


         Three days later, when the rains finally quit, it was indeed difficult to keep the young ones inside.


         Kyle wanted to go the mill to make sure no damage was done to the foundation. It appeared everyone wanted to take the opportunity to stretch their legs.


         Since the men were already heading toward the mill, the women decided it would be a good idea to have a picnic outside.


         “The mill is about thirty minutes away,” Lindsey suggested. “There is a group of boulders where we can eat without getting too wet,” Kara and LaTasha helped to pack the food items while Kyle and Rainier saddled the horses. Rebecca was folding and packing several blankets while Aunt Katie collected enough capes to keep everyone warm.


         With the sun shining brightly, the small party headed toward the mill. After the rain, the earth smelled fresh, the air crisp and clear. When the group reached the mill, everyone was ready to eat.


         Lindsey enjoyed watching her husband with his nephews. Many times when he talked with them, she noticed he would kneel down, actually getting down to their level.


         Jonathan was always copying his father, Alan trying to copy his brother.


         Rainier several times took one of his children in his arms while walking around the edge of the river. Once, Lindsey looked up to see each man still talking with each other, each man holding a young boy in their arms.


         “I have enjoyed this day so much. The boys have so much energy!”


         Rebecca turned to Lindsey. “They should take a good nap this afternoon.”


         Lindsey noticed her sister-in-law rub her back. “I have some herbs I found that help with the back pain.”


         Rebecca stretched her back in several directions, trying to ease the ache. “Small and red?”


         Lindsey looked up, saw the smile on Rebecca's face. “I see you already know about them.”


         “I have some growing in my garden.”


         Lindsey stopped what she was doing. “You have an herb garden?”


         “Aye.” Rebecca leaned over and lowered her voice. “I have a few exotic plants from the far east.” At Lindsey's gasp, she smiled. “I did a favor for a traveling merchant, and he brought me the plants.”


         “What are they for?”


         The next half hour was a rapid discussion of various plants and roots, comparing what each was growing. When promises were made to exchange certain herbs, the men returned with two sleepy boys in tow.


         “I am looking forward to a few hours of sleep before this evening,” Rebecca said hopefully as she began to help gather the items to return to Bluedell.


         While the men readied the horses, Lindsey quickly had the basket repacked and the blankets folded. “A few hours of peace and quiet will do you good.”


         “The boys will nap with Katie and me, so you will have a few hours of peace and quiet too.”


         Lindsey smiled as she watched Kyle load the horses. “Do not worry about me. Besides, what trouble could they get into?”
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   “You lost him?”


         “He was laying with Lady Rebecca while she was taking a rest. When I checked on them just now, Alan was not there. I searched the room and the hallway, but cannot find him.”


         Lindsey looked around the hall for the young child, then patted Aunt Katie's clenched hands. “He has to be here somewhere,” Lindsey reassured her. “He cannot be far.”


         Katie was wringing her hands. “Where can he be? I called him, and called him.” Aunt Katie looked around the empty hallway. “He usually answers me.”


         “Why not look down that way,” Lindsey indicated as she pointed toward the north hall, “and I will look over here. Are you sure he is not in the room?”


         “I searched it twice.”


         “Where is Jonathan?”


         “Sleeping in the next room. I checked there right away.”


         Lindsey heard the near panic in the older woman's voice. “Like I said, he has to be here somewhere.”


         Kate and LaTasha came walking from the kitchen.


         “Kate, it seems young Alan is wondering around somewhere. I need you and LaTasha to check every room.”


         “He likes to play games at hiding,” Aunt Katie added as she wrung her hands around each other.


         “Check each room thoroughly,” Lindsey added. “Check inside every truck, behind any furniture. Anyplace a small boy could hide.”


         Kate and LaTasha turned toward the first door when Lindsey called out. “Do check Lady Rebecca's room. Jonathan is sleeping in the next room, so please be quiet. I do not want either disturbed.”


         Kate nodded her head as she and LaTasha each entered a separate room.


         “Aunt Katie, we will check downstairs in the main hall. Maybe he is playing with Wolf.”


         Aunt Katie's eyes brightened. “Aye, he does like the pet.”


         Lindsey placed a steady hand on the older woman’s arm. “We will find him.”


         “I thought he was sleeping. I truly did.”


         The hall was empty as both women came down the stairs. Aunt Katie looked under the tables, behind some boxes, all the while calling--“Alan, Alan, where are you?”


         Lindsey went to the kitchen and saw Albert preparing the bread for the evening meal.


         “Have you seen Alan?”


         “The young-un?” Albert shook his head. “Not here.”


         Lindsey checked the kitchen anyway, looking behind and inside barrels and crates, then looked around the woodpile and under the table.


         Alan was not there.


         She could hear Aunt Katie still calling “Alan, where are you?” as she returned to the hall. Kyle's study door was shut, but she went inside anyway and checked.


         No Alan.


         Leaving the room, she headed to the next room, searching them all one by one. By the time she had finished checking each room off the hall, she was beginning to feel the worry that Katie had already felt.


         “Alan?” she called out loud. “Where are you? Alan?”


         The other rooms off from the hall were also checked, with the same result.


         No Alan.


         Where could a young child go? Lindsey stood, her hands on her hips as she slowly turned around surveying the hall with a critical eye, noticing every space, every room, every doorway--


         Lindsey stopped. The hall doors leading to the courtyard were open, as they always were during the day. Would Alan have gone outside?


         If Wolf had went out, Alan likely would have followed.


         Standing at the doorway, Lindsey looked into the courtyard. She could hear Daniel as he pounded on something, saw the many wagons she still needed to go through. A part of her was eager to sort through whatever was packed, but she would wait till her company left.


         A quick glance showed a few men on the wall.


         The courtyard was rather sparse of men right now. Faintly, she could hear Kyle's men practicing in the nearby field, shouts every now and then confirming Lord Rainier's men were also practicing. Obviously a friendly rivalry was taking place.


         “Alan,” she called out as she headed down the steps. Maybe he was with Tinker again. “Alan.”


         Kyle stood on top of the south tower, Rainier and Bede by his side.


         “’Tis a fine improvement,” Rainier noted as he looked around at the walls connecting the towers. He ran his hands along the mortar as he inspected the addition to the wall. “You have accomplished much in a short time,” he observed.


         “Having the stones just beyond our walls helped,” Kyle confessed.


         “Your men have done excellent work. Maybe I will hire them when I get my license from Henry.”


         “You have already requested it?”


         Rainier nodded his head. “As soon as I heard you were allowed, I knew I wanted to have it done also.”


         “It makes defending the keep easier,” Bede added.


         All three men stood up, looking at the work already done and the part of the wall still needing the improvements added.


         Kyle looked to the keep. “I plan to crenellate the four towers on the keep also. Probably start work on them in a few weeks. Soon the whole wall, all around, will be  completed.”


         “That gives me a few months to get things ready. There is a canyon half a days ride from Kensington where I can start cutting out the stones.”


         Kyle glanced around. Most of his men were practicing just outside the walls. Many of Rainier’s men were there too, taking advantage of the time to visit with old friends and catch up on family news. In the field, he could see the many workers as they tended the fields. Looking in the courtyard below, he saw the clutter of wagons, bales of hay, piles of stone and sand, along with crates piled high from his uncle.


         The men rested their elbows on the inner walk wall and looked down into the courtyard.


         “Looks like a maze,” Bede observed.


         “I am almost afraid to open the crates,” Kyle admitted.


         “Any idea what is in them?” Rainier asked.


         “No telling what my uncle decided to get rid of.”


         Bede chuckled. “Actually, your uncle never really got rid of it.”


         “He just moved it from his place to mine.”


         “Your uncle sent them three months ago,” Rainier said. “I got tired of looking at them and waiting for you to visit. As you can see, they take up considerable space. I decided it was your turn to look at them.”


         “Not to worry, it will not sit there for long,” Kyle predicted.


         Bede understood. “I would wager that Lady Lindsey will have those wagons sorted through and unpacked before your return to Kensington.”


         Rainier looked skeptically at Bede. “These wagons are full.”


         “Lindsey loves to organize things,” Kyle confessed.


         Bede nodded his head. “Of course, it may take us some time to find everything.”


         Kyle rolled his eyes. “We had better lock the armory room.”


         Bede looked thoughtful. “I think your mace and battle-axe looked very masculine with that fine lace draped over your shields.”


         Rainier looked from one to another as both Bede and Kyle began to chuckle. “Am I missing something?” he asked, a confused look on his face


         Kyle shook his head. “No.”


         Kyle's smile suddenly left as he turned his head. “What is that?”


         “What?” Bede and Rainer asked together.


         Kyle raised his hand for silence. “I heard something.”


         All three men listened, hearing a faint call.


         Kyle saw Lindsey standing on the steps of the hall calling as she scanned the area. “Alan?”


         Rainier was the first to see the movement between the crates and wagons. “Alan,” he shouted from above.


         Hearing his father’s voice, the boy looked up, a big grin splitting his face as he began to run toward him. “Papa!”


         “Alan, Stop!”


         But the boy was determined to get to his father.


         Lifting her hand to shield her eyes from the sun directly behind the men, Lindsey saw Kyle, Rainier, and Bede leaning over with Rainier waving his hands. She saw the direction they were shouting and quickly headed that way.


         “Alan,” she called again as she maneuvered around the first wagon.


         Rainier watched as his son continued forward, then heard Kyle's quick indrawn breath.


         Kyle spotted his nephew, and immediately saw the danger he was heading toward. “Oh no,” Kyle whispered. “Lindsey,” he shouted. “Alan is heading for the well!”


         Lindsey stopped and looked up, the hand shielding her eyes falling to her side. “Oh no,” she whispered to herself. The well was deep. Kyle had placed a plank across it, but it did not cover the entire hole. A small child could easily fall off it.


         She went around one wagon, then moved around a stack of crates. “Alan?”


         Rainier saw where his youngest son was heading, his little legs running as fast as they could.


         “ALAN, STOP!” he shouted.


         Kyle grabbed Rainier's shoulders and pulled him back. “Quiet! Alan is running toward your voice.”


         Rainier's face drained of color, his grip on the wall threatening to pull the wall down as he watched his son run closer to the well and certain death.


         At the rate Lindsey was going, Alan would reach the well first.


         Lindsey was dashing around the wagons trying to locate Alan before he reached the well. The mud from the previous days rain was making her progress slow.


         “Alan?” she called. The wagons and crates prevented her from seeing exactly where the child was. “Alan?” With all her turning, she was momentarily confused as to which direction to go.


         “Go straight,” Kyle yelled from above.


         Lindsey took off, never doubting her husband's voice.


         As he looked to where Alan was quickly approaching, Kyle knew another fear. “Oh no!”


         “What?” Rainier asked as he leaned over the wall.


         Lindsey was fast approaching a section where she would need to make a sharp turn if she was going to intercept Alan in time. Kyle quickly considered what to tell her as he leaned forward.


         “Turn right!” Kyle yelled.


         Rainier twisted out of Kyle's grip. “No!”


         Kyle grabbed Rainier again, clapping his hand over his mouth. “Turn right!” he repeated.


         Without thinking, Lindsey turned at the next wagon. She soon saw Alan only steps away from the well. Taking several large steps, she reached out and grabbed the child in her arms, backing them both away from the danger.


         Lindsey looked at Alan, his face showing his excitement in the new game he had discovered. He turned in her embrace and looked up to where the men were.


         “Papa!” he cried as he pointed up.


         Unable to speak just yet, Lindsey simply hugged the child as she slowly sank to the ground, her back resting against the nearest wagon as she hugged the child tightly. .


         Rainier let out a deep breath after Kyle finally released him. Three men hung over the wall, each watching Lindsey hold the young child.


         “I am getting way too old for this!” Rainier looked questioningly at Kyle. “I thought you told her to turn right?”


         “I did.”


         “But, she turned left.”


         Kyle took a deep breath. “I know.”


         Rainier looked from Kyle to Lindsey, who was slowly rising, his son still in her arms. He shook his head, then turned and quickly descended to the courtyard. Kyle doubted his feet even touched the stairs in his eagerness to get to his son.


         Kyle and Bede watched as Lindsey climbed the steps to the hall. When she turned and waved, Kyle waved back.


         “Going to tell her?” Bede asked.


         “Not yet.” Kyle watched his wife as she walked inside the hall.


         “She could have turned right, like you said,” Bede observed, saying out loud what Kyle himself was thinking.


         “I know.”


         Bede paused for a moment. “Could have been a disaster.”


         “I know.”


         Both men watched as Rainier ran inside the hall.


         “Are you going to tell her?” Bede finally asked after a moment of silence.


         Kyle took a deep breath. “As soon as our company leaves, Lindsey is going to learn her right and left.


  Chapter 44



   


   “You had Lady Scott, here?” Rebecca asked in something like awe a week later.


         “Kyle hired her to make some gowns. I told him I did not need any, but he would not listen.”


         “I know the feeling.”


         Thinking she finally had a sympathetic ear, Lindsey told of the elaborate and expensive gowns the woman made.


         “Who would wear gowns such as those?”


         Rebecca raised a delicate eyebrow. “Do you realize what some women would give to have Lady Scott personally come to their home?”


         Lindsey now raised a brow. “Is she that much in demand?”


         “Most women have to make an appointment and go visit her. I wonder what Kyle did to get her here?”


         “She just appeared one day and stayed for over a month. I had to stand and let her prod, poke and pin me for hours.”


         Rebecca looked around. “Where are the gowns?”


         Lindsey turned to the chest against the wall. “I put them in there.”


         “May I see them?”


         Wondering what was so important about a few gowns, Lindsey first lifted out the gowns Kate had made for her from the chest.


         Lindsey heard Rebecca’s gasp when the first gown appeared. Lifting it out, she handed it to Rebecca, then reached for the others. She listened to Rebecca repeatedly sigh as she examined all eight of the gowns now lying across her bed.


         “They are beautiful.”


         “They are pretty,” she grudgingly agreed. “But I would be afraid to move in them for fear of losing one of the precious baubles or frill she placed everywhere.”


         “But they are exquisite.”


         Rebecca examined the workmanship of each gown, noticing the fine detail in every stitch. Lady Scott was meticulous when it came to her work. She never made the same gown twice, and always considered the individual who would be wearing it and their personality. Each gown, in turn, would show off the best features of the owner.


         It was because of this talent that Lady Scott was sought after so much. She treated each gown like a creation, and each one started from scratch.


         “She picked the right colors for you,” Rebecca observed. “And the styles are wonderful. I wonder if these styles are already being worn at court, or if this is the style that is coming?”


         “I tried to tell Kyle that with the coins he spent on just these gowns, I could have done so much around Bluedell.”


         “But that is not the point.”


         “No?”


         “No.”


         “Well, not only are they highly expensive, but also extremely impractical. You obviously cannot get any work done in these.”


         “Work is not what you do in these. One day, Lindsey, you are going to be very grateful for the lovely gowns Lady Scott has made for you,” Rebecca promised her.


         Lindsey began to fold the gowns and replace them in the bottom of the chest. “I cannot possibly think of an occasion when I will want to wear any one of them.”


  Chapter 45



   


   “The King is here! The King is here!”



         Kyle lifted his head, the report in front of him forgotten as he listened to Angus shouting through the hall. Walking around his desk, he entered the hall, Angus excitedly shouting his news to everyone.


         “The King is here!”


         “Angus,” Kyle shouted to get the youths attention.


         Angus turned, his face flushed from the excitement. “The King is here,” he repeated, as if no one had heard him the first few times.


         Kyle heard the signal from his guard. What was Henry doing here? He quickly walked toward the courtyard, climbing the steps to the wall to see for himself.


         “A party approaches,” Gilbert informed him. Kyle looked beyond the field to the small party riding up. The banners were still far away, but were easy to recognize.


         King Henry was here.


         “Is someone coming?”


         Lindsey stood beside Kyle. It was obvious she had somehow failed to learn of their guest’s identity. “Appears we are going to have more company.”


         Lindsey looked at the dozen riders. The men were still too far away to properly identify them, not that she knew many of the standards. With Kyle’s sister, her family, and the rest of their men, there was very little room left inside Bluedell. “Well, whoever they are, they are going to have to sleep in the hall.”


         Kyle smiled at the thought of the King of England sleeping on the floor in the hall. “I think not.”


         “Unless we throw someone out of their room, there are none available. They will just have to be content with the hall floor like the other men.” Lindsey began to walk away. “’Tis very rude, to my way of thinking, just showing up without any notice.”


         Kyle watched as Lindsey began to descend the steps. “Our company is King Henry.”


         Lindsey turned around. “Who?”


         “The King.”


         Lindsey entertained the idea that Kyle was teasing her, but only for a moment. His eyes failed to show that twinkle when he teased her. She raced back toward the wall and leaned over it, as if the extra few inches would enable her to see more clearly. “The King?”


         Kyle heard the squeak in Lindsey’s voice as he also looked ahead. “It appears so.”


         “The King?” she repeated, louder this time. “King Henry?”


         Kyle looked from the party, which was swiftly approaching, to his wife, whose eyes became wide with disbelief.


         Lindsey turned to Kyle. “What is he doing here?”


         “Do not know.”


         “Did you know of his arrival?”


         “No.”


         “Why did you not tell me?”


         “Because I did not know he was coming.”


         “What is he doing here?”


         Kyle decided nothing he said was going to make any difference right now. Lindsey was getting more nervous with each moment.


         “Oh my dear,” she whispered as she placed her right hand over her heart, her breathing suddenly irregular. “I have things to do.”


         With that, Lindsey flew down the steps, across the courtyard and into the hall. Shaking his head, Kyle turned and watched as the King of England eventually rode through the gates of Bluedell.


         Kyle descended the steps, noticing the excited state of the people about. “Welcome to Bluedell, your Majesty,” he greeted when he was only a few feet from his guests, a slight bow from his waist followed. “Though I must admit to being surprised by your sudden visit.”


         King Henry dismounted. “Oh, I was just passing by.”


         Kyle glanced at the dozen guards already standing at strategic places, then looked through the gate at the empty field. “Really?”


         Henry gave a chuckle. “I was on my way to my northern estate. Thought I would just stop by.”


         Kyle nodded his head. “Is the rest of your party following behind?” Henry never traveled without dozens of wagons loaded with all the luxuries he was accustomed to.


         “I left them early this morning. Plan to meet up with them tomorrow afternoon.”


         Kyle looked intently at Henry, wondering why he had gone out of his way to visit Bluedell. He had already given his report when he was at court the last time to ask for permission to marry Lindsey.


         Kyle’s eyes sharpened. So, Henry was curious about Lindsey.


         Henry looked at the towers and the walls of Bluedell as he walked across the courtyard, his guards keeping their distance, but carefully watching.. “I see you have been busy,” Henry noticed.


         “Work should be completed in a few months.” Both men looked up the hall steps as Rainier came down.


         Rainier gave a slight bow from his waist. “I am glad we stayed long enough to catch your visit, Your Majesty.”


         “I hear your wife is increasing. Congratulations!”


         “Thank you.”


         “I assume your wife and sons are here with you.”


         Rainier kept his surprise hidden. “They are inside, helping Lady Lindsey.”


         “Ah, yes. Lady Lindsey.” Henry tilted his head toward Kyle. “And how is your new wife?”


         “She is right now preparing for your visit.”


         Henry waved his hand. “As long as I have a clean bed and decent food, do not worry about me.”


         If you even get a bed, Kyle thought in amusement. He was sure both he and Lindsey would be on the hall floor instead if she failed to find proper accommodations for their new guest.


         “I am sure you will be comfortable.”


         With his hands clasped behind his back, Henry looked around. “Your fields looked good.”


         “I planted a new type of wheat this year.”


         “Ahh. How is the new mill coming?”


         “The mill stone had to be re-cut twice. The first two were not angled properly. Would you like to see it?”


         “Of course.”


         Kyle, Rainer, King Henry, and three of his guards headed toward the river as they discussed the improvements they had already made and the plans they hoped to carry out.


         Lindsey was coming from the kitchen, the evening meal already discussed with Albert. Since Kyle had been hunting recently, their stockroom was adequately full.


         Lindsey was so preoccupied, she did not see Rebecca and Katie chatting together with Jonathan and Alan tagging behind.


         “Lindsey?” Rebecca called out when she noticed the uneasy look on Lindsey’s face. When Lindsey made to walk by, Rebecca grabbed Lindsey’s arm.


         “Lindsey?”


         Lindsey turned troubled eyes to her sister-in-law. “Rebecca, I am sorry—”


         “Is everything all right?”


         “King Henry is here,” Lindsey spoke in a rush as she looked behind her.


         “The King?” Rebecca spoke after her quick indrawn breath.


         “Here?” Katie exclaimed at the same time.


         “Yes, and I have so many things to do.”


         “Katie, take the boys outside, but keep an eye on them. There are bound to be extra men about.” Rebecca turned to Lindsey. “What do you need done?”


         Lindsey saw the look of a woman who knew how to work under such conditions. “Kara is bringing water and rags for cleaning. Thank goodness I had the mattress put outside last week to air.”


         Rebecca followed Lindsey into the room down the hall. The walls were already scrubbed, but the floor, furniture, and fireplace still needed attention.


         Kara and LaTasha appeared with the first buckets of water and rags.


         “I need you two to work on the floor.”


         Kate appeared at the door with Angus hovering behind her.


         “Angus, I will need several buckets of clean water and clean rags. Kate, the mattress is outside—”


         “I know where it is.”


         Kate and Angus were gone as suddenly as they appeared.


         Rebecca picked up the nearest bucket. “I will work on the bed frame.”


         An hour ago, Lindsey would have been appalled at the thought of one of her guests helping with the cleaning of a room, especially a relative of her husband. But instead of thinking about it, she picked up several rags, a clean bucket of water and headed for the fireplace.


         If any of the servants thought it strange that Lady Hughes and Lady Davitan were both on their hands and knees scrubbing alongside with the servants, none of them spoke up. Word had already spread like fire.


         Everyone knew this room was where the King of England was going to bed down tonight.


         Angus was constantly running back and forth, exchanging the dirty buckets of water with clean ones.


         “Angus, I need you to remove these two buckets of ashes, and then bring some logs to be placed beside the wall. And check with Elden and see if the chair I had him fix for my solar room is ready. If it is, bring it here.”


         Kate arrived, followed by two servants carrying the freshly aired mattress.


         Rebecca had just finished scrubbing the bed frame. “Leave the mattress in the hall until I tighten the rope.” Rebecca looked around. “Lindsey, I do not see a dowel.”


         “There is one in my room,” Kate offered as she quickly left the room.


         “I had wanted to polish the wood, but there is no time,” Lindsey lamented.


         “At least the room is clean,” Rebecca observed as she took the dowel from Kate and began to tighten the ropes on the bedframe.


         Lindsey stood and brushed her now wet hair from her face as Elden entered the room, chair in hand.


         “Thank you, Elden. Place it in the corner. There is a table in my solar room I need you to bring down here.”


         As Elden left, Angus entered and placed the logs he carried beside the fireplace.


         Kate brought a clean bowl of water, along with some clean towels and clean linen for the bed at the same time Elden returned with the table.


         After three hours, Lindsey decided the room was presentable enough, even for the King of England.


         “There is always the hall floor if this does not meet with his approval,” Lindsey quipped as she eyed the room one last time.


         “Lindsey!” Rebecca gasped. “You are covered in soot.” Rebecca turned toward Kara. “Get some hot water in her room, immediately.”


         Lindsey gave an audible gasp as she looked down at her gown. “Oh no. I forgot to change.”


         “I am afraid your gown is ruined.”


         Within half an hour, Lindsey had quickly washed herself and her hair. Rebecca entered a short time later, her skin clean, her gown changed, and her short hair quickly drying.


         Clothed only in her chemise, Lindsey was bent over the fireplace, combing the tangles from her long hair. Wolf was silently watching from the foot of the bed.


         “I envy you your short hair, Rebecca. I will never get this dried before morning, much less this evening.”


         “With it braided, you will hardly notice.” Rebecca looked toward the chest against the wall. “What gown will you wear?”


         Rebecca turned at the low moan coming from Lindsey. “I knew I should have washed my own gowns. The one I was wearing was the last clean one, besides my gray one.”


         Rebecca looked from Lindsey to the chest. “What about one of the gowns on the bottom?”


         Lindsey straightened up, her wet hair clinging to her upper arms. “I told you, I do not like those.”


         “You have no choice now.”


         Kara walked in to collect the buckets.


         “Kara,” Rebecca spoke, “I am going to need your help.”


         Kyle sat in the hall an hour later, listening to Rainier and his men talking with King Henry. But he could not keep his gaze from drifting toward the hallway.


         Where was Lindsey?


         Rainier rose from his seat as his wife finally came down the stairs. Rebecca smiled at the men present, taking her husbands hand as she dutifully curtsied before the King.


         “Your majesty,” she meekly spoke.


         “Lady Hughes, you are looking lovelier than ever.” Henry turned his attention back to Kyle. “And where is your wife?”


         “She will be down in a moment,” Rebecca answered as she was seated. “She needed to change. Said something about a gray gown.”


         Rebecca was not sure, but she thought she heard her brother groan.


         She happily shared the account of how Lindsey saved her youngest son.


         “I am impressed,” Henry said as he glanced again toward Kyle.


         But Kyle was not listening. His attention was totally focused on the woman coming down the stairs at that moment.


         Lindsey was wearing one of the gowns Lady Scott had made. Her hair was braided, the long thick braid hanging over her right shoulder with a burgundy ribbon braided within the thick strands. The neckline of the fitted bodice was richly embroidered with yellow colored silk thread, her full skirt trailing just behind her. Her sleeves were also fitted and edged with the same embroidery as the neckline. A sash in a darker color than her gown went around her slender waist, then knotted in front while one end draped over her right shoulder, the other hanging against her left leg.


         The effect was stunning!


         Kyle's mouth was suddenly dry as he stared at his wife. It took a moment to realize the hall was oddly quiet as Lindsey walked the few feet to stand before him, her large eyes indicating she was unsure.


         “My dear,” Henry spoke in a deep voice, breaking the silence, “Kyle was not exaggerating when he said you were special.”


         Kyle watched as Lindsey’s face flushed at the compliment. She looked from him over to Henry.


         “I am pleased to meet you, Your Majesty.” Henry took her hand as she gave a slight curtsy.


         “You did not tell me your wife was so beautiful, Kyle. No wonder you were in a hurry to marry her.”


         Kyle finally regained his bearings. Taking Lindsey’s hand, he formally presented her to his King. “May I present my wife, Lady Lindsey Davitan.”


         Lindsey listened to the introductions, hoping she did not look as foolish as she felt. The gown she finally let Rebecca pull out of the chest was the only one without any trinkets sewn around it. When she first came down the stairs, the look Kyle gave her made her ready to turn and run back into her room. Did she look that strange? She knew the gown was overly done, but Lady Scott had insisted on making it her way.


         Sitting between Kyle and King Henry, Lindsey tried to keep as still as possible. She just knew something was going to spill on the expensive gown.


         “Tell me about your parents,” Henry directed at her.


         Startled, she quickly looked at her husband, wondering exactly what she was supposed to say.


         Kyle gave her a slight nod.


         “My father was a blacksmith,” she haltingly began, “in a village near the convent. My mother was a seamstress, although I seem to lack that particular skill.” She thought a smile crossed the King’s face.


         “And what happened to your parents?”


         “They were killed in a fire when I was a child.”


         “Ah. So you were raised in the convent?”


         “Yes.”


         Henry looked at his cup of wine before him. “Tell me, is Sister Jane still there?”


         “Do you know her?”


         King Henry took a long drink. “Only too well.”


         Lindsey’s brows knitted together. “She never mentioned knowing you.”


         Henry gave a snort. “We had our differences of opinion on more than one occasion.”


         A smile appeared on Lindsey’s face. “I will wager Sister Jane got her way more often than you did.”


         Henry looked intently over to Lindsey, then threw his head back and laughed out loud. “Aye, she did. You would think a woman that small would be more manageable.”


         Henry was thoroughly enjoying himself. Kyle’s new wife was a jewel. Not only was she beautiful, but she was witty as well. He had not missed the look on Kyle’s face while waiting for his wife to make her appearance.


         Henry leaned forward. “My dear, I wish now you had joined us earlier. I applaud my faithful knight’s good taste in women.”


         Lindsey leaned over as well. “You have no idea how close you came to sleeping on the floor in this very hall.” Narrowing her eyes, she lowered her voice. “You really should give some notice of your arrival plans next time.”


         Henry stared at Lindsey for a moment, then burst out laughing again. Tears were running down his cheeks, he was laughing so hard. Very few people dared to speak to him in such a way. But Kyle’s wife seemed to have no problem at all.


         Turning to Kyle, he admitted, “I almost feel like I should return the tax you paid for her hand. You are indeed a lucky man to have found someone like her.”


         Kyle groaned inside. He had not missed the surprised look Lindsey gave Henry, nor the way her head quickly snapped around, her eyes questioning. He thought he had finally convinced Lindsey of her value, that she had indeed brought something special into this marriage. Now he more than likely would have to start all over again.


         King or not, he may just strangle Henry.


         Lindsey turned toward Kyle, wondering what the King meant. Did Kyle really have to pay to marry her?


         “Kyle?”


         “Later,” he whispered as he gave her hand a squeeze for reassurance.


         “If you will excuse me, I need to check on my sons.”


         As Rebecca rose and left the table, Henry turned again to Lindsey. “I heard there was a fire in one of the villages near the convent.”


         Lindsey nodded. “We just came from there.”


         “I hope no one was injured.”


         “Only a few buildings.”


         “One of them was a tanner’s shop,” Bede elaborated.


         Henry’s facial expression slightly changed for only a moment, but Kyle had noticed.


         “A tanner’s shop?” Henry questioned.


         Bede nodded his head. “His home behind it was also destroyed, along with a few homes on either side of his shop.”


         “A tanner’s shop?” Henry scratched his bearded chin as he thought out loud. “I seem to recall a tanner about five years ago having some problem in a . . . a pit of some kind.”


         Kyle was surprised to see Lindsey’s face pale at that remark.


         “Cannot recall exactly where, but it was a pit,” Henry mused to himself.


         “He fell into a pit?” Rainier asked.


         “Not exactly sure.”


         “Must have been a large pit for someone to fall into,” Jon observed.


         “Did he not see it?”


         Bede turned to look at Fergus. “Obviously not, since he fell into it.”


         “Maybe there were leaves over it, like a trap,” Fergus suggested.


         “I believe his wagon ended up in it too,” Henry added.


         “His wagon?”


         “Would have to be a very large pit,” Gilbert thought out loud.


         “Who would make a pit that large?” Jon asked.


         “Someone trying to catch a wagon,” Gilbert laughed as he slapped Fergus on the back.


         Kyle noticed that Lindsey kept her head lowered, a tale-tale blush bringing color back into her face.


         “Why would a wagon end up in a pit?” Bede wondered out loud.


         “It was a tar pit,” Lindsey corrected in a mumbled whisper as the laughter died down.


         “What?” Bede asked.


         “She said it was a mud pit,” Fergus spoke up.


         “A mud pit?”


         “A tar pit,” she corrected again.


         “A tar pit?” Fergus asked, confused.


         “A tar pit.”


         “A tar pit?” Bede asked.


         Lindsey slammed her dagger down on the table, her voice just below a shout. “Yes, a tar pit! Do you men have trouble hearing?”


         Henry lifted his napkin to wipe his face, hiding the smile at her outburst.


         Lindsey could feel Kyle’s gaze on her. In fact, when she looked around, she noticed all the men were waiting for an explanation.


         “He stopped by the convent on his way to the village to inquire about possible locations for his shop.”


         The men remained silent.


         “As he left a few days later, he asked for directions to one of the places Sister Cora had mentioned.”


         “Uh-oh,” someone whispered.


         Henry watched in fascination as most of Kyle’s men lowered their heads, a few of their shoulders shaking from their silent laughter.


         Kyle was holding back a grin as he watched his wife rub her finger around the rim of the cup before her. “And who gave him these directions?”


         Lindsey raised her chin. “He misunderstood the ones given to him.”


         A few snickers in the hall resulted in a chastising look from her.


          “If he would have followed my directions, he would have been at his destination in no time.”


         When she looked around the room, most of the men were nodding their heads. They understood. The man simply failed to follow her instructions.


         Kyle noticed the men nodding their heads, a slight smile on their faces. They understood. He followed her directions faithfully, and ended up in the tar pit.


         “What did he say?” Bede finally asked.


         Lindsey’s eyes widened. “About what?”


         “About being stuck in a pit?”


         “A tar pit,” Fergus clarified.


         “He was probably upset,” Gilbert voiced.


         Fergus was nodding his head. “More likely furious.”


         All eyes turned to her to verify Fergus’s claim.


         “Well, he was a trifle . . . upset.”


         “Upset?” Kyle asked above the chuckling of his men.


         “Yes.”


         Bede spoke up again. “And you tried to help get him out.”


         Kyle lowered his head to hide another grin at his wife’s shocked look.


         “How did you know?” she asked.


         Bede shrugged his shoulders. “Lucky guess.”


         “Well of course I helped.” Lindsey looked around to see the men nodding their heads. “And I followed his instructions of where everything should be loaded on the new wagon.”


         Lindsey was surprised that all the men at the table were laughing at the situation.


         “I fail to see the humor in someone getting stuck in a pit.”


         “A tar pit,” Fergus clarified, again.


         Lindsey turned frosty eyes toward Fergus. “I believe everyone knows that by now, thank you.”


         “Sorry.”


         “I bet it took him over a month to find everything,” Bede challenged.


         “I put everything precisely where he told me to.”


         There was silence in the hall for a matter of ten seconds.


         “She mixed up the boxes,” someone whispered.


         Kyle wisely changed the subject.


         When Rebecca returned, Henry rose, stretching his arms wide as he gave a yawn. “Well, I am eager to try that bed. Knowing how close I came to sleeping on this hard floor, I am going to really appreciate it.”


         Lindsey smiled. “I am sure you will be comfortable.”


         That seemed to be the silent signal for everyone to retire.


         Kyle looked down the hallway at the guard posted outside Henry’s door, then entered his own room with Lindsey beside him. The rest of the evening had gone so well, he told himself that Lindsey had forgotten Henry’s earlier comment.


         He should have known better.


         “You paid money to marry me?” she asked as she turned on him before he even had the door fully shut.


         Kyle took a deep breath, feeling his shoulders rise and fall. Again, he thought of wrapping his hands around Henry’s thick neck.


         “Lindsey, it is a common thing.”


         “Did Rainier have to pay to marry your sister?”


         “No, their marriage was more of an alliance, a strengthening of Henry's border.”


         “But I had nothing of value that the King could use, so therefore you had to pay him.”


         Kyle really did not know what to say to calm his wife down. All the months of work were for nothing. He was right back where he had started from.


         Instead of arguing, he walked over and placed a finger to her lips. Taking advantage of her surprise, he moved his hands to her shoulders.


         “I could not have been more proud of you than I was tonight,” he whispered as he traced the golden neckline.


         Lindsey saw the truth in her husbands eyes. He was proud of her. For now, that was all she wanted to hear. She did not hesitate when he lowered his lips to hers. Considering it took over an hour for her to get dressed, it took Kyle only a few minutes to shed the clothes between them.


         In another room down the hall, Henry laid in bed, a broad smile on his face.


         He was very impressed with Kyle’s new wife. In fact, if he had planned it, it could not have worked out better. Lindsey had developed into not only a beautiful woman, but an intelligent one as well.


         Henry smiled.


         He would have to inform Sister Jane of his approval in the way the convent had raised her.


   


   


         By mutual agreement, King Henry and his men joined the Hughes party as they left the following day.


         Kyle had spent the early part of the morning in King Henry's room, discussing with him his suspicions, and what he had learned from Jared. When he left, he felt a measure of relief.


         The problem was now in Henry's hand.


         With a promise to visit before the baby arrived, Lindsey said farewell to Kyle’s sister. She had enjoyed the visit more than she could have imagined. Rebecca was not only a sister, but also a dear friend.


         She was going to miss her.


         She and Kyle stood on the wall of Bluedell, watching the parties as they slowly rode away.


         “Maybe life can get back to normal now,” she wished out loud.


         “Afraid not yet.”


         “Why not?”


         With a last look at their departing guests, he turned his gaze at his wife. “Because I received a message the other day.”


         “Another message?”


         “Grace and her father are already on their way.”


         Kyle was not at all surprised when Lindsey’s eyes widened in alarm, her right hand quickly covering her heart as she flew down the steps, the words ‘Oh my dear, I have things to do’ echoing in the still air.


  Chapter 46



   


   Lindsey and Grace were practically inseparable. Kyle watched as both women talked, whispered, and giggled.


         “They appear to have missed each other these past months,” Lord Whitcomb observed.


         Kyle watched as both women went down a hall together, still talking. “I would say you are right.”


         Louis Whitcomb sat down in the hall. “I never really thanked you nor your lovely wife for what you did for my Grace.”


         “No need.”


         “Grace is all I have left of my late wife Eloise. She is very precious to me.”


         Kyle nodded his head.


         “I made the marriage betrothal with Lord Michaels when Grace was only three. I wanted her to be secure and settled down.” He looked at the mesmerizing fire, his hands on his thighs. “She became close to Lindsey from the first day she arrived at the convent.”


         “Lindsey talks about Grace often.”


         “I can believe that. Grace and Sister Marla talked about Lindsey almost the whole trip down here. By the way, I hope you do not mind one of the sisters coming along?”


         “Not at all. Lindsey enjoys visiting with them whenever possible.”


         “Grace insisted that one of them accompany her, and Sister Marla volunteered.”


         Each man let the comfortable silence surround him.


         “Have you made another arrangement for your daughter?” Kyle ventured.


         “Not yet.”


         Kyle paused for a moment. “May I ask a question?”


         Louis turned to look at Kyle. “Ask.”


         “Does your daughter have property attached to her dowry?”


         Louis looked back down the hall where his daughter had disappeared. “Her mother inherited Shelton just to the east. It goes to Grace at her marriage.” Louis turned to look back at Kyle. “Why?”


         Kyle clasped his hands behind his back. “I would like to talk to you about someone I know.”


   


   


         “Oh Lindsey, you look so happy.”


         “I am, Grace. I truly am.”


         “I am glad you married first. You deserve it.”


         Lindsey looked at her friend of many years strangely. “And you do not?”


         “You know what I mean.” Grace sat down with an unladylike thump on the cushion before the fire. Wolf looked up from his spot at the end of the bed, then walked over to place his head in Grace’s lap, which Grace dutifully began to scratch. “Father is already looking for another marriage.”


         “Does he have anyone in mind?”


         “If he does, he has not told me yet.”


         Both were silent for a moment.


         “I am sorry about what happened with Gavin.”


         “I am glad I am not marrying him.”


         “So am I.”


         “I am sure there is someone who needs money to repair his home.”


         “Hopefully, he has most of his teeth.”


         “And hair.”


         Sister Marla smiled at the giggles from the two girls sitting on the floor before her. So much had changed lately. First Lindsey, now Grace was leaving them and going home. The convent would not be the same without those two.


         “Well, it will be good staying with papa for awhile,” Grace confessed. “You could come for a visit.”


         “Of course I will.”


         Grace turned to Sister Marla. “And you and the other sisters could visit too.”


         Sister Marla heard the loneliness in the single request. “I would be happy to visit. But I am not as young as I used to be.”


         “Nonsense,” Grace spoke up. “You still work circles around both of us.”


         “Only because the two of you talk so much.”


         “Us?” both girls asked at the same time.


         Sister Marla rose from her chair and patted her robe down. “You would think that being together as much as you two have, you would eventually run out of things to talk about.”


         Lindsey and Grace looked at each other, then giggled again.


         “I, on the other hand, have enjoyed listening to you talk about nothing and everything. But, I do need to retire.”


         “But ’tis still early!” Lindsey claimed.


         “Maybe for you. But I need my beauty sleep.”


         Lindsey rose and gave the elderly sister a loving hug. “I think you are already the most beautiful person I know.”


         Sister Marla stood staring at Lindsey, her eyes becoming misty. The funny thing was, she knew Lindsey meant it from the heart.


         “Enjoy your visit, my dear.”


         When Sister Marla left, both girls reclaimed their spots before the fireplace, their talk continuing about nothing and everything.


  Chapter 47



   


  Gavin was surprised at the ease of his entry into Bluedell. It was so simple to blend in with Lord Whitcomb’s crowd. Once inside, he quickly headed to the shadows, keeping the hood on his cloak covering his face. He immediately located Grace, then familiarized himself with the basic lay of Bluedell.



         By the next day, he had already learned which room Grace was occupying, and had a plan of exit already in mind. All he had to do was get Grace alone. Then before her father or anyone else knew what happened, he would be on his way back to Compton, where a priest was waiting to marry them quickly.


         Gavin still flinched at the amount of coin he had paid the priest. But with Grace’s dowry, any expense would be recovered.


         He was afraid he had been recognized yesterday when an elderly man bumped into him.


         “Mind where you go,” the older man snapped as he bent to retrieve a box he had dropped.


         Gavin had quickly pulled his hood forward to cover his face when the older man looked up. His old eyes had squinted, his white brows coming together before his gray eyes widened.


         Before Gavin could react, the old man rose, mumbling something to himself as he quickly made his way across the courtyard. For the next few hours, Gavin waited, listening for any indication that Lord Davitan knew he was here. When nothing happened, he chuckled to himself. Obviously the old man was not a threat.


         Today, he looked across the courtyard at his intended. She was standing alongside Lady Davitan, both women talking to one of the guards.


         This time, Lindsey Davitan would not stand in his way. This time, he had a plan. And it did not involve Lady Davitan.


         He scanned the courtyard again, checking where Lord Davitan had his men positioned, where Grace normally took her walks.


         It would not be long.


         Tonight he would make his move.


   


   


         Kyle stood on the top step as he watched his wife and Grace walking in the courtyard. He could just hear part of their conversation.


         “He was waiting outside,” Grace confessed in almost a whisper.


         “Outside?” Lindsey asked.


         “In the east garden.”


         “What was he doing in the east garden? The gate is locked at all times to keep poachers out.”


         “I know, but he was there.”


         “Why did they not send him away?”


         “He waited until someone gave him some food.”


         “Really? Sister Cora always said he was a lot of trouble.”


         Grace lowered her voice. “I found out that Sister Jane would sneak him into her room when no one was looking.”


         Lindsey gave a gasp. “Sister Jane?”


         “Can you believe it?”


         “She never told anyone.”


         “You know she would be the last person to confess that. Said he kept her feet warm on cold nights.”


         Kyle’s eyes widened.


         “Where is he, anyway?” Grace asked. “I have not seen him all day.”


         “I locked him in my room. Knowing how much your father and his men enjoy hunting, I was afraid one of them might accidentally shoot him as he raced across the field.”


         Kyle stepped back as he raised his hand to stifle a chuckle. The women were talking about Wolf.


         The women slowly moved away, taking their conversation with them.


         Kyle knew Grace would be here for only one more night, and that Lindsey was eager to visit for as long as she could.


         He rather enjoyed the company from Lord Whitcomb. The stocky older man had a quick mind and a sharp wit. He also played a good game of chess.


         Seeing that Lindsey would continue talking with Grace for the rest of the evening again, he turned to return to the hall, a pleasant game of chess awaiting him.


   


   


         Gavin caught the guard as he crumpled to the ground. He looked around; making sure no one had heard him or the slight cry the guard made.


         After reassuring himself that he was still undetected, he pulled the guard out of the line of vision and underneath one of Lord Whitcomb’s wagons, then lifted his gaze toward the wall.


         That guard will also need to be eliminated.


         Keeping to the shadows, he made his way to the ladder at the end of the wall, then waited. Without making a sound, he began to climb.


   


   


         Tinker sat down and watched the two men as they tried to out-think each other. Kyle had just moved his bishop when he sat back, awaiting Lord Whitcomb’s next move.


         “When are you going to learn this game, Tinker?”


         “Humph!” Tinker grunted.


         Kyle smiled. “You cannot fool me. I see your interest in the game.”


         Tinker looked up at his friend. “Maybe I cannot fool you, but you sure fooled me.”


         Kyle watched as Lord Whitcomb moved his rook closer to his knight, which was protecting his king. Concentrating on the game for the next minute, he decided to move his rook closer to discourage the move he knew Lord Whitcomb was thinking of.


         “And how did I fool you?” he finally asked Tinker as he watched his opponent concentrate on the board.


         Tinker watched as Lord Whitcomb searched the board, looking for a way to sneak past the knight that appeared to be innocently blocking his path.


         “Your selection of guests.”


         Louis Whitcomb looked up.


         “Not you.”


         Tinker rose to leave as Lord Whitcomb returned his gaze back to the board game.


         “Good night, Tinker. Wait!” Kyle called out as Tinker made his way across the hall.


         Tinker turned around.


         “What did you mean about my guests?”


         “Not my place to say.” Tinker headed out the door again. “Thought you had better sense though,” he called out over his shoulder.


         “Tinker!” Kyle said with exasperation. “What are you talking about?”


         But Tinker had already walked out.


         “Strange man,” Louis Whitcomb spoke from his seat.


         Kyle continued to stare at the empty doorway. “He gets stranger every day, it seems.”


         “Hmm.”


  Chapter 48



   


    “I know something is bothering you, Lindsey.”


         Grace noticed the faraway look still on her friend’s face. As usual, Lindsey did not hear her. “Lindsey?”


         They walked a few more feet.


         “Lindsey?” she spoke with more volume.


         “What? Oh no. Nothing is wrong.”


         “Lindsey, I know you. Something is not right.” Grace stopped in front of Lindsey. “Now, what is it?”


         Lindsey looked at her friend, the determined pose and the sharp eyes. Grace would sense something was wrong.


         “Nothing, really.”


         Lindsey looked around the courtyard at the various wagons alongside the buildings, then looked back at Grace’s insistent stare.


         “I just fear that one day Kyle will realize the mistake he made in marrying me.”


         Grace’s eyes widened in disbelief at the whispered confession. “Has he told you he thinks he made a mistake?”


         “No. In fact, Kyle is very happy right now. I am sure of it.”


         “Then why would you think he would think he made a mistake?”


         “Grace, you do not understand. When your father arranges your marriage, you will bring to your husband something of value.”


         “And you think you have nothing of value?”


         “I have nothing at all.”


         “Yet, he still chose you for his wife.”


         Lindsey looked to the ground. “I know. And I still wonder why, sometimes.” Lindsey turned to continue their walk. “Grace, I am so happy here. I feel like a part of Bluedell already.”


         “I can see how happy you are. And I believe you love your husband.”


         Lindsey turned to look at Grace. “Sister Ruth said almost the same thing.”


         “I see the look you give him, along with the looks he gives back.”


         Lindsey gave an unladylike snicker as they walked around one of Lord Whitcomb’s wagons. “I do not think that is exactly love, Grace.”


         “Hmm.”


         “I have already made some changes.”


         “Like what?”


         “There is a local healer named Aggie. Most people are afraid of her.”


         Grace tilted her head. “Why?”


         “She was disfigured and has only one eye. Most of the local people are afraid of her evil eye.”


         Grace smiled. “But not you.”


         “She has spent many years helping the people of Bluedell and the nearby villages. They depend on her.”


         “Where does she live?”


         “In the forest, away from everyone. I finally convinced her to join the women in our rug-making circle.”


         “Even though the other women were afraid of her?”


         “I decided the way to eliminate the fears of the others was to show them that she was an ordinary person, doing ordinary things. It took time, but now she is a regular, and most of the women freely talk with her.”


         Grace heard Lindsey give a heavy sigh.


         “Even so...”


         “You work hard around Bluedell so your husband will never be disappointed,” Grace correctly finished the thought.


         “I do not want him to regret his decision.”


         “Ahh,” Grace answered as she began to understand.


         “What do you mean, Ahh?”


         “You think that if you prove yourself invaluable to him, it will make up for your lack of dowry.”


         “I know that sounds stupid.”


         “I cannot say I understand. My father has lands and coins that are for my dowry.”


         Lindsey did not reply.


         Grace turned and saw a troubled look cross Lindsey’s face as she looked around. “What is it?”


         “Something is wrong.”


         Grace looked around too. “I see nothing.”


         “Where are the guards?”


         Grace looked across the courtyard, as well as along the wall. “Maybe inside eating.”


         “No. Kyle always has men posted around the courtyard, as well as on the wall. But I can see none. Come on, Grace. We need to get back inside.”


         Lindsey noticed a pair of legs underneath the wagon behind the blacksmith’s hut.


         “One of the guards!” Lindsey whispered as she bent down to check on him.


         “Is he badly hurt?”


         Lindsey touched his face then reached for his mouth. “I feel a slight breath. But there is blood on his forehead.”


         “Someone hit him?”


         “I think so.” Lindsey rose as she quickly looked around.


         “Why?”


         “We need to get back.”


         Grabbing Grace’s hand, Lindsey had just turned around when something rough and smelly was pulled over her. She gave a cry of alarm as she tried to push whatever it was away from her, but someone had quickly tied a rope around her legs, keeping her from moving.


         “RUN, GRACE,” she screamed as her hands frantically tried to free her.


         She heard Grace as she started running. Another pair of steps followed, heavier steps. She heard Grace give a startled cry as her footsteps came to an abrupt halt. The sound of a brief struggle came next, followed by the sound of the heavy steps, alone.


         Grace?


         Lindsey lifted her fingers to her lips and gave an ear-piercing whistle.


         Kyle was trying to decide whether or not to move his rook. Louis had moved his queen, attempting to block his bishop from further movement. He gave a smile at the attempt. Lord Whitcomb was a worthy adversary in the game of chess.


         Both men raised their head when they heard the strangest sound.


         “What in the world is that?” Lord Whitcomb asked.


         The sound came again, only louder this time.


         “Sounds like something dying,” Lord Whitcomb observed as both men looked upstairs.


         Kyle rose from his chair. “Sounds like Wolf.”


         “Wolf?”


         “Lindsey’s pet.”


         Lord Whitcomb rose too. “Your wife has a wolf for a pet?”


         “Yes and no—”


         The sound came again, this time accompanied by Sister Marla frantically running down the stairs.


         “Lord Davitan, something is terribly wrong with Wolf.”


         “What happened?”


         “All of a sudden he started howling and pawing at the door.”


         Sister Marla turned toward the stairs when Wolf let out another howl. “The way he is tearing at the door, he will have a hole tore through it in no time.”


         “Does he usually act this way?” Lord Whitcomb asked.


         “Wolf is usually very docile and quiet. He only gets worked up when . . .”


         Kyle’s words faded away as he looked from the stairs to the door leading to the courtyard, Tinker’s words still echoing in his head.


         ‘You could sure fool me, your selection of guests’.


         “BEDE,” he yelled across the hall, “assemble the men in the courtyard, NOW!”


         Kyle did not wait for an answer as he picked up his pace and neared the door.


         Somewhere, he was sure, Lindsey was in trouble.


  Chapter 49



   Gavin put the sack around Grace’s slim body, then hoisted her over his shoulder. With the guards taken care of, he would be able to slip out before anyone knew what happened.



         He was glad he brought an extra sack with him. He was still smiling at the way he had the sack over Lady Lindsey and tied around her feet before she even knew what happened. Grace was easy to catch. One clip on her jaw and she fell right into his arms.


         Grace was light as he carried her toward his waiting horse tied behind the stables. Lifting her over the horse, he gave her rump a few pats. She gave a slight moan as her legs began to move a bit. She was waking up.


         “Not long now,” Gavin whispered to himself, “and you will be mine.”


         Lindsey knew a sense of panic when she no longer heard any sound from Grace. As the heavy steps faded away, she clawed at the sack, trying to tear through the thick fabric. Raising her fingers, she let out another whistle.


         Frustrated, she tried to reach down by her legs and untie the sack, but the rope was on the outside and she could not get her fingers around her tied feet.


         Lindsey started calling her unknown assailant every unkind word she knew in French.


         Twice!


         Suddenly, Lindsey stopped.


         She had just checked on the guard lying on the ground. Surely, the guard would have a dagger on him that she could use.


         But which way was he?


         She had twisted and turned so much, she was unsure which direction she was facing at the moment. Dropping to the ground on her hands and knees, she made her way forward.


         Her head ran into something solid.


         A barrel. She felt a barrel.


         She could see in her mind about four feet between the guard and the barrel.


         But in which direction?


         Feeling around, she finally felt the wall behind the barrel. That meant that directly opposite should be the unconscious guard.


         Laying on the ground, she rolled in the direction she believed the guard was lying. After two full rolls, she felt the warm, still body of the guard.


         Lindsey almost wept for joy.


         Using her hands the best she could, she quickly felt around until she found what she was looking for. Getting a grip on the dagger was one thing, but it was more difficult to pull the dagger out of its holder than she had imagined.


         Frustration almost made her cry.


         With another string of French words, she finally managed to free the dagger.


         Holding the handle, she turned the dagger toward herself, then pushed the material over the blade. After the first few inches, she grabbed the dagger and quickly made a hole big enough for her to peel through.


         Kyle stood in the courtyard, his men behind him as he looked around. The guards he had posted were nowhere about. A quick glance up at the wall indicated the guard there was also gone.


         He looked in the direction he last saw Lindsey and Grace.


         Nothing! Nothing at all.


         From the other end of the courtyard, he heard a sound. Giving a signal, his men split up.


         When Lindsey came around the corner of the stable, she saw the horse as the rider began to pull himself up.


         Lindsey reached for the first item she could throw. Her aim was fairly accurate as she sent the bucket sailing toward him.


         Gavin gave a cry of pain when he felt something strike his shoulder with enough force to push him off his mount. As he laid on the ground, he shook his head to clear it. He saw the bottom of Lindsey’s gown as she reached for Grace, pulling her off the mount and landing in a heap on the ground. From under his mount, he watched Lindsey as she cut the bag open, pulling Grace from inside.


         Lindsey, again!


         In Gavin’s mind, Grace was forgotten as he watched Lindsey quickly free her friend. All his plans were crumbling around him.


         All because of Lindsey, again!!


         As Lindsey cut the rope around Grace’s legs, the movement from the other side of the horse caught her attention. She looked into eyes that were filled with such hate and rage, she naturally took a step back.


         What was Gavin doing here? How did he get inside Bluedell? Did he not know King Henry dissolved the betrothal?


         When Gavin started to rise, the movement snapped Lindsey to attention. Letting go of Grace, she pushed the hindquarters of his horse with all the strength she had, causing Gavin to stumble backwards. Turning, she grabbed Grace by the hand and proceeded to run.


         “Get out of the way!” he yelled at the horse as he pushed it away. The horse laid his ears back, not liking the sudden and unexpected moves around him.


         Gavin took off after both women, especially Lindsey. He did not think of escaping while he had the chance. No, he was going to make Lindsey pay for all her interference. As he raced around the stable after them, he saw them just ahead. Lindsey was heading around the blacksmith’s shop. He knew when she rounded the shop, it would be an open path to the keep.


         Gavin smiled. Grace had much shorter legs than Lindsey, he would easily catch up with them before they emerged into the open courtyard. Gavin started running faster, easily closing the distance between them.


         Lindsey ran, pulling Grace behind her. The blacksmith’s shop was just ahead.


         “Come on Grace. This way.”


         While Lindsey turned the corner of the shop, she turned her head just enough to see how far Gavin was behind them. When she hit a wall with her body, she was stunned. She was sure there was no wall there. Taking a step back as she faltered, she felt strong arms reach out to grab hold of her.


         When did walls grow arms?


         She looked up to see Kyle, his face in the shadows.


         “Lindsey?”


         “Kyle,” she spoke excitedly as her arms took hold of his to steady herself.


         Charging around the building, Gavin came to a sudden halt when he saw Kyle standing before him, Lindsey and Grace between the two men. He made a quick grab for Lindsey, since she was the closest.


         But Kyle, with his arms still holding Lindsey, quickly pulled her behind him with one arm while he pulled Grace behind him with his other arm.


         Gavin watched the women as they disappeared behind Kyle, then disappeared further behind the wall of men behind him. Gavin swallowed hard as he turned to flee. But another wall of men stood behind him.


         He was trapped.


         He turned to face Kyle, thinking to bluff his way through.


         “Grace belongs to me. I only came to collect what is rightfully mine.”


         Kyle heard Lindsey step forward, the men behind him keeping her back.


         “How dare you think Grace belongs to you,” she shouted over the heads of the men.


         “Take him to the prison tower,” Kyle ordered.


         Bede and Fergus came from behind Kyle, each taking a quick hold of Gavin as he made another leap forward. He noticed Fergus was none too gentle with his hold on Gavin.


         “You cannot get away with this, Lord Davitan,” he shouted as he struggled with the guards.


         Lindsey took an involuntary step closer to her husband when Gavin looked at her. She saw rage mixed with fury in his gaze.


         “I will remember this, Lady Davitan. Do not think I will forget.” His loud shouts echoed through the courtyard as he continued to struggle. “You will regret your interference, I swear it.”


         Lindsey moved closer to Kyle as Gavin was led away, yelling threats and promises. She felt her husband’s arm as it came to rest on her shoulder.


         This was an enemy she did not want to be alone with.


  


  Chapter 50



  
    

  


  Gavin paced inside the dark cell as he considered his situation.



         Lindsey Davitan, again!


         If it were not for that one woman, he would be back inside Compton now with Grace by his side. Both times he had Grace in his grasp, and both times Lady Davitan somehow interfered. No one could hate someone as much as Gavin hated her at that moment.


         He had been in this cell for the past week, hearing only the sounds from the courtyard that drifted up through the small opening at the top of the wall. The only people he had seen lately were three different guards and the servants who brought his meals. He had quietly observed each guard as they took their turns at the end of the hall. He already knew how many times they came to check on him and when they brought his meals.


         For the past several days, he thought of any plan to escape.


         His meals were pushed through a small opening at the bottom of the door. He eyed the opening.


         Not enough room to grab an arm.


         Somehow he had to get the door open. Of the three guards, the youngest one was going to be his best bet.


         But what would make the guard outside open the cell door?


         The idea finally came to him on the fourth day when the young woman brought him his meal. On this particular day, he heard the woman and the guard arguing.


         “Leave him alone,” she calmly explained.


         “I saw him touching you.”


         “He only kissed me—”


         “How could you let him touch you like that?”


         “If you took the time to look closely, you would notice that I was kissing him back.”


         “He has no right to touch you—”


         “I gave him the right,” she practically shouted back.


         “Nobody touches my sister. Nobody!”


         Sister? Hmm.


         “Daryl, you are doing guard duty in the dungeon now because you let your temper get away from you again! You know what Lord Davitan said.”


         “Was I to do nothing?”


         Gavin leaned closer against the door as he intently listened.


         “LaTasha—”


         “If I needed help, Daryl, I would have called you. Instead, you charge at Cane without first asking what was happening.”


         “You are my sister—”


         “Not your slave,” she interrupted.


         There was a brief silence.


         “Whatever Cane is to me, that is no concern of yours, Daryl. Please leave him alone.”


         Gavin heard her soft footsteps as she quickly turned and left.


         A few moments later, Gavin began pacing in his cell, thinking how he could use this information.


         Two days later, he was ready. When he heard the guards change, he looked out to make sure it was Daryl standing at the end of the hall.


         He knew his meal would arrive in a few hours time. When it did, he watched as LaTasha pushed the plate under the door.


         “Hi,” he casually greeted.


         The woman turned her head at the greeting.


         “Thanks for bringing my meal.”


         LaTasha looked at the man behind the door. His eyes were smiling as he looked her over. Knowing the look, she quickly turned and left.


         Gavin heard her briskly say goodbye to her brother as she went down the stairs. He purposefully waited for a few minutes.


         “Sure is a pretty thing,” he stated just loud enough for the guard to hear.


         He was rewarded with the sound of the front chair legs banging against the floor.


         “Make sure she brings my meals tomorrow.” He paused to let the sentence sink in. “Maybe you could even let her in to visit for a bit.”


         The chair banged against the wall.


         “Smells real nice too. Always did like clean women. Especially with long black hair.”


         Gavin heard pacing.


         “I bet her skin is creamy white, especially—”


         “SHUT UP!” Daryl screamed when he stopped in front of his door.


         Gavin feigned surprise. “If you wanted her first, all you had to do was say so.”


         “Do not talk about her like that!” he yelled.


         Gavin noticed the knuckles around the bars turning white.


         Not much more.


         Gavin sat on his cot and allowed his tone to take on a dreamy quality. “Ever wondered what a woman like that felt like, what she smelled like.” He seemed to give the matter some thought as he kept Daryl just in his line of sight. “Ever wonder how silky and creamy her skin would be as you ran your hands—”


         “I SAID SHUT UP!”


         Gavin heard a choking sound as the keys rattled in the door. When the door swung wide, he made his face look surprised at the intrusion while his hand slid behind him.


         He knew the man would want to strangle him with his bare hands, totally forgetting the weapons on his belt. When Daryl made a lunge for him, Gavin brought up the piece of wood he had broken loose from his cot.


         Daryl was so filled with rage, he did not see the club until it was too late. When the club hit him the first time, he tried to avert the blow.


         But Gavin was desperate, and desperate men command a force of power when faced with life and death.


         Especially their own.
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   “Gavin is gone!”


         Kyle was checking on the mares in the stables when he heard Bede’s loud voice as he came through the door at a fast pace.


         “The guard was locked inside,” he added.


         Kyle was already making his way toward the stable door, his long strides making short work of the distance. He did not ask how the situation happened. He would find out later.


         “How long ago?”


         “Sol checked with Daryl twenty minutes ago.”


         “So he most likely is still here.” Kyle looked around the courtyard as he quickly made his way up the steps, his mind already thinking of where Gavin would be hiding.


         “Where do you think he would go?” Bede asked.


         Kyle’s steps faltered as he looked up toward the great hall. He heard the echo of Michaels words as he was being led away, his gaze on Lindsey.


         ‘I will remember this. Do not think I will forget. You will regret your interference’.


         “Lindsey,” he whispered to himself. “Shut the gate,” he ordered in a firm voice. “No one leaves without my permission. No one.”


         Bede nodded his head as he headed back down the steps. When Kyle entered the hall, his eyes quickly searched every face, every person.


         Gavin was not here.


         But Lindsey was.


         “Lindsey,” he called as he quickly walked toward her.


         Lindsey was sitting in a circle of almost a dozen women, including Kara, Kate, LaTasha, Shauna, Elizabeth with her twins, Sister Marla, Aggie, and several other women from the village. All were working on the single rug held between them as they each sewed several braids to the edge.


         “Lindsey,” he repeated as he reached for her arm.


         “Kyle,” she smiled as she held up her end of the rug. “What do you think of this size?”


         Instead of answering, Kyle pulled her out of her seat, ignoring the startled gasp that came from several of the women.


         “Kyle?”


         “I want you upstairs. Now!” He looked around and saw Fergus as he came through the north hall. “I want this hall and the adjoining rooms secured by the time I get back.”


         “Is something wrong?” Lindsey asked as she was being led upstairs. Thank goodness her legs were long or else she would have been drug along the way.


         A quick look down at the hall showed a concerned look on all the women’s faces as they watched Lindsey being led away. Lindsey tried to give a reassuring smile back. She did not want any of the women to think anything was out of the ordinary.


         When they turned the corner and proceeded down the hall, the smile left her face. Something was definitely wrong.


         “Kyle?” she asked again.


         Kyle opened the door to their room and stepped inside. When he was satisfied Gavin was not inside, he turned to leave. “Stay in the room and bolt the door. Do not open it until I tell you to.”


         “Kyle, what is wrong?”


         “Bolt the door, Lindsey. Just do as I say.”


         Lindsey stood in the doorway, watching her husband’s retreating back. Something was wrong. She was just not sure what it was.


         Deciding it was best to do as she was told, she shut the door, then placed the board across the bars. Wondering what was going on, she walked to the window, leaning her elbows against the ledge. Maybe she could see something.


         The activity in the courtyard was strange. The people were hastily moving out of the way of other guards as they scurried in every direction. In the far corner of the yard, she saw Bede making his way back toward the hall. Looking beyond him, she noticed the gates of Bluedell were closed.


         Now that was even stranger.


         Except for the strange movements of the people, she could see no threat. Looking beyond the walls, she saw no army approaching. The field, in fact, was empty, except for the few cattle grazing in the southern pasture.


         A sound in the courtyard caught Lindsey’s attention. Wolf came out of the stables and had somehow managed to get a grooming brush for the horses tangled in the hair of his hindquarters. She watched for a moment as he tried to reach around to dislodge the brush, snapping at it with his teeth. But the brush held on tight.


         Looking around, she saw that no one had yet noticed Wolf’s dilemma.


         Lindsey lifted the board across the door and placed it to the side. She would only be a few minutes, then Wolf could sit with her. Kyle would never know.


         Opening the door, she stared into the face of Gavin Michaels.


   


   


         Kyle met Fergus as he went through the hall.


         “The hall is secured.”


         “Good,” Kyle replied. “Michaels has escaped.”


         Fergus’s eyes widened. “I just checked him half an hour ago.”


         “Then he is probably still inside Bluedell.” He turned as Bede climbed the steps and joined them.


         “You do not think he has already left?” Fergus asked.


         Kyle shook his head. “No. I think he will be after Lindsey.”


         Bede nodded his head. He remembered the vile threats, remembered the wicked look he gave her.


         “Bede, take some of the men and search every building extending into the courtyard. Fergus, take some men and start with the keep. I want a room by room search made. Pass no one you do not recognize.”


         Both men turned to leave.


         Kyle stood on the top of the steps and surveyed the courtyard again.


         “Gilbert,” he called when he saw the guard come out of the stables. “I want extra men on the walls. Anyone you see leaving, I want ordered to return. If anyone refuses, use your longbow.”


         Gilbert’s brows rose at the unusual order, but he nodded his head, then headed for the wall.


         Jon was coming out of the hall behind Kyle.


         “Jon, make sure the northwest tower is safe. Collect the women and children, then take them there and wait.”


         Kyle was walking toward the stables when he heard Lindsey scream from the window far above. Looking up, he saw her for a brief moment before she was jerked back, her second cry cut off as she disappeared back into the room.


         Michaels had Lindsey!


         With his sword already drawn, he took the steps three at a time.


   


   


         Gavin was not sure which way to go. Dragging Lindsey behind him, he entered the hallway to head downstairs when a door open beside him.


         “Lady Lindsey,” Kate started as she took a step forward.


         Gavin saw the woman back up a step when she recognized him. Not wanting his presence discovered just yet, he pushed Kate back, causing her to stumble over a chair.


         “No!” Lindsey cried out as she naturally turned to help Kate. But Gavin headed in the opposite direction, dragging Lindsey behind in an iron grip.


         Not sure exactly where he was, Gavin turned down another hallway, then headed up the stairs that appeared before him.


         Lindsey’s steps faltered as she was dragged to the top of the tower, the heavy door before them creaking its complaint at being opened.


         Lindsey fell on her hands and knees as Gavin shoved her aside. While he was bolting the door, she quickly rose on unsteady legs, looking around for some weapon.


         Nothing. There was nothing she could use against Gavin.


         She could feel the wind as it whipped across the top of the tower, molding her tunic and surcoat against her tall frame. She swallowed hard, trying desperately to think of something. Cautiously she walked toward the edge.


         The top of this tower had just been completed. The solid sections were alternated with gaps, which allowed the men on the tower some protection during an attack.


         Crenels!


         Kyle had called these gaps crenels.


         Odd how she remembered that word just now. It was through one of these gaps that Lindsey looked down.


         No way down that she cared to take.


         Gavin also looked across the top of the tower. He knew Davitan would be right behind them. Placing the board across the door would buy him some time. The door was thick, the board securely placed in front of it only reinforced it.


         He watched as Lindsey walked to the edge, cautiously looking down.


         “All you had to do was look the other way.” He took a step forward as Lindsey took a step back. “Why could you not just let me go?”


         Lindsey realized it was best if she refrained from answering.


         Gavin grabbed Lindsey by the hair, causing her to cry out in pain. Looking up the few inches into his eyes, Lindsey began to feel the first stirrings of real fear.


         Gavin’s eyes were glazed, a wildness she had seen in the eyes of animals that were trapped. Gavin was trapped, with no way down.


         He knew it, and she knew it.


   


   


         Kyle saw Kate crumpled on the floor. One look at his face and she pointed toward the south tower stairs.


         “He has Lady Lindsey!” she cried.


         When he came to the door at the top of the stairs, he gave it a shove, but it would not open. He knew Gavin had placed the board across it. Stepping back a few steps, he quickly examined the door, deciding where the weakest spot was. He could barely hear Lindsey on the other side, trying to talk sense into Gavin.


         When he heard her scream, he backed up further, then turned sideways and ran into the door with his shoulder. He felt more than heard the faint crack in the wood. Lindsey’s second muffled scream made Kyle quickly retreat his steps, lower his massive shoulder, then ram the door again with his whole body weight.


         Splinters showered the roof as Kyle came barreling through.


         Gavin had one arm around Lindsey’s throat, a dagger point resting just below her ear. His other hand was behind Lindsey, pulling her right arm up behind her back.


         Kyle did not want to see the look of fear in Lindsey’s eyes. He was afraid he would collapse or give in. But her muffled cry as Gavin pulled her arm tighter automatically brought his gaze to hers.


         There was a small trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth where Gavin had obviously struck her. Anger boiled within him, until he looked into her eyes. Kyle saw the confidence and trust she had in him in her eyes. She knew he would come for her. He felt a calmness pass over him, which controlled the rage.


         “Get back, now!” Gavin demanded as he took a step back, pulling Lindsey with him.


         “There is nowhere to go, Gavin. Nothing to gain. Let her go.”


         Gavin gave a cynical laugh as he took another step backward.


         Kyle watched, his mind searching for a plan, any plan.


         “Lower your sword, NOW,” Gavin demanded as he pressed the tip of the dagger into her skin, causing a small drop of blood to form just under her chin.


         Deciding it would be best to comply, Kyle laid his sword between them.


         “Now what?” he asked.


         Gavin looked around trying to decide his next move. The tower was a bad move, he realized. He had effectively trapped himself. But as long as he had Lindsey in front of him, he felt a measure of security.


         He turned to look at Kyle again.


         Kyle appeared to be closer than before. Looking down at the sword, he noticed it was behind Kyle now.


         “STOP RIGHT THERE!” he shouted.


         Kyle heard the frantic desperation in Gavin’s voice, the unsteadiness of his control.


         “Come any closer, and she is dead. I promise.”


         Kyle stopped his slow approach. He was closer now, that was the main thing. If he was going to do anything, he needed to be as close as possible.


         “Let her go, Gavin. I promise no harm will come to you if you let her go now.”


         Gavin snickered.


         “I have never gone back on my word, Gavin.” Kyle kept his voice steady. As much as he wanted to see Gavin pay for what he had done, he would honor his word, if he let Lindsey go.


         “You must really think me stupid.” Gavin laughed out loud before his face became serious again. “Do you really think I can let her live, now?”


         Kyle stayed rooted where he was, waiting for any opportunity.


         A slight sound from behind him made Kyle suddenly turn, looking past the broken door. Wolf gave a low growl from deep in his throat as he slowly walked through the doorway.


         “Wolf, back,” Kyle commanded as he signaled with his hand. But for once, Wolf did not obey. “Wolf, back,” he repeated in a firmer and louder tone. But the result was the same.


         Wolf was after Gavin.


         Seeing how close Gavin was to the edge of the wall, Kyle made a leap for the dog.


         But Wolf sidestepped Kyle, then went after Gavin.


         Lindsey felt Gavin pull her back as he tried to put more distance between him and Wolf. She reached out her free hand to distract Wolf when Gavin suddenly lost his footing on the edge of the roof.


         Kyle heard Lindsey scream as she was pulled over the top of the wall.
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   Lindsey felt the side of the tower as her body was slammed hard into it, suspended from the tight grip Kyle had on her hand. It took her a moment to force her lungs to expand enough to allow air back in.


         As she opened her eyes, her first thought was that she was flying, like a bird. She could see nothing around her but openness. She looked up to see Kyle’s face as he strained to keep his hold on her.


         “Kyle?”


         Kyle had Lindsey in his right hand, his left hand holding him steady while holding onto the merlon on the top edge of the wall. With his chest hanging over the top, there was little leverage to pull Lindsey up. As he looked at Lindsey’s face, his breath caught.


         Gavin was hanging from Lindsey’s other hand. No wonder Lindsey felt so heavy.


         “Pull us up,” Gavin hysterically cried. “Hurry!”


         Lindsey’s arms were being pulled in both directions. Looking down, she saw the determination on Gavin’s face as he frantically reached his other hand to firmly take hold of her hand. She tried to kick him loose, but each time she kicked, she felt Kyle’s grip slip.


         Kyle knew that Gavin’s added weight would prevent him from lifting Lindsey. He turned his head, looking for his sword. But it was too far away. Even if he could reach it, he could not afford to let go of the wall. As it was, he felt the muscles in his thighs straining to hold him in place as he hung over the wall. Each time Lindsey tried to dislodge Gavin, he felt her wrist slide further out of his grasp.


         “Help me!” Gavin screamed as he desperately clutched Lindsey’s hand and wrist. “Pull us up. Pull us up!!”


         Kyle watched as Gavin tried to climb up Lindsey’s arm, placing one hand over another. Closing his eyes, Kyle forced his hand to close tighter around her hand.


         But he knew that with Gavin’s weight, he was never going to save Lindsey.


         He felt her hand slip a little more. As much as he tried, he could think of no way to save his wife.


         “Pull us up,” Gavin kept shouting. “Hurry.”


         Opening his eyes, Kyle looked into the face of the woman he loved. Beautiful brown eyes looked up, silently recognizing what he already knew.


         Lindsey wanted to say so much to Kyle. There was so much left undone.


         Kyle’s eyes reflected his agony over his helplessness.


         He tried to squeeze harder when her hand slipped further. He could feel the muscles in his arms, chest, and legs being put to their limit. As he felt his strength ebbing away, tears started to form behind his tightly closed eyelids.


         While hanging over the wall, he felt his heart as it pounded through the veins in his head. He could hear the gasps of his own breathing each time he tried to draw a desperate breath. Despite the cool wind that blew around him, his forehead broke out in a sweat.


         “No!” he grunted as her hand slipped further.


  The sudden sound of an arrow made Kyle automatically tighten his grip more. He heard Gavin scream as he finally let go, an arrow protruding from his back.


         With less weight to deal with, Kyle forced his closed hand as tight as he could. Taking a deep breath, he used his shoulder and arm to pull away from the wall, his legs and thighs keeping his balance. As Lindsey came over the wall, he leaned back, pulling his wife on top of him.


         As she tumbled forward, his left hand immediately reached out to encircle her waist. Holding her tight, he laid on his back while squeezing her to him. Kyle did not feel the small sharp pebbles that were trying to embed themselves into his back and shoulders, nor the soreness in his muscles. The only thing he felt was Lindsey, her weight lying across his body, her breath as if drifted across his neck.


         He had Lindsey back.


         Lindsey thought her ribs would break, but nothing ever felt so good as his arms holding her safe. With her own hands resting on his shoulders, she took a deep breath, then lifted her head. Kyle’s eyes were closed, his mouth open enough to allow the deep breaths he was taking. Lying on top of him, her body rose and fell with each breath he took.


         “I knew you would come,” she whispered as she laid her head down on his shoulder.


         Kyle felt her lips on his shoulder as they formed a smile. “Never doubt it, my love,” he whispered back as he gently stroked her hair. “Never doubt it.”


   


   


         Kyle looked over the wall at the small crowd gathering around Gavin’s twisted and mangled body. He could hear the people below, their voices indistinct as they talked among themselves, some shouting.


         He finally located the one person he was looking for, the only figure holding a bow.


         With his arm draped across Lindsey’s shoulders and pulling her toward him, he watched as the figure slowly walked through the crowd to stand beside the body.


   


   


         “Let me look at that.”


         Kyle tilted Lindsey’s face up, carefully examining the cut on the edge of her lip.


         “Kyle, it will be all right.”


         Kyle gave her a stern look that told her not to argue the point.


         Kara entered their room, a concerned look on her face.


         “Kara, I need a basin of warm water and some towels.”


         Lindsey rolled her eyes at the command. “’Tis just a small scratch.”


         “Then it will only take a moment to clean it.  Now sit.”


         Lindsey sat, then giggled when Wolf sat down at the same time beside her. Kyle looked down at Wolf with slightly accusing eyes.


         “Now you obey.”


         Wolf thumped his tail as he laid his head on Lindsey’s lap.


         Kyle lowered himself on one knee as he began his inspection. As Kara left the room, Bede entered. Kyle looked up momentarily.


         Bede nodded his head, a silent signal that the body was being taken care of as they spoke.


         Kara quickly returned with the warm water and towels, laying them on the table beside Kyle. Wetting a corner of the towel, he carefully began to gently rub her chin, wiping the sticky blood off.


         LaTasha came in with extra towels. “Thought you might need these.”


         Lindsey closed her eyes as Kyle’s hands gently probed the area where her lip had been cut and gently cleaned away the drying blood.


         Sol and Gilbert entered the room with their swords drawn. Lindsey thought they looked disappointed that they had missed the fight.


         Kyle lifted her chin and checked her neck where the dagger had pricked her skin. He wet another corner of the towel, then wiped the skin clean.


         He noticed Fergus standing just beyond the small group of people gathered in the room.


         “The guard?” he asked.


         “Has a broken arm and few cuts and bruises on his head, but other than that, he will be fine.”


         “And Kate?”


         Bede nodded his head. “She has some scratches, but Jon assured me she will be fine.”


         “The baby?” Lindsey asked.


         “Fine.”


         Kyle lifted Lindsey's left hand, the bruise he knew would be there already turning a dark purple. As he turned her hand over, he could see his handprint around her wrist. Lifting her wrist, he tenderly kissed the bruise.


         Lindsey closed her eyes again, this time willing the pain to go away.


         “I could have broken your hand,” he whispered.


         Lindsey's eyes opened. “But you did not.”


         As Lindsey glanced around at the many faces, she spied a familiar figure quietly standing in the doorway.


         “Sister Marla!”


         Kyle reluctantly released his wife as she disengaged herself from his hold. He watched as Lindsey gave the older woman an affectionate hug.


         “Are you all right, my dear?” Sister Marla asked as she returned the hug.


         Lindsey nodded her head. “I am so sorry for abandoning you in the hall like I did.”


         Sister Marla looked closely at Lindsey. “My dear, it was understandable.” Without meaning to, Sister Marla cringed when Kyle approached. But the surprised look on his face made her straighten her back.


         “I must leave,” she spoke to Lindsey again.


         “Now?” But we have not finished the rug yet.”


         “You really did not need me to help.”


         “’Tis not—”


         “You always did make us feel needed.” Sister Marla interrupted by patting Lindsey’s hand.


         Lindsey looked at the older hand holding her own. “I hoped you would stay longer.”


         “I really must return to the convent. Sister Jane will begin to worry.”


         Lindsey paused then nodded her head. “Yes she will.”


         Sister Marla looked up at Kyle. “Will you bring Lindsey to the convent within the week?”


         Kyle’s right eyebrow rose at the strange request. “She will be there,” he promised as he nodded his head. He signaled Fergus.


         “Until then, my dear.” Sister Marla gave a slight smile, then removed her hand from Lindsey’s grasp.


         Kyle placed his hands on Lindsey’s shoulders as they both watched the smaller woman quietly walk through the door. As he looked at the empty doorway, his gaze fell upon the board that was supposed to bar the door.


         Lindsey felt the change in Kyle before he released her. She watched his expression while he looked at the board, then the door.


         “Bede, clear the room!”


         Lindsey was confused as she watched the room quickly empty of everyone. She was leaving with the servants, but Kyle’s hand blocked her path.


         “Bede, take Wolf.”


         When the room was empty except for the two of them, Kyle shut the door. She watched as he reached for the board. But instead of placing it across the door, he held it before him.


         Lindsey never knew silence could be so terrorizing.


         “How did Gavin entered this room after you bolted the door?” he finally asked.


         Lindsey knew she was in trouble. Hundreds of explanations raced through her head, but she was sure none of them would convince Kyle.


         Well twit. “I opened the door.”


         Kyle did not move or say anything for several moments. For some reason, that frightened her more than his shouting.


         “Why?”


         Lindsey jumped at the single word spoken after the long silence. “I saw Wolf in the courtyard in trouble. I only meant to run down to get him. I thought you would not mind him in the room with me.”


         “What I minded, Lindsey, was that you deliberately disobeyed my order.”


         Lindsey wisely remained quiet.


         “Why do you think I had you lock yourself in this room in the first place?”


         Lindsey shook her head. “I had no idea. You never told me Gavin was loose.”


         Kyle placed the board back against the wall. “That made no difference. You should have obeyed, no matter what.”


         Lindsey nodded her head. Now she knew why Kyle rushed her upstairs, locking her in their room.


         “If not for your opening the door, Gavin would never have taken you hostage, putting your life in danger. And Kate and her baby could have been fatally injured when he was trying to escape with you.”


         Lindsey’s face fell when she fully understood the significance of her disobedience.


         “Kyle… I am sorry. I had no idea he was out there.”


         The crushed look on his wife’s face was his undoing. All the anger he suddenly felt when he realized Gavin had not broken in, but that Lindsey had simply let him in, dissolved.


         “Lindsey, when I tell you to do something, I expect you to obey me. I had you locked in this room so that I would not have to worry about you, so that I could fully focus on recapturing Gavin. As soon as I realized he had escaped, I knew he would be after you.”


         Lindsey nodded her head. Had she stayed put, then Kyle would never have had to rescue her in the first place. She had placed her own life in jeopardy, and in turn, placed other lives in jeopardy also. The expression on Kyle’s face, though, showed not anger, but concern.


         When Kyle opened his arms, she hesitated. With slow steps, she walked into them, felt their pressure as they closed around her.


         Lindsey snuggled deeper into his hold. He held her tighter when he felt her body shudder with her tears, his hand gently stroking her hair.


         “Shh.”


         “I never realized I put you and others at risk.”


         “I know.” He held her as she continued to cry, the shock of the situation finally settling on her. The front of his tunic was soaked by the time she was finished.


         When she pulled away, she walked to the table by the window and picked up the towel to wipe her red face. “I promise to try to never disobey you again, Kyle.”


         Kyle walked up behind her and placed his hands around her waist. Her hands were slow in covering his, but she finally did. Both of them stood there, watching the people of Bluedell from their window.


         They both noticed the small dark figure on horseback, accompanied by Fergus and Elden, heading south. It was obvious, even from this distance, who the rider was.


         “Kyle, what do you think she wants?”


         Kyle also watched Sister Marla as she made her way to the edge of the forest, her wimple flying around her head from the stiff breeze as she headed back to the convent.


          “I do not know, Lindsey.”
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   Lady Rachelle was worried. Her plans were quickly crumbling around her. She knew she should have dealt with Kyle's new wife herself, but it was always easier if someone else took the risks.


         News was traveling that Gavin had died at Bluedell. As she paced in her room, she wondered again if Kyle knew of her involvement. Did anyone know? Was there any way they could find out?


         For once, sitting before her mirror did not bring a smile to her face. She could not even see herself, she was so worried, so anxious. All her plans were gone. Her attempt to usurp Lindsey had failed. She was not able to position herself inside Bluedell, unable to get control of the pass. Robert was in prison, and Edwin was nowhere to be seen, probably in hiding from the King's men if he were smart.


         Wringing her hands together, she turned at the sound of her door opening. She knew a sense of dread as she recognized the King's guardsmen.


         “Lady Rachelle, your presence is requested by the King.”


         She noticed the stern faces before her, no hint at either good or bad news.


         With a final look at herself in the mirror, she knew she would never see this room again. With her head held high, she walked between the two guards. She had gambled against Lindsey, and Lindsey had won.
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   Sister Marla sat in her small room, her furniture consisting only of a cot and a small table beside it. A single candle flame flickered, casting eerie shadows against the stone wall.


         She reached underneath her cot and removed the small box she had placed there so many years before. Running her fingers over the box, memories faded in.


         Sister Cora peaked in after she knocked on the door. “You have visitors.”


         Without turning her head, she answered, “Thank you.”


         “They are waiting in the west room.”


         Sister Marla took another look around her small room. Gathering the small box, she went through the door to fulfill a promise.


         “Kyle, did you not think it odd of Sister Marla to ask us over here like this?”


         How many times in the last few days had she asked him this same question. But no matter how many times he answered, she still kept asking it.


         “If I recall, she asked for you.”


         “But still,” she started, only to have Kyle silence her with his finger gently placed over her lips.


         Kyle looked at her wide and confused eyes. Lowering his head, he kissed her when she was about to speak again. When she raised her arms around his neck, he lifted his head slightly, looking into eyes that were no longer confused, but were soft with desire.


          “Have I mentioned that I love you?” he whispered.


          “Only three times, today. That is if I counted right.”


         “Four sounds like a nice number.”


         Kyle lowered his head again, stopping when there was only a breath between their lips.


         “I love you,” he softly whispered to her.


         Lindsey finally felt at peace. She no longer felt unworthy of her husband’s love, no longer felt the need to prove her worth. She knew her worth. And her husband loved her as she was.


         “I love you, too.”


         She raised her head the small distance to allow her lips to settle beneath his.


         Both turned their heads when the door opened.


         Sister Marla noticed the slight blush on Lindsey’s face as she turned in her husband’s embrace. After giving Lindsey a smile, she proceeded into the room, the box held in front of her.


         “I am glad you came, my dear. There is something I need to give you, something that is yours.”


         Lindsey’s brows knitted together as she watched Sister Marla cross the room, setting the box on top of the table.


         “I took all my belongings when I left.”


         Sister Marla sat down beside the table, her hands lovingly touching the box. “But there was something you were unaware of.”


         Lindsey took a step away from Kyle’s side, a step closer to Sister Marla. “I do not understand.”


         Lindsey felt Kyle’s hands on her shoulders.


         “Please, sit down.” Sister Marla indicated the two chairs in front of her.


         When they were seated, Sister Marla looked past Lindsey, collecting her thoughts. “I am not sure exactly where to begin.”


         “Why not at the beginning?” Kyle softly spoke.


         “If only all things were that simple, my lord.” She took another minute of silence, then raised her eyes to Lindsey. “How much do you know of Gavin’s father?”


         “Gavin’s father? Not much.” Lindsey looked at Kyle, as if he held all the answers. “His name was Roland Michaels, and he had lands north of here.” She looked back at Sister Marla to see if her answer was correct.


         “True. But he was hungry for more land, power, and wealth than any one person has the right to possess. He had in mind a particular piece of land, a valley between the mountains of Scotland and England. It was a family piece, one that was handed down from generation to generation.”


         Sister Marla cleared her throat, collecting her thoughts again.


         “Gavin’s mother, Lady Nadine, was the holder of the land when Lord Michaels married her. Of course, she did not know about his greed until after their wedding. He married her only to get his hands on the piece of land.”


         “What was so special about the land?”


         “Have you ever heard of the Connor Legacy?”


         Lindsey thought for a moment. “No.”


         Sister Marla looked at Kyle.


         “The Connor family patriarch established the family here in England centuries before,” Kyle explained. “The story goes that each generation would hand down a legacy to the firstborn, each adding to the legacy. Some of the descendants migrated to Scotland, while others to England.”


         Sister Marla nodded her head.


         “Rumor has it that the legacy was a treasure of some kind,” he continued. “Each generation adding to the treasure by contributing something of value, something personal. But no one knows if the treasure belongs to the Scots or the English side of the family, if it even exists.”


         “The Connor treasure does exist. Lord Michaels knew of it, and married Lady Nadine, who was the firstborn of the firstborn. The legacy rightfully belonged to her, along with the key that allowed access to it.”


         “Really?” Lindsey spoke up, clearly enthralled by the tale.


         “Lord Michaels was a rather large man,” her gaze swiftly crossed over to Kyle. “I would say about the size of your husband.”


         Lindsey smiled at the mention of Kyle. With the smile still in her eyes, she turned and gave a quick look at her husband, who promptly gave her a wink. A discrete cough from Sister Marla drew her attention back.


         “Yes, well, anyway. His reason for marrying Lady Nadine was to acquire the key and use it for his own purposes.”


         Lindsey frowned. “But, according to this legend, the key would be passed on to the firstborn, not to him.”


         “True, but he wanted it, and Lady Nadine would never give it to him. It was her duty to pass it on to the firstborn. When she discovered she was with child, she realized Lord Michaels would use the child to try to acquire the treasure.”


         “Would he do that?”


         Kyle smiled to himself at the innocence of his wife.


         “When Lady Nadine ran away,” Sister Marla continued, “Lord Michaels caught up with her and found the child she had born.”


         “Gavin,” Lindsey whispered.


         “Yes. He took the child, then left her alone.” Her choked voice dropped down to a whisper. “Lady Nadine was no longer needed in his eyes.”


         Kyle heard Lindsey’s gasp at the same time he quickly drew in his own breath. “He left her alone in the forest after giving birth?” he asked in an unbelieving voice.


         “He knew Lady Nadine would be so exhausted after the birthing, she would be unable to defend herself from the wild animals.”


         Lindsey saw the shudder that ran across Sister Marla’s shoulders at the thought.


         “He thought that as long as he had the child, Gavin, the treasure would be rightfully his. Since he could not find the key, but had the child, he assumed the people in the area would tell him where the treasure was. He tried to claim that the key was lost when Lady Nadine died.”


         Lindsey reached over to gently hold Sister Marla’s hands. “No wonder Gavin was so evil,” she whispered, “having a father such as him.”


         Sister Marla raised her head. “A person cannot show love unless he has been shown and taught it himself.”


         Lindsey nodded her head. “Did you know Lady Nadine very well?”


         “Yes, I did. I was her maid for many years, her friend for more.”


         Lindsey patted Sister Marla’s hands. “It sounds like she needed someone like you.”


         “Lady Nadine was special. It hurt me to watch her husband beat her. Some nights her eyes would be so swollen they would not open for days. My poor baby!” Sister Marla gave a sniffle, then squared her shoulders. “But he never broke her spirit or took her pride.”


         Kyle watched the different feelings expressed on Sister Marla’s face. He knew it was difficult for her to watch what her mistress went through.


         “When she learned she was carrying his child, she knew he would take the child from her and probably kill her. The child, being the rightful descendant, would give him the claim he was after. On a day he was called away, we left. But he returned shortly and tracked her down.”


         Lindsey was quiet, visualizing the scene Sister Marla was painting in her mind.


         “But when Lord Michaels took Gavin, leaving Lady Nadine to die alone, he was unaware of something.” Sister Marla paused, looking at Kyle, then Lindsey.


         Lindsey scooted forward in her chair. “What?”


         Sister Marla looked again at Lindsey, tears filling her eyes. “That Lady Nadine had already had a child a few moments before.”


         “Another child?” Lindsey whispered as she straightened up.


         “’Tis the only reason I left her. She made me promise to hide the child from him. She knew she was slowing us down.”


         Sister Marla looked at her hands folded in her lap. “I did not want to, but she was insistent for the baby’s sake. So I finally left, taking the child with me. Neither one of us realized she carried twins, a boy and a girl.”


         Kyle took a deep breath as he sat back in his chair, wondering when Lindsey was going to figure out the reason for her being called here.


         Lindsey’s brows knitted together. She looked closely at Sister Marla, then turned to look at her husband. He had a knowing look, like he was waiting on her. She turned to look again at Sister Marla who had the same look.


         “You are . . . not . . .suggesting that . . .I . . .” Lindsey haltingly started, pointing a finger at herself.


         Sister Marla’s eyes shone, a smile replacing the sober expression she had worn for the past few days.


         “I brought you here, then changed my name so Lord Michaels would never discover me.” Sister Marla touched the face that was so dear to her. “You have your mother’s eyes, and her loving spirit.”


         Lindsey sat in stunned disbelief. “But, my parents died in a village fire.” She turned to Kyle. “My father was a blacksmith and my mother was a seamstress.”


         “It was the easiest story to come up with. There was to be no suspicion drawn to you in any way. When you were young, it was easy to add a year or two to your age, especially when you gained your height so quickly. If Michaels ever suspected another child, he would never find one even close to the age of Gavin.”


         Lindsey was calculating. “Then, I am not two and twenty?”


         “No, my dear. You are twenty, just like Gavin.”


         Lindsey turned to Kyle, a look of awe on her face. “I am twenty!”


         Kyle covered her folded hands with his larger ones. He smiled reassuringly at his wife’s suddenly confused look.


         Lindsey looked down at the floor, trying desperately to put it all together. “Gavin was my brother.”


         “But he never knew either. I cannot tell you of the fear I felt when I returned to the convent and discovered that Grace was betrothed to Gavin Michaels and that you were along as a chaperon. I was so afraid that somehow he would find out the truth.”


         Lindsey turned stunned eyes to Kyle. “I have a name,” she whispered.


         “Your true name before your marriage was Lady Lindsey Conner Michaels.”


         Kyle knew that Lindsey was overwhelmed. He understood how important it was for her to feel that she brought something into her marriage. Now she did. She had a name and a heritage.


         Sister Marla opened the lid of the small box, removing a sealed rolled parchment that was yellowed with age.


         “Lady Nadine gave this to me when I took you. She wrote it before we fled, as if she knew then . . .” Sister Marla’s voice faded off without completing the sentence.


         Lindsey tentatively took the parchment, then turned to Kyle. He encouragingly nodded to her to open the roll.


         With shaking fingers Lindsey broke the cracked seal, then carefully unrolled the letter her mother had written to her twenty years ago.


   


         “My dearest Lindsey:


         I know this is a shock for you, after so many years, to discover about me. I truly wish I could have been there for you. I send you this letter over the years by way of my maid and dear friend, Enid. I have entrusted her with your care and safety.


         Tonight, I am leaving your father, a terrible man who can think only of the power and position that could be his if he acquired the inheritance of my forefathers. Fool that I was, I was blinded by his false concern and love for me, blinded by his stature, for he was a handsome giant.”


   


         Lindsey looked up at Kyle and understood how a woman could be carried away by such a man.


   


         “But after our first day of marriage, I realized Roland was only interested in the Conner treasure, which rightfully belongs to the firstborn. I could not let him take the legacy that belonged to you. I have given instructions at the bottom of the letter for you to find and carry on where I left off.


             Please forgive me for keeping this from you for so long, but it was necessary for you to be old enough, and wise enough, to take up this important task. I hope you will think of me as much as I have thought of you over the months.


         Know that I love you, my dearest child, and would give anything to hold you in my arms, to touch you, to feel you, to watch you grow. Please, never forget that I love you dearly, and that it was only circumstances that separated us.


         I wish to say more, but time is against me. I leave you in loving and trusting hands.


   


         I will always love you.


   


         Your mother,


          Nadine


   


         Lindsey looked up into the face of her mother’s faithful friend.


         “Enid?”


         Enid smiled as she nodded her head. “I took my mother’s name when I came here.”


         Lindsey looked down at the aged letter again, a single tear falling upon the delicate writing. She quickly wiped it off, not wanting to ruin the only thing she had from her mother.


         “She addressed it to me, by name.”


         “Lady Nadine told me your name before you were even born. From the moment she discovered she was carrying you, she always knew you were a girl.”


         “I wish I could have known her,” Lindsey whispered to no one in particular.


         “But you did, my dear,” Enid whispered back.


         Lindsey looked up suddenly.


         “I traveled all night and most of the next day until I came upon this place.” Her hands spread out as her eyes quickly looked around the room.


         “Knowing that Lord Michaels would not allow Lady Nadine to live, I told the sisters here some of what had happened, telling them that your mother had died, and they agreed to keep you while I borrowed a horse and went back. I wanted her to have a proper burial. I knew he would not be bothered with that.”


         Enid raised a small piece of cloth to her nose, sniffling into it.


         “Lady Nadine was near death when I found her, though. She had crawled some distance until she found a small cave to hide in. As weak as she was, it took me some time to get her on the horse.”


         Kyle watched the smile play across Enid’s face at a memory.


         “I had to raise my voice at her some. I brought her here, where the sisters helped to tend to her many injuries. They never spoke of it, but I suspect they knew she was your mother.”


         Lindsey’s back was straight, her eyes alert and hopeful. “Then . . .”


         “Your mother also took her mother’s name while she was here. Her name was Mary.”


         Lindsey’s eyes widened as her mouth fell open in astonishment. “Sister Mary?”


         Enid nodded.


         “Was my mother?” Lindsey whispered, almost too afraid to ask.


         “She hated not being able to tell you, but she hoped you would understand, in time.”


         Lindsey’s mind was in a whirl.


         “Lady Nadine decided to stay here for as long as she could. But she made me promise that no one would know the truth. She knew that if Lord Michaels discovered the existence of either one of you, he would find and kill you both. So all the sisters here helped in raising you, giving you your education and watching you grow.”


         Enid’s eyes gleamed with precious memories as she gently stroked Lindsey’s cheek.


         “You will never know the joy you brought to all of us here, especially your mother.” Enid brought her hand back, placing it in her lap. “She told me to keep the letter, just in case something happened. I was to give it to you at the proper time.”


         Enid looked at Kyle.


         “When I learned of your proposed marriage to Lord Davitan, then met him myself, well, I am afraid I judged him very harshly.”


         Lindsey looked from Enid to Kyle in confusion. “Why?”


         When Enid looked down, Kyle spoke up.


         “I think because of my size, I reminded her of Lord Michaels.”


         Enid’s head came up in defense. “Yes, and it bothered me that you would harm Lindsey the same way.”


         “But Kyle has never raised a hand to me,” Lindsey spoke in defense of her husband.


         “I see that now. But I only thought that he might be after the legacy, too.” She turned to look directly at Kyle. “I am sorry for my misjudgment.”


         Kyle reached out to clasp the cold hands folded in her lap. He now understood why she shrank back whenever he suddenly approached.


         “I understand,” he spoke softly, “and would probably have done the same thing.” He was rewarded with Enid’s relaxed smile.


         “Thank you.”


         Lindsey felt the small hand as it rested on her own, a gentle squeeze lending strength and confidence.


         “When you have your own children, Lindsey, and watch them grow, then you will understand how protective she felt for you, and how privileged she felt in being able to watch you grow. But what gave her more strength each day was feeling the genuine love and friendship between the two of you grow.”


         Lindsey felt the tears pool in her eyes.


         Enid touched Lindsey’s cheek. “She cherished the years watching you grow into such a loving and kind person, not to mention beautiful.”


         Lindsey responded with a tentative smile.


         Enid sat back in her chair. “Sometimes at night, I could hear her in our room softly crying for you when you were disciplined for one thing or another. It took all her willpower not to march over and demand that you be treated better. You are a Lady, Lindsey, in every sense of the word.”


         After a few moments of silence, Lindsey rose and hugged the older woman.


         “Thank you, Enid, for everything you have done. Especially for being my mother’s friend.”


  Tears gathered in Enid eyes. “Thank you, my dear.” She reached up to touch the face of the daughter of her best friend. “Thank you.”


   


   


         Kyle leaned his shoulder against the tree as he watched Lindsey. She was kneeling before a well-kept grave, her head bowed and her lips barely moving. He was not sure if she was speaking, or crying, or both. But he knew she needed time to sort through all she had learned today.


         Lindsey sat beside the grave of the woman she could now call mother. She understood now why Sister Mary always made time for her when others were too busy.


         Her mother!


         Her mother had loved her.


         Nadine.


         It was such a beautiful name, like the woman.


         “Mother,” she whispered into the still air. Unrolling the parchment, she read again slowly the words her mother had penned to her, her unborn child at the time. She savored each word, trying to feel what her mother felt as she composed the letter.


         She was not alone, as she had thought all these years. Her mother had been there, had loved her.


         Looking at the aged letter again, Lindsey felt the hot tears as they fell down her cheeks.


         “Thank you, mother. Thank you.”


         Sister Marla walked up to Kyle, watching Lindsey beside her mother’s grave. She looked up at the man who had made Lindsey happy, the man Lindsey obviously loved. Lady Nadine would be pleased.


         Kyle’s deep voice interrupted her thoughts. “I suspect that King Henry knew about Lindsey.”


         “Lady Nadine traveled to court several times, keeping King Henry informed about them. She swore me to secrecy.”


         “I understand.”


         “As much as she loved Lindsey, Gavin was still her son too. She did not want to do anything to jeopardize his safety.” She looked at Lord Davitan. “How did you know King Henry knew?”


         Kyle shrugged his shoulders. “I was guessing. He seemed to take a special interest in Lindsey, more so than usual.”


         The two were quiet as they watched Lindsey in the distance. Kyle’s voice was soft when he spoke again, breaking the silence.


         “Thank you, for all you have done.”


         “I was happy to fulfill Lady Nadine’s wishes.”


         Kyle looked down to Sister Marla. “For that also.” He turned back to Lindsey. “I know it had to be difficult making the decision about Gavin.”


         Sister Marla looked up, trying to read the masculine face. Did he know?


         “I would have lost Lindsey for sure if you had not helped,” he added in a low tone. “Another few minutes and I would not have been able to hold on to her.”


         Sister Marla nodded her head. “I was afraid of misjudging the wind. It has been a few weeks since I used my bow.” She took a deep cleansing breath. “I have prayed these past few days that God would forgive me for taking the life of someone.”


         “I truly do not think God is so unjust that he would not allow you to defend yourself, or those you love.”


         “I have tried to tell myself that many times. But in truth, I would do it over again. Gavin’s crime was only in the parent that raised him. Under other conditions, I am sure he would never have done what he did.”


         Kyle remained quiet, not sure if he fully agreed with her. He would let her think that way, if she felt better for it.


         “Will you be able to stay much longer?”


         Kyle looked up to the sky, judging the time. “I would like to return to Bluedell as soon as possible, but I will not rush Lindsey. If she needs time here, then we stay.”


         “I am glad that it was you that Lindsey married.”


         “I am glad too,” Lindsey spoke as she quietly approached them.


         Kyle closed his arms around her as she laid her head against his shoulder, sheltering her, protecting her with his life. He saw the redness around her eyes and nose and knew she had been crying. With his chin resting on her head, he stroked her hair and rubbed her back, trying to bring some comfort to her.


         “I am ready to return home,” she spoke up.


         Kyle placed a chaste kiss on her upturned lips.


         “Take this with you, my dear.” Sister Marla took off a ring that was hanging on a string around her neck, handing it to Lindsey.


         Lindsey looked at the ring, “What is this?”


         “This, my dear, is the key.”


         “The key?” Lindsey’s confusion cleared when she remembered what Sister Marla had said earlier. “The ring is the key!”


         “Your mother was concerned about Lord Michaels or Gavin finding her. So she entrusted me with the safekeeping of it, until it was time to return it to its rightful owner.”


         Lindsey turned the heavy ring around and around as she looked at the design on the face from every angle. After a moment, she decided it did not matter.


         The ring was ugly from every direction.


         Whoever made it intentionally designed it in a way that no one would want to steal it.


         “’Tis a strange design,” she admitted out loud.


         “Your mother said that when you followed the instructions, you would understand. Normally, the ring is given in private, with no one else about,” Sister Marla looked up to Kyle. “But for some reason, I am sure Lord Davitan would never allow you to travel on your own to the Connor Land to locate whatever is there.”


         “You are right.” The look he gave to Lindsey warned her of the danger from him if she even thought about the idea without his knowledge.


         Placing the ring on her finger, Lindsey gave a final hug to her friend.


         “Thank you again, Sister Marla.”


         “Take care, Lady Lindsey.”


         “I will. And I will visit as often as I can. I promise.”


         “I guarantee it!” Kyle promised from behind Lindsey.


  


  Chapter 55

  



   “Kyle, are you sure about this?”


         “Yes.”


         “I think we are lost.”


         Silence.


         “Are we?”


         “No.”


         “Then where are we?”


         Silence again.


         “’Tis what I thought,” she said under her breath. “We are lost.”


         Kyle turned in his saddle to give a scathing glare at his wife.


         “Oh yes, we are lost, all right,” she said with a smile on her face, then giggled.


         “Are you enjoying yourself?”


         “Yes, I am.” Lindsey looked around the forest they were traveling through. Except for the soft thud of the hoof beats from their horses, it was quiet and peaceful here. “Tremendously!”


         They made plans to visit the Connor land a month after leaving the convent and Enid. It had then taken another two weeks to reach the borders of the land. Taking the sketchy map her mother had hastily drawn, they had come, not sure exactly what they were looking for.


         Kyle was looking at the map, not trusting Lindsey with directions. He was sure they would end up across the ocean and in France if she were reading it.


         They rode in silence for another half-hour, Kyle taking breaks to compare where they were with the map. After securing the area three days ago, the guards they had brought with them were camped just over the rise. Kyle wanted to give Lindsey a chance to locate whatever they were looking for without prying eyes. But it was beginning to seem that their quest was for naught.


         For three days they had searched the surrounding area, always ending up at this same spot.


         This was the general area where the map her mother had hastily drawn indicated they should be. Kyle kept a close eye on his surroundings, looking for anything that would indicate a cave, tunnel, or such.


         So far, nothing.


         “If not for the letter and my mother’s assurance, I would say it was all a hoax.”


         Kyle noticed Lindsey squirming in her saddle. “Time to stop and stretch our legs.”


         Kyle helped Lindsey dismount. To one side of them was the sheer face of a mountain, the open forest claiming the other side. In between was a small clearing with a cluster of small boulders.


         “Sit here while I take care of the horses.”


         Lindsey sat down on one of the boulders as Kyle tethered the horses to a nearby tree. Raising her face to the sky, she took a deep breath of fresh air. Winter was approaching. The nights were getting chillier, but she loved the freshness and crispness in the air.


         Kyle opened a pouch, withdrawing some fruit and bread, accompanied by a pouch of wine.


         Lindsey took the fruit Kyle offered her.


         As they each sat on a rock side by side, Lindsey examined her ring once again.


         “The markings are very unusual, nothing I have ever seen before.” She turned the ring around slowly in her hand. “In fact, I think it most ugly. But I would never have said such a thing in front of Sister Marla.”


         Kyle smiled at the honesty from his wife as she looked at the ring. He understood her frustration, for he could not understand the markings either. Inside the flat circle of the face there were nubs sticking up, each of varying sizes. At first, you did not notice, but when you looked at the ring from the side, you realized that each nub was a slightly different height. On closer inspection, there appeared to be several scratches around the nubs.


         “I wonder if these nubs have been worn down,” she asked out loud.


         One nub, one of the smaller ones, was a slightly different shade. She was not sure if it was faded or if it was meant to be that way. But for all her looking, she could not figure out how the ring fit in with the puzzle.


         “I wish my mother had told Sister Marla more about the ring, like what it meant.”


         Kyle watched Lindsey examine the ring again, turning it over and over in her hand.


         “Here, let me look at it again.” Lindsey handed the ring over, then stood looking over his shoulder.


         “See where it appears that the nubs have been worn down,” Lindsey pointed.


         “Or maybe they are suppose to be like that,” Kyle replied.


         “Why would someone deliberately make an ugly ring?”


         Kyle could smell the heather fragrance from Lindsey as she leaned her head close to his. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. If they did not find whatever they were looking for soon, he knew he was going to pull her down onto the grass and cover her with his body, kissing every inch of exposed flesh as he removed each and every article of clothing she was wearing.


         “There appears to be eight nubs total,” she spoke out loud, bringing his attention back to the ring in his hand.


         Kyle looked up with a mocking look on his face.


         “Sorry. It just felt good saying it.”


         Kyle smiled. “No problem.”


         Lindsey sat back down on her rock next to Kyle. “Maybe ’tis best that I do not find it. Maybe we should just go back home.”


         Kyle heard the frustration in her voice. “Would you be very disappointed if you went home without knowing?”


         “We have been searching for several days.” She knelt down beside him, her hands on his thighs. “I have so much already. I have memories of a wonderful mother and her precious letter to me. And, I have the most wonderful husband any woman would be envious of.”


         Her hands were warm as she cupped his face, then kissed him ever so gently.


         “I want to go home,” she whispered.


         Handing the ring back to her, Kyle rose, lifting Lindsey with him. “Never say I did not give you what you wanted,” he smiled as he lifted her onto the back of her mount.


         Handing Lindsey the reins to her horse, he grabbed the reins of his own mount, then placed his foot in the stirrup, readying to pull himself up.


         He stopped, looking over his mount back at where they sat.


         He could hear Lindsey’s voice from a moment ago.


         There appears to be eight nubs total.


         As his eyes scanned the area, he mentally counted each of the strange shaped boulders. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight. Eight boulders!


         There appears to be eight nubs total.


         “Lindsey, let me see your ring.”


         Lindsey heard the excitement in Kyle’s voice. She quickly removed the ring again, handing it to him after she dismounted. She watched as he turned the ring until he was satisfied. Holding the ring with the boulders just beyond its line of vision, he kept turning the ring, then lowering it, taking turns looking at it and where they had just sat. She also looked at the ring, then over to where they sat. The pattern of the nubs and where the rocks were buried were almost the same.


         “Kyle?”


         “Lindsey, I think this is where the ring was suppose to lead you.”


         Lindsey looked around quickly, searching the area. “But I see nothing.”


         Kyle was quiet for a moment. “Remember what Sister Marla said, that the ring was the key?”


         “Yes.”


         “Well, look. The rocks are in the exact same spot as each of the nubs.”


         Lindsey looked at the ring closely. “Do you think the one that is discolored means anything?”


         Kyle looked at the ring, judging which of the rocks it would represent. Deciding on one of the smaller boulders, both of them approached the rock.


         Holding the ring, Lindsey sat back down on a nearby boulder while Kyle’s fingers gently traced every crack and vein in the rock. After several minutes, Kyle stopped.


         “Nothing.”


         “I think these marks are intentional.”


         Kyle looked at the ring again. Several marks were visible, but only one was connected to the smaller nub. Locating the second boulder, Kyle looked from one boulder to the other.


         Lindsey followed his gaze back and forth, then watched as he stood behind the larger boulder.


         Kyle looked from the larger boulder to the small one, then beyond. Eying a straight line, he walked to the rock face. Scanning the rock, he noticed several cracks.


         Lindsey watched as Kyle pushed the wall at different places. After a few minutes, Kyle noticed part of the wall move.


         A door!


         Pushing harder, Kyle pivoted the rock until the cave beyond became visible. He took a tentative peek inside, then stood back, his hands on his hips and a smile on his face as he admired the cleverness of the cave.


         Lindsey stood rooted to the spot for several moments. “We found it!” Whatever it was.


         “I will wait for you here,” Kyle suggested as he placed a hand on her shoulder.


         Lindsey hesitated. “Do you think it safe?”


         “I think no one is in there, if that is what you mean.”


         Lindsey looked from the opened door to her husband. “Should I have a torch?”


         Kyle shook his head. “You will not need one inside.”


         Lindsey frowned as she looked back at the door. “But it is dark inside.”


         “I already checked. You will be fine.”


         Lindsey looked up to see if he was jesting. “I am not sure I want to go in alone, Kyle.”


         “This is your legacy, Lindsey. This is what your mother kept safe for you. She wanted you to have this.”


         At the mention of her mother, her heart swelled. Her mother had loved her enough to protect whatever was inside for her, her inheritance, her legacy.


         Lindsey walked forward, the open door beckoning her. She did not look back as she slipped through the cool rock door and facing. The tunnel went down for several feet, then turned sharply. She noticed tall mirrors placed around the walls at different intervals.


         Why would anyone place so many mirrors in a tunnel?


         When she turned the corner, she understood. The mirrors reflected the sunlight through the tunnel, around the corner and into the small room just ahead.


         Lindsey stopped and stared at the item directly ahead of her.


  


  Chapter 56


   


   “Are you sure you want to do this?”


         “Please understand, Kyle.”


         Kyle looked down at his wife, her eyes pleading with him for understanding.


         “The gold is doing no one any good where it is. And I would like to help the convent. They did so much for me.”


         “And for your mother.”


         “Well, yes. I would like to repay them for all they have done. We kept a large part, and I have kept the most valuable thing for myself.”


         “I think you are right. And I think your mother would agree.”


         “I believe that also.”


         The convent discovered a large pile of gold coins, cups, platters, jewelry, and utensils in the West room the next morning. All the sisters were amazed at the sight. Times were hard and caring for the needs of those less fortunate was an expense they gladly accepted. Still, it put a strain on their finances.


         Sister Marla smiled when she saw it. She knew where it came from, knew Lindsey had found what her mother had left her.


         She lifted her eyes and thanked God.


  


  Eplilogue

  



   “Kyle, listen to this.”


         Kyle was lying in their bed, his back against the wall and a smile on his face as Lindsey read him another passage. Wolf was wedged between them at the foot of their bed, his head resting over Kyle’s legs, which were under the cover.


         The book Lindsey had discovered and kept for herself was a diary that each firstborn wrote in. The cover of the book was made of dark aged leather, a strap across the front enabling you to close it tight. Thin leather strips that were not as old held the pages together at the spine. Obviously someone added some pages when the previous ones became full. Some of the passages were long and lengthy, some were short. Some of her ancestors wrote almost every year, adding information about their family and lives. Some were only pages in length.


         Lindsey was enjoying reading about her new family.


         She now had a heritage, an inheritance passed on from generations before her.


         “Jason would have been my great, great, great grandfather. Imaging living under such conditions. They must have been a very strong family.”


         Kyle nodded his head in agreement. “They still are.”


         Lindsey smiled at the compliment as she closed the heavy book. Kyle reached over and gently placed it beside the bed.


         Wolf looked up, obviously not liking his sleep interrupted. He gave a wide yawn as he settled himself again on the bed.


         “I did not know that King Henry’s grandfather was Godfather to my great great grandmother.” She looked up to her husband, a twinkle in her eyes. “I have royal ties, it seems.”


         “So it seems.” That explained Lady Nadine’s journey to court every year. King Henry must have known about the ties binding the two families generations before. No wonder Henry was so interested in Lindsey.


         “It was interesting to read what my mother wrote. She even mentioned Enid several times.” Lindsey turned on the bed, facing Kyle. “My mother was very close to her father, thought the world of him. She mentioned meeting my father and how he courted her. She sounded like she was very much in love.”


         “She probably was at the time, until she learned what he really wanted.”


         “Such a shame. She had so much to give.”


         He turned toward his wife, deciding to change the mood. “Have you contributed your thoughts to the diary?”


         “I started yesterday. Before I realized it, I had written three pages. I even wrote of your expression when I gave you your gift.”


         Kyle turned to look at the gift she had somehow secretly kept hidden until yesterday.


         Across the room was a rosewood chessboard with delicately carved light and dark wooden pieces, each decorated with layers of gold and various jewels. The two kings each had tiny sapphire studded gold crowns on their heads, while the golden crowns on the two queens had diamonds.


         All four bishops had golden ropes around their waist, a small golden cross with a single ruby in the center hanging from the ends. The rooks had gold pressed into the carved tower windows, making them look like candles were burning inside at night. The knights had golden bridles and the pawns each had a golden spear.


         When Lindsey discovered it in the cave, she knew she wanted to give it to Kyle.


         While Kyle was away for the day, Bede and Kara helped to bring it from their room, where she had kept it hidden. She had just placed the last pawn in place when she heard Kyle return.


         Kyle had frowned when she told him to close his eyes as she led him into their room, but he had complied.


         The look on Kyle’s face when he opened them was worth all the effort. She had kept the moment preserved in the diary.


         She noticed Kyle was looking intently at her now.


         “Brown and green,” he whispered


         Her brows rose. “What?”


         “Your eyes. Before, I said they were brown, but I notice when you are excited or upset, they turn a deep forest green.”


         Lindsey smiled as she laid her head against his bare shoulder, her fingers playing with the hairs on his chest while he gently stroked her arm. “I am glad you noticed.”


         “So, what else have you written about?”


         “I wrote about my mother and what she went through,” she whispered. “And I placed the letter she had written to me inside it. I even mentioned Grace.”


         Kyle heard the longing for her dear friend.


         “I am going to miss her when she finally marries.”


         Kyle decided to keep silent. Lindsey seemed unaware that Fergus was spending most of his time away from Bluedell these days. But if Lord Whitcomb approved, Grace would not be that far away to visit.


         “I wonder what the convent is doing now?” she asked while deep in thought.


         “Probably thinking of how to enlarge their small buildings.”


         Lindsey was silent for a moment. “I do not think we should ever tell them where the gold came from.”


         “They may have the gold, but I do believe you kept the treasure.”


         Lindsey smiled. “You are right. Knowing Gavin as I did and hearing about my father, I am sure he would have kept the gold and thrown away the book.”


         Kyle thought of all that Gavin lost. Not only Gavin, but others too, like Lady Rachelle. He had heard of her sudden marriage to Sir Gregory of Baines. For what she did, she normally would have been banished from King Henry's land. But Henry probably offered her a choice, banishment or marriage to someone of his choosing. Sir Gregory was older, with three daughters. He was still wanting an heir. He had only met Sir Gregory one time, but it was enough to know Lady Rachelle would not be bothering others in the near future.


         “Afraid you would be right,” he answered as he gave her shoulder a quick squeeze.


         “I will be sure to take care of it and give it to our firstborn when the time is right.” Lindsey looked up to see a mischievous smile play upon his face.


         “Well then, I think we had better work on producing that firstborn. We would not want to deprive him of his inheritance, his legacy.”


         Lindsey placed her hands around his neck. “No, we would not.”


         Wolf jumped off the bed, lying instead on one of the new rugs in front of the fireplace. Suddenly, there was not enough room for him


        Exactly nine months later, Nadine Conner Davitan was born to Lord Kyle and Lady Lindsey.


         Of course, the event was memorialized in the diary, her legacy that would eventually be passed on.


   


  The End
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