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 DREAMS OF STARDUST



Prologue

ARTANE, ENGLAND

EARLY SPRING, 1227



"  What are you doing here?" 

Amanda de Piaget looked at the knife in her hands and swore. Damnation, could a woman not  be  about  a  goodly  bit  of  subterfuge  without  these  sorts  of  unwelcome interruptions?  It  had  taken  her  the  better  part  of  an  hour  to  linger  inconspicuously outside the  armory  until it became  empty  of  anyone  who  might trot  off  and  report her illicit presence to her sire. 

When  her  chance  to  be  about  her  business  had  come,  she  had  taken  it  without hesitation. She  had  applied  herself  to  a  thorough  search  of  what  was  available and had  just  hit  upon  the  perfect  weapon  when  she'd  been  interrupted  by  the unwholesome sound of her eldest brother's voice. She took a deep, steadying breath and turned around to give Robin her most innocent look. 

"I'm doing  nothing,"  she  said,  hiding the  blade  behind  her  back.  "What  are   you doing here?" 

"I've come to see if there might be a dagger here to suit." 

"Why?" 

Robin blinked. "Because I'm in need of one." 



"Where is your old one?" she inquired. 

"Cannot a man have more than one?" 

"It seems wasteful to me," she said doubtfully. 

He scratched  his  head,  as  if he  were  actually  contemplating  the  wastefulness  of the future Lord of Artane having more than one dagger to hand. 

"Don't  you  have  business  elsewhere?"  she  pressed.  "Things  to  do  within  the keep's walls?" The sure way to distract Robin was to demand answers to questions that did not merit deep thought. It tended to confuse him. 

He  paused,  then  frowned.  "I  have  business   here,"  he  stated  finally,  "and  that would  be  to  look  for  a  dagger.  What  I  don't  understand  is  what   you  hope  to  find here." 

Amanda considered. There was the danger of alerting him to her scheme, but that was balanced by the potential of having him find her a better weapon than she herself might manage. Mayhap that was reason enough for a bit of honesty.  She  pulled  the dagger  from  behind  her  back  quite  carelessly,  as  if she  couldn't  be  relied  upon  to answer accurately why it found itself there. 

"What do you think of this one?" she asked. "Would it suit?" 

He peered at it. "Aye, I suppose I could make do with that." 

"Not you, dolt, me!" 

His eyes narrowed. "And what by all the saints do  you need a dagger for?" 

"To stick you with when you vex me overmuch," she snapped. "Why else?" 

He looked fully prepared to retort with something nasty, but she watched him take a very deep breath, blow it out,  then  chew  on  his  words  before  he  carefully  chose which ones to spew out. 

"Why do you need this?" he asked calmly. 

"To protect myself." 

He snorted, then held out his hand. "Let me have it." 

Amanda bristled. "I most assuredly will no—" 

"It is unsuitable," he said loudly. "With all the portly barges come to call on  you of late, you'll need something longer. And sharper. Permit me a small look at what's available." 

Amanda was surprised enough at his words to  allow him to  take  the  blade  from her. He poured over the offerings  the  blacksmith  had  laid out  for  the  inspection  of the  lord  and  his  favored  guardsmen.  Robin  considered,  stroked  his  chin, harrumphed a time or two, then reached out and picked up a dagger. 

"This will serve,"  he  said,  flipping it up  in the  air and  catching  it handily by  the blade with two fingers. "See you  how  the  balance  is  perfect?  Good  for  an  upward stab when engaged in a bit of tight, close fighting." 



"And what a pretty gem in the handle," she said. 

His snort almost blew her over. "By the saints, Amanda—" 

"It was a jest, Robin!" she exclaimed. She took the  blade  from  him.  "I'm  sure  it will serve me at night in darkened passageways when there are men lying in wait for me." 

His look darkened considerably. "Have any tried such a thing?" 

"I  manage  to  drive  them  off  before  they  can  do  me  any  damage,"  she  assured him. 

"No doubt.  But  why,  then,  do  you  need  a  dagger  when  you  can  flay them  with your vicious tongue?" he asked. 

She  looked  at  him  in  surprise.  Then  unbidden,  and  certainly  unwelcome,  tears sprang to her eyes. She blinked furiously. Damn Robin, the unfeeling lout—

But then, despite her confidence in the extent of his  dimwittedness,  Robin  rolled his eyes and made noises  of  apology.  He  quickly  found  himself a  sheathed  dagger which he  stuck  into  his  boot,  then  took  her  by  the  arm  and  pulled  her  toward  the doorway. 

"You  are  more  tolerable  than  I  allow,"  he  said  gruffly,  "and  any  man  would  be fortunate to call you his." 

"Call my gold his, you mean," she said bitterly. 

"Men are fools, sister. What you need is someone with wealth of his own and no need of yours." 

"It has been four years, Robin, since the steady stream began and I have seen no man yet who has come just for me." 

"Four?"  he  echoed.  "It  seems  nigh onto  forty!"  He  cast  her  a  sideways  glance. 

"Perhaps  you  can  be  forgiven  for  that  sharp  tongue  of  yours,  when  one  thinks  on what you've had to endure." 

"Perhaps," she agreed, but in truth she thought her  sharp  tongue  the  least  of  her worries. That she had been looking over men for the past  handful  of  years  and  not found a single one to suit was what troubled her. But how was she to choose, when all she saw were men who arrived at the castle with their eyes already full of the sight of themselves riding off  from the castle with bags of her gold clinking at their heels? 

And now her father was pressing her for some kind of decision by summer's end. 

"We'll  find  you  a  man  worthy  of  you,"  Robin  said,  slinging  his  arm  about  her shoulders  in a  rare,  companionable  gesture.  "And  until  he  arrives,  I'll  teach  you  a thing or two in the lists that will serve you." 

She  blinked  in surprise.  Robin   never  offered  to  train anyone.  Never.  She  could without effort make a  lengthy list  of  men  who  had  come  seeking  the  like from  him only to find themselves tossed out of the front gates, untrained and unsatisfied. 

Her eyes narrowed. Surely he was jesting. Besides, even if he wasn't,  he  was  set









to go to his  wife's  father's  keep  within the  month.  That  was  hardly  enough  time to learn sword hilt from sword point. She scowled at him. 

"Aren't you leaving soon?" she asked tartly. 

"Aren't you a quick study?" 

Well, there was that, she supposed. 

"We'll start tomorrow," he said. "You'll just have to content yourself with what  I have time to teach you." 

He gave her a squeeze that almost broke her shoulders, then  patted  her  back  for good measure. She managed to avoid sprawling on her face, but it was a near thing. 

She righted herself and watched him jog off  to  some  other  pressing  errand,  finding herself quite surprised at his offer and  very  grateful.  If  he  only  knew  what  she  was really about…

But he didn't, and he wouldn't. She hadn't been careful enough that morning, but she wouldn't make that mistake again. 

She stood in the courtyard and looked up at Artane, hovering over her like a bird of  prey.  It  was,  in  truth,  quite  imposing,  but  she  loved  it  with  all  her  heart.  The tenderest memories she had were wrapped up in the place, memories made with her family that she loved so much it pained her. The thought of what she was planning to do, what she knew she had no choice but to do was enough to break her heart…

Robin  appeared  before  her  so  suddenly,  she  squeaked.  He  frowned.  "You   are merely protecting yourself from suitors, aren't you?" he asked sharply. 

"Whatever else might I be doing?" 

"Hmmm," he said, "I suppose. Besides, for what other reason could you possibly need skill with a blade?" 

 What other reason indeed, she thought. 

He patted her again thoughtfully on the shoulder, then turned and  went  about  his business. 

Amanda  sighed.  She  was  grateful  for  many  things,  namely that  Robin  had  gone away before  he'd  thought  any  more.  She  was  grateful  for  aid  from  an  unexpected source. And she was most grateful that that source had stopped asking questions. 

Because if he had any idea what she was about, she wouldn't find herself on that brief walk to the lists to train with him—she would find herself on a very brief jog to the dungeon, with Robin no doubt enormously pleased to be her jailor. 



Chapter 1

LONDON, ENGLAND

EARLY SUMMER, 2005



 Jackson  Alexander  Kilchurn  IV  stood  in  the  underground  car  park  of  a  swanky London  office  building  with  his  hands  up  in  the  air  in  as  close  to  a  gesture  of surrender as he could stomach and paused  in mid-mugging to  review the  events  of the morning to see where he'd gone wrong. 

 Waking up. Waking up to the unhappy  sight  of  his  father  leaning over  him fully dressed—his father, not he himself—bellowing that they were going to be late if Jake didn't  haul  his  sorry  backside  out  of  bed  immediately.  Yes,  that  was  a  sight  that should have merely inspired him to pull the covers back over his head. 

Obviously, he was not at his best in the morning. 

 Not telling his father to go to hell. That had been his second mistake. If he'd just done that, he could have saved himself not only the  annoyance  of  having to  get  up before the sun to shuttle his filthy-rich but notoriously cheap father to the airport, but also  the  irritation  of  having  to  listen  to  another  paternal  lecture  on  Jake's shortcomings,  which  included  but  were  not  limited  to  his  marital  state  (none),  his desire  to  follow  in his  father's  business-empire-building  footsteps  (also  unsettlingly missing), and his attendance at his father's London office (scanty, at best). 

When  his  father  had  begun  to  compare  him  to  a  barnacle  on  the  yacht  of prosperity,  Jake  had  quickly  pulled  up  to  the  curb,  deposited  his  father  and  his father's suitcase onto the sidewalk, and beat a  hasty  retreat  into  his  car  before  he'd said  something  he  might  have  regretted,  such  as  "Sure,  I'll  take  that  thin  manilla envelope  and  have  it signed  by  whatever  massive,  impersonal  conglomerate  you're dealing with these days if you'll just get off my back." 

Which he'd done just the same when his father  had  tossed  it onto  the  passenger seat before Jake could lock the doors. 

That had led to mistake number three:  being cheap. Yes, that was the third, final, and potentially quite fatal decision he'd made in a morning that had gone disastrously awry.  Cheapness  was  apparently  a  trait  he  shared  with  the  aforementioned disgustingly  rich  father,  but  he'd  think  about  that  later,  when  he  thought  he  could stomach it. Maybe he would reterm it thrift and move on. 

But  for  now,  he  had  to  admit  that  he'd  been  cheap  and  had  agreed  to  be  his father's errand boy instead of shelling out the £50 for a courier—£50 that he  would probably lose just the same to the thug behind him who was currently shoving a gun into his back. 

Was that a gun? Hard to say. His well-worn but at one time very expensive leather jacket wasn't exactly conducive to ascertaining the true character of lethal weapons. 

He  quickly  ran  through  his  arsenal  of  deadly  self-defense  techniques,  trying  to decide which he could  use  without  getting himself thrown  in the  pokey.  He  should have  compared  notes  with  that  high-priced  body  guard  he'd  hired  for  his  equally high-priced baby sister last year. Somebody MacLeod, he thought. 

Well, a last name didn't do him much good if he hadn't  either written it down  or programmed it into his cell phone, and since his cell phone was currently leaving his jacket  pocket  for  points  unknown,  that  last  name  would  do  him  even  less  good. 

Where was that MacLeod character when Jake needed him? 

"Blimey, mate, where're yer keys?" the thug asked,  sounding  completely  baffled. 

"Should  be  in this  pocket  here,  I'm  thinkin',"  he  added  as  he  rifled  through  Jake's jacket pockets for the third time. 

Jake declined to comment. It was bad enough he was getting mugged;  he  had  to get  mugged  by  a  moron.  He  spared  an  unkind  thought  for  his  father.  If  he  hadn't been humoring the man by delivering a bit of paperwork to a business partner in this building…  well,  he  sure  as  hell  wouldn't  be  standing  there  being  groped  by  a ne'er-do-well. He would have been rolling out of bed to head to his office where he engaged in his own brand of moneymaking. 

Which  he  would  get  to  as  soon  as  he  gracefully  extricated  himself  from  his current situation. He cleared his throat. "Trouble?" he asked politely. 

The  thug  sighed  heavily. "I'm  findin'  meself  a  wee  bit  frustrated  at  the  moment. 

Don't  suppose  you  have  anything  interesting  in  that  fancy  purse  of  yours,  would ye?" 

"It's a briefcase, and no, there's nothing interesting in it." 

"Didn't expect there would be. Ah,  here's  something."  He  removed  Jake's  wallet from his inside jacket pocket. "Now, how 'bout those keys?" 

"Front trouser pocket," Jake instructed. 

"The things I do," the man said with another heartfelt sigh, and slid his hand into Jake's pocket. 

Jake decided, once his would-be assailant began to grope more than keys, that the time for  action  had  come.  He  spun  around,  to  the  accompaniment  of  a  very  loud rending sound that signaled his pocket parting company with the rest of his trousers, then  clouted  the  thief  across  the  face  with  his  very  expensive  attaché  case.  He followed that up with a fist under the man's jaw. The man slumped to the ground. 

Jake  bent  down  to  retrieve  his  phone  and  his  wallet  only  to  find  himself  seeing stars  quite  suddenly  as  well. "Damn  it,"  he  swore  as  he  clutched  his  nose.  Blood dripped through his fingers as he looked down quickly at his adversary, prepared to take further action. 

But the would-be thief was lying on the ground, drooling peacefully. 

Jake wondered how in the hell the man had managed to get one of his joints, either elbow  or  knee,  in  the  vicinity  of  Jake's  face,  then  decided  it  didn't  merit  further investigation. He made certain he had taken back his goods, then removed one of the least  official-looking  papers  from  his  briefcase  and  used  it  for  clean-up  duty.  It wasn't great, but it would do. He shoved the bloody page into his pocket, then made his way across the car park to the elevators. 

Several minutes and a brief  detour  to  the  loo  later,  he  was  walking into  the  very posh lobby of Artane Enterprises, Inc., his father's  amour du jour. He had  no  idea what sort of sweet deal had been cooked up between the two, but  since  Jake  knew nothing about AE, Inc. and did his damndest to know equally little about his father's own conglomerate, he considered himself happily in the  dark.  He  was,  after  all, the mugged errand boy, nothing more. 

He walked to the receptionist's desk and flashed her a smile. 

"I'm from Kilchurn and Sons," he said. "I have something for the boss." 

The woman looked at his nose doubtfully. 

"A little accident downstairs," Jake said deprecatingly. 

He was apparently only marginally successful in easing her mind, because she put her hand over her mouth as she whispered into the phone. Jake waited patiently, with a harmless smile, until another woman came to fetch him. She looked him over  and scowled, obviously not liking what she saw. 

"You're late," she scolded. 

"Sorry." 

"There is blood on your shirt and a rent in your trousers." 

"I got mugged in your car park," he said easily. 

She  gave  him  a  look  of  skepticism  his  father  would  have  envied,  then  sighed. 

"Business first," she muttered, then led him briskly down a long hallway and toward a set of imposing double doors. She opened them  with a  flourish  to  let him inside, then closed them with a discreet click. 

Jake found himself in an office that somehow managed to be old world and quite modern at the same time. It was probably the smell of money. No wonder his father liked this group. The place just reeked of financial success. 

A sandy-haired man sat there, taking notes on a legal pad. "You're late," he said, not looking up. 

"I was busy getting mugged in your car park," Jake said. 

The other man lifted his head. "Is that so?" 

Jake offered his torn pocket as evidence. 

"And your nose?" 

"Let's not talk about that." 

"Hmmm," the other said as he studied  Jake  for  a  moment  or  two.  "You're  from Kilchurn and Sons." 

"I am." 

The sandy-haired man studied him a bit longer. "You know," he said thoughtfully, 



"you look a great deal like Mr. Jackson Kilchurn III." 

Given that his father was not an unhandsome man,  even  in his  early sixties,  Jake had no trouble taking that as a compliment. 

"I do," he agreed. "And happily so, since I'm his son." 

"Indeed," the other man said slowly, as if he couldn't quite believe it. 

"Don't let it worry you. Today I'm just the errand boy." 

"High-priced errand boy." 

"Not high enough, believe me." He handed over the manilla envelope.  "Here  you go." 

"Thank  you."  The  man  rose  as  he  took  it,  then  held  out  his  hand.  "Gideon  de Piaget. I run AE, Inc. I'm surprised we haven't met before. I seem to have spent  an inordinate  amount  of  time  at  Kilchurn  and  Sons  of  late,  but  I've  never  seen  you there." 

"I  try  never  to  be  there,"  Jake  said.  "I  have  three  other,  quite  capable  brothers who are soldiering on, doing the family name proud. They mostly live at my father's offices in Manhattan, but they do make the occasional appearance here in London to put in their obscenely long hours for the firm. I'm quite thankful for that, as it leaves me free to pursue other quite inappropriate interests." 

"Hmmm," Gideon said, looking faintly interested. 

"Just a bit of dabbling in gems," Jake admitted modestly.  Actually,  that  dabbling took him all over the world in search of the unusual and exquisite, which in turn left him  able  to  create  one-of-a-kind  pieces  that  fetched  prices  even  his  father  found outrageous. All that left him with neither time nor desire to  put  in the  eighty a  week that employment at his father's money machine required. Not that he ever would have anyway. He couldn't stand the thought of all those hours and nothing but paperwork to show for it. 

Gideon's fascination  with inappropriate  interests  was  apparently  evaporating.  He sank down into his chair, his attentions fixed on the documents in his hands. 

Jake sat as well, briefly. He didn't want to be hanging out in some corporate box, no matter how luxurious; he wanted to be slogging through some mosquito-infested swamp in search of a forgotten mine where he might find a cache of something rare. 

In fact, he had just such a trip planned for the next day—if he could get out of AE, Inc.  and  over  to  his  father's  office  to  finish  his  task  before  he  died  of  corporate asphyxiation. 

He was  on  his  feet  almost  before  he  knew  how  he'd  gotten  there.  Gideon  just turned another page and kept reading, so Jake assumed he wouldn't mind having his things perused. 

To  Jake's  surprise,  Gideon's  office  wasn't  filled  with  important  but  impersonal pieces of art a decorator would have chosen. It was filled with quite lovely pastoral scenes that were no doubt geared to make one feel as if he needed to spend pleasant afternoons  on  a  little  hill  in  the  Lake  District.  Nice,  easily  digested  paintings  that demanded nothing and offered peace. 

Well, except for the one dominating the wall to Jake's left. 

Jake's  pacing  ended  abruptly  as  he  came  face-to-face  with  an  enormous photograph  of  a  castle.  He  was  accustomed  to  seeing  castles,  having  lived  in England for well over half his life, but this was different. 

It  wasn't  that  the  place  wasn't  huge;  it was.  It  wasn't  that  it  wasn't  imposing;  it was. It wasn't that it wasn't stark and unforgiving; it was that as well. 

It was that it looked so… familiar. 

But he was quite certain that he'd never seen it before. 

 Artane…

The name whispered across his soul, sending a violent shiver down his spine. He never shivered, not even when facing down spiders the size of his head in the depths of South American jungles. 

He wondered, briefly, if that stray blow to his nose had damaged his good sense as well. 

"Artane," Gideon said absently. 

 I know, Jake thought with a gasp, like a drowning man gulping in his last breath of sweet air before he surrendered to the pull beneath him. 

"The family seat." 

"I  beg  your  pardon?"  Jake  managed  with enormous  effort,  unable  to  turn  away from the photograph. "Your family seat?" 

"Yes, actually," Gideon said. "Have you never been?" 

"Never." 

"Why not?" 

"I'm not sure." But if it had  anything at  all to  do  with his  violent reaction  to  the place, maybe he was grateful for it. 

"You don't have much of an American accent. Have you lived in England long?" 

Jake  happily  turned  his  back  on  Artane  and  leaned  against  Gideon's  sideboard. 

"Years. My father sent me to Eton when he  learned  I  was  enjoying my  pricey  New England boarding school a little too much." 

"Did you enjoy it?" 

Jake was ready to blurt out his standard answer of  it was hell, but found himself unsettled enough by his recent encounter with photography to have to  scramble  for something else. 

"It was fine," he managed finally. 

"Did you go to University here, as well? I assume you live here now." 



"I did and I do." 

Gideon gestured to the castle behind Jake. "You should make a visit." 

"I don't really have time—" 

"Married?" 

"No time for  that  either.  In  fact,"  Jake  said,  straightening  and  rubbing  his  hands together purposefully, "I don't really have time for much at all. I've got to be going, if you're finished…" 

"There  are  rumors  that  it's  haunted,"  Gideon  continued,  as  if  he  hadn't  noticed Jake  getting  antsy.  "Artane,"  he  added,  as  if  he  thought  Jake  might  be  unsure  of which castle he was referring to. 

"Interesting," Jake said, looking for the closest exit. 

"Of  course,  I  will  admit  that  Artane  doesn't  have  ghosts  like  they  do  at  other castles," Gideon conceded. "Seakirk, for instance." 

"How unfortunate," Jake murmured sympathetically, moving toward the door. 

"But we have the occasional odd thing turn up at odd hours." 

Jake  didn't  believe  in  ghosts  and  he  certainly  didn't  believe  in  anything  else  he couldn't see—unless of course it was the rumor of a bit of sapphire or opal in some obscure  third-world  country  that  would  require  him  to  don  his  fedora  and  hike through malaria-infested jungles or leech-plagued swamps—but even so, he couldn't deny  that  just  looking  at  Artane  gave  him  a  feeling  of  déjà  vu  that  was  altogether unsettling.  All the  more  reason  to  get  the  hell  out  of  there  while  he  had  his  sanity intact. 

Obviously  he'd  gotten  up  too  early  that  morning.  It  had  taken  a  toll  on  his common sense. 

"Artane  has  been  home  to  de  Piagets  since  the  beginning  of  the  thirteenth century."  Gideon  continued,  apparently  oblivious  to  Jake's  discomfort.  "Quite  a decent lot, on the whole." 

"How nice." 

"We have a fabulous collection of medieval artifacts," Gideon  went  on.  "I  come from a family of pack rats, it seems. Books, swords, jewelry. If you're interested  in old, it's there for the asking." 

"I have to be going now,"  Jake  said,  wondering  how  rude  it would  be  if he  just grabbed the appropriate paperwork from Gideon's hands on his way to the door. 

"We've resorted to  tourists,"  Gideon  said.  "My  father  isn't  thrilled about  it,  you know,  and  he  isn't  open  all  that  often,  but  you  do  what  you  have  to  in  order  to satisfy  the  Inland  Revenue.  And  we  have  AE,  as  well.  Several  other  interests globally. I'm hoping the venture with your father will add to that." 

"Well,  if it has  anything to  do  with  making  money,  you  can  be  sure  my  father won't come to the party unless he plans to take quite a haul away,"  he  said  shortly. 



"Now, if you don't mind—" 

Then something Gideon had said registered in his busy brain. 

"Jewelry, did you say?" he asked. 

"Vats  of  it.  Are  you  into  that  sort…"  Gideon  paused,  then  looked  at  Jake  in surprise.  "You  aren't  any  relation to  Kilchurn Ltd.,  are  you?  Importers  of  the  rare, the unique, and the ridiculously expensive?" 

"We're not ridiculously expensive," Jake said evenly. "Considering what I have to go through to procure the rare, unique and equitably priced, as well as all the design time—" 

"You design it as well?" Gideon asked, with mild disbelief. "You don't look like a designer." 

"I'm a full service shop," Jake said dryly. "Acquisition,  accounts  receivable,  and security. I have fewer problems when people think I'm just the bodyguard." 

"I suppose," Gideon said  with a  smile,  tapping  the  papers  on  his  desk.  "All the more  reason  for  you  to  go  north.  You'll  go  mad  for  the  rubbish  piled  in  heaps against the walls in the vault. You might even find something useful." 

"No," was out of Jake's mouth before he could stop it. 

 Artane…

"No," Jake repeated firmly. "I can't." 

"My father has to sign this," Gideon said. 

"Send a courier." 

Gideon looked at him and Jake could have sworn the  man's  nose  twitched,  as  if he smelled something suspicious. 

Damn it. 

"No," Gideon said slowly, looking at  Jake  quite  seriously,  "no,  I  don't  think so. 

Either you go, or the deal's off." 

Jake felt his jaw slide south. "I beg your pardon?" 

"I just have the feeling there might be something in my father's hall that you need to see." He paused, then smiled briefly. "Call it Fate." 

"I don't believe in Fate." 

"My father can put you up," Gideon continued, as if he hadn't heard. "Or you can stay at my wife's inn." 

"She runs an inn?" 

"She  owns  an  inn,"  Gideon  corrected.  "The  Boar's  Head.  Very  quaint.  Very sixteenth century. I'll ring them and have them set a room aside." 

"I need—" 

"A  reservation?  Don't  worry.  I'll do  it for  you."  He  handed  Jake  the  papers.  "I assume you're going home to get cleaned up?" 

Jake  glared  at  him.  It  wasn't  very  polite,  but  he  couldn't  help  himself.  "Damn you," he muttered. 

Gideon laughed. "I'll have all the details over to you in an hour. Give  my  love  to my family. Enjoy your stay at the inn." 

Jake looked at him narrowly. "Why do I feel like there's something more going on here than simple altruism?" 

"As I said before, I'm a big believer in Fate, and Fate's telling me you need to see my father's hall." 

Jake gritted his teeth. He didn't have time for Fate, not when high-powered buyers were waiting for goods he was supposed to bring home in less than a  week,  goods he was going to have to do some ferocious bargaining to get. 

That same breath of sea air whispered over his soul, bringing with it a longing so intense,  a  joy  so  sweet,  that  he  caught  his  breath.  He,  Jackson  Kilchurn  IV,  a take-no-prisoners kind of guy, thought he just might have to  sit  down.  He  drew  his hand over his eyes and then rubbed them for good measure. 

"Not enough sleep," he announced. 

Gideon  rose  and  came  around  the  desk.  He  clapped  a  hand  on  Jake's  shoulder and led him the rest of the way to the door. "It's been a pleasure. Ring me when you return  and  let me  know  how  you  found  things.  Perhaps  I'll take  some  of  my  hard earned sterling and come visit your shop." 

"I'll try not to sell you paste," Jake said sourly. 

"You'll  have  a  smashing  time,"  Gideon  promised,  sounding  pleased.  "Expect directions within the hour." 

"Thank you so much," Jake grumbled. 

"My  pleasure."  He  held  out  his  hand  and  shook  Jake's.  "Best  of  luck  in  my father's vault." 

"That much of it I'll enjoy," Jake said as he left Gideon's office. 

He  made  it  unmolested  to  his  car  and  returned  with  all  haste  to  his  flat,  fully intending to go immediately to bed and forget the unsettling and quite unwholesome events of the day. 

Instead he found himself pacing  in front  of  his  expensive  double-hung  windows and pausing every now and again to stare at the equally expensive Georgian manors across the street. But instead of being soothed by their symmetry, he found himself being overwhelmed by the vision of a grim-looking, stone bird of prey, crouched on a bluff by the sea, looking out over the beach as if it dared anyone to come and try to conquer it. 

It was just a castle. 

Then  why  did  the  mere  sight  of  it threaten  to  shatter  his  quite  manly  and  jaded









heart? 

Almost an hour to the minute from when he'd left Gideon's office, a  discreet  tap sounded on his front door. Jake accepted an equally discreet manilla envelope from a  well-dressed  lad  who  demurred  when  Jake  offered  him  a  tip.  Obviously  Gideon paid his people well. 

He opened  the  envelope  to  find  that  it contained  only  a  handful  of  papers.  One was directions to the Boar's Head Inn. The other was directions to Artane. The last was a brief note from Gideon. 

  

 Jake, 

  

 My  father  is  expecting  you  and  has  invited  you  to  make  free  with  his  vaults. 

 Apparently,  he  purchased  one  of  your  more  expensive  baubles  for  my  mother  a pair  of  years  past  and  finds  himself  delighted  that  you're  deigning  to  grace  him with your august presence. He has a magnificent chef and the scenery is not to be missed. Let me know how you find the old pile of stones. 

  

 Gideon



Jake  took  a  deep  breath  and  let  it  out  slowly.  He  found  himself  being  driven inexorably north. 

Against his will. 

Without choice. 

But driven just the same. 

There  had  better  be  a  damn  good  reason  for  it.  He  shoved  all  the  appropriate paperwork  into  his  briefcase,  then,  with  a  sigh,  picked  up  the  phone  to  have  his assistant change his plans. 



Chapter 2

ARTANE, 1227



"  What are you doing?" 

By the saints, was no one capable of asking anything else? Amanda was growing enormously  tired  of  that  question—especially  since  she'd  been  hearing  it  for  days from  anyone  who  had  breath  for  speaking.  Unfortunately  she  hadn't  had,  and  still didn't have, the breath for a vigorous answer. She hunched  over  with her  hands  on her knees and drew in her  breath  desperately.  Robin  bounced  in place  next  to  her, not even giving in to a noticeable change in his breathing. 

"She's training," he said easily. "What does it look like?" 

"It  looks  like  the  most  sizable  piece  of  foolishness  you've  ever  combined," 

Nicholas  snapped.  "By  the  saints,  Robin,  she  looks  fair  to  falling  into senselessness!" 

"I… do… not," Amanda gasped. 

"She does not," Robin agreed. "She's doing quite well. For a wench." 

Amanda swung at him, but he jumped aside easily. She turned her irritation on her next eldest brother. "I… am… training," she wheezed. 

"So  one  might think,"  Nicholas  said.  "But  what  I  want  to  know  is  why?  What need  could  you  possibly  have  to  run  about  in lad's  clothing,  muddying  boots  that cannot be yours, following Robin in his exercises in torture?" 

Amanda was almost grateful for the chance to stop engaging in Robin's exercises in torture and spar with a different brother for a change. She  heaved  herself  upright and  took  a  final deep  breath.  "I  have  determined  that  knowing  a  bit  of  something useful might be… useful." 

Nicholas  put  his  arm  around  her  shoulders  and  pulled  her  toward  him.  "How  it could  possibly  serve  you,  I  cannot  fathom."  He  looked  at  Robin  sternly.  "You should be vowing to find lads to guard her, not driving her into the dirt in an effort to teach her things she does not need to learn. 'Tis a man's duty to protect the woman he loves." 

Amanda closed her eyes briefly. It was truly a pity she and Nicholas were  of  the same  family.  Nicholas  was,  and  she  could  admit  this  freely  even  though  she  had known him for as long as she'd had  decent  memory,  a  superb  lad  with impeccable manners and a shining sense of chivalry. 

"Anyway, she isn't capable of learning these things, given that she is but a woman

—" 

Amanda  elbowed  Nicholas  in the  belly and  he  released  her  with  a  grunt.  There were  times  she  fancied  that  she  might  love  him,  but  those  notions  were  quickly dispelled when he opened his mouth. 

"I have men to guard me," she said archly, "which you might have marked if you could pull your attention away from your polished glass long enough to look." 

"There is truth in that," Robin agreed, "though I don't know how you manage  to find lads patient enough to follow you on your endless trips to the seashore." Robin shook his head. "Sand in their boots, salt in their hair, sunburnt necks and backs of ears—" 



"Look at her," Nicholas said with a snort. "Reward enough, I'd say." 

Amanda refused to  be  placated  by  that  olive branch.  She  turned  her  nose  up  at Nicholas. "I see them fed Cook's most  select  and  choice  pasties,  things  other  men could  only  dream  of  tasting—things  I  will  not  recommend  find  their  way  to  your trencher in the near future." She took Robin by the sleeve. "Let's be off. I daresay I prefer your company to his at present." 

Nicholas  made  sounds  of  horror.  "See  you?"  he  exclaimed.  "You've  damaged her, Rob. When she begins to  find  you  more  to  her  liking than  me,  there  has  been grave damage done to her finer sensibilities—" 

Amanda left him babbling behind her. She marched determinedly  away,  dragging an unresisting Robin with her. Of course he wouldn't resist. She was for the lists. In his  mind  there  was  no  other  place  a  man  with  any  sense  would  find  himself.  She stopped in the middle of the field and looked up at her brother. 

"Well?" she asked. "What next?" 

"Knife work. Until you build your strength, we'll content ourselves with something less heavy. Given that you are of the fairer, weaker, softer sex and need coddling—" 

Amanda drew the knife he'd chosen for  her,  not  caring  what  weapon  she  had  in her hand as long as it was a weapon and it was pointing toward Robin.  She  jabbed toward him purposefully. He only yawned, apparently unimpressed with her attempt. 

He was, as he would have readily agreed, the master, and she but the student. 

And  as  he  began  to  drill her  first  in defensive  moves  and  then  in offensive,  she had to admit he was everything he always claimed to be. She had seen him humiliate numerous men in the lists, of course,  and  a  handful  in less  civilized circumstances, but it was one thing to watch; it was another thing entirely to participate. 

The afternoon wore on very slowly. 

But she did not yield. 

The  sun  was  sliding  west  when  Robin  finally  called  peace.  He  nodded approvingly at her. 

"You're a right fiercesome wench,  Amanda,"  he  said.  "I  can't  remember  the  last lad I had charge of who had your persistence. But nonetheless, I think we'll stop for the  day.  Not  that  I  couldn't  continue  far  into  the  night,"  he  added.  "I  feel  quite energetic still." 

And  he  looked  it,  damn  him.  But  just  the  same,  Amanda  took  the  compliment willingly; she  also  took  the  chance  to  cease.  She  shoved  her  damp  hair out  of  her eyes and accepted a cup of water from Robin's page. 

"My thanks, Christopher," she said, giving him a smile. 

"Enough of  that  fetching  of  water,"  Robin  boomed.  "Christopher,  lad,  take  that sword  I  had  made  for  you  and  let us  be  about  a  moment  of  work  whilst  Amanda rests her womanly self." 

The poor lad looked as if he were destined for a trip inside Hell's mighty jaws. He swallowed  with  difficulty,  put  his  shoulders  back,  and  drew  his  sword.  Amanda buried her smile in her cup. She would have to pull the boy aside and give him a few final words about her brother's vile sense of jest. She had tried, over the past pair of years  since  Christopher's  arrival  from  Blackmour,  to  ease  the  torment  of  being Robin's  page,  but  there  was  only  so  much  she  could  do.  Her  brother  was impossible. How could she remedy that? 

She  waited  whilst Robin  went  about  his  instructions,  then  followed  him and  his page back to the hall once they had finished. She entered, let her  eyes  adjust  to  the faint light, then saw her family was congregated in a cluster of seats near the fire. Her father, Rhys, looked up from his ale and sighed at the sight of her. 

"Robin," he said patiently, "someday you will walk in with Amanda looking quite like a squire and find a suitor here whom she might like to impress." 

"And  why  shouldn't  she  impress  them  thusly?"  Robin  asked,  casting  himself down  into  a  chair  next  to  his  wife.  "She's  a  goodly  wench.  Quite  useful  about  the castle.  Good  chatelaine  and  all that.  And  she  might actually  be  able  to  guard  your back  in a  pinch.  Besides  if a  man  cannot  keep  from  soiling himself at  the  sight  of Amanda in hose, then the saints preserve him when she really begins to show  some spine." 

Their father coughed to cover what Amanda could tell would have been  a  hearty laugh. "Aye, I suppose  you  have  that  aright."  He  looked  at  Amanda  with twinkling eyes. "The saints only know what the poor man would do did you pull out a blade in truth and point it in his direction." 

"I'm sure there would be prayers involved," Amanda said dryly. "Now, if you will all excuse me, I'm off to resume my identity as a girl." 

"But we'll be at it again at first light," Robin reminded her. "Don't let your  frillies and such deter you from your labors." 

She waved in answer and continued on her way up the stairs. She trailed her hand along  the  cold  stone  of  the  wall as  she  did  so,  wondering  how  many  times  it  was she'd done the like in the past. Too many to count.  Artane  had  been  finished  when she'd  been  a  young  girl  and  she'd  spent  all  the  years  since  roaming  its  pleasant passageways and rooftops. And now, never to run through the front doors  into  the great hall, never to smell the smells from the kitchen, never to feel the sea breezes on her face from the roof? 

It didn't bear thinking on. 

So she concentrated, as Robin continually demanded that she do, on exactly what was before her. 

Dressing, then supper. 

The rest would come later. 



 Supper  was  pleasant,  if  for  no  other  reason  than  Amanda  was  afforded  the company of her own sweet kin and for that she was grateful. 

Until they gathered in her father's solar, that was. 

She should have been accustomed to it after all these years. The discussions had been  light  ones,  when  the  first  men  had  come  to  seek  her  hand.  The  family  had sought and found faults, laughed at foibles, and dismissed the lads out of hand. 

But now things were different. 

"  'Tis  grave,  the  situation  in the  north,"  Rhys  said,  for  what  was  no  doubt  the hundredth  time.  "I  don't  know  if  we  can  hold  our  borders  with  what  strength  we have ourselves." 

"An  ally is  what  we  need,"  Robin  said  wisely,  nodding  ever  so  slightly  toward Amanda. 

Had she found him tolerable company that day? Amanda glared at  him as  he  sat sprawled in his  chair  with the  ease  of  a  man  who  had  found  his  heart's  desire  and had no fear of his father wedding him to someone unpalatable. 

"And we all know that lawlessness has increased—" Rhys continued. 

Amanda pursed her lips. She had no more use for ruffians than the next  woman, but she had no  liking at  all for  this  conversation,  for  she  knew  the  direction  it was taking. Rhys,  Robin,  and  Nicholas  would  begin  stroking  their chins  and  examining each of their allies in turn, seeking fatal flaws. Then  they  would  turn  their jaundiced eyes upon the lords in the north who had, for whatever reason, remained aloof to the de Piaget charm. 

It would be at that point that her younger sister Isabelle would plead pains in her head that could only be alleviated by an immediate retreat to her bed. 

Nicholas would suggest that perhaps her father send his youngest two lads, John and  Montgomery,  to  squire  with  the  lords  needing  appeasement,  that  said  lords might see what marvelous things Artane produced. 

Robin would suggest that perhaps the finest export they might possess would be someone of marriageable age and tractable mein, and could not that person perhaps see her way clear to allow herself to be betrothed to one of the fools in the north and thereby assure them all of security far into the future? 

Anne would  elbow  him gently in the  ribs,  Gwen  would  make  noises  of  protest, and the rest of the males in the family would stroke their chins  even  more,  as  if the very  voicing  of  that  idea  was  the  most  miraculous  and  inspired  thing  to  ever  be uttered inside Artane's hallowed walls. 

Of course Isabelle wouldn't be  there  to  offer  an  opinion,  and  Amanda's  opinion wasn't one to be voiced in polite company, so she would  take  herself  and  her  sour thoughts and seek escape on the roof. 

But  tonight  she  chose  a  different  path.  She  sat  calmly  and  listened,  nodded politely  when  her  name  was  mentioned,  and  did  her  best  to  look  as  tractable  as possible. 



And all the while she thought of how this might be one of the last times she would sit in that family circle. 

But if she was wed to some oaf from another keep, she would likely never see her family again, so perhaps she would be no worse off if she fled with her virtue—and her  sanity—intact,  than  she  would  have  been  had  she  acquiesced  to  her  father's plans. 

Or so she told herself. 

In the end, she was forced to close her eyes, lest the tears that threatened to leak out escape in truth and give her away. 

Finally she did rise, excused herself, and fled. She wasted no time in dashing  up stairs and down passageways and up more stairs until she exited the southeast guard tower and made her way along the parapet to her favorite brooding spot, where she could stand and look out over the ocean. A pity she wasn't closer to the water, else she  might have  heaved  herself  into  it  and  spared  herself  the  irritation  of  choosing someone to wed. 

"Mandy?" 

Amanda looked over to find her younger brother Montgomery  walking along  the roof toward her. She was as little surprised to see him as she had been by the topic of conversation below. Montgomery had been her  devoted  shadow,  her  most  loyal champion  and  fiercest  defender  from  the  time  he'd  learned  to  say,  in  his  most possessive of tones, "Manee, mine!" to anyone who tried to take her away from him. 

She  had  loved  him  for  it  and  missed  him  whilst  he'd  been  off  squiring  for  Lord Pevensey this past year. Fortunately for him, Rhys had been loath to let his youngest lads be trained by anyone but him and a year had been the length of their torture. 

Amanda suspected hers would go on for decades. 

Montgomery was now a  lad  of  ten-and-five,  but  still boy  enough  that  she  could put her arm around his shoulders and reach up to ruffle his hair affectionately. 

"Have they chosen for me yet?" she asked lightly. 

"Nay,"  Montgomery  said.  "They  were  deciding  upon  a  final  date  for  your decision when I left. Robin was for a date a month hence." 

Damn  him.  She  would  slip  something  foul  into  her  his  porridge  at  her  earliest convenience. 

"Father says by the end of the summer," Montgomery continued. 

"He's said that before." 

"I believe he means it this time." 

Amanda had no doubt of that. All the more reason to put her plan in action whilst she could. At least she  could  count  on  her  family not  being  nearby  whilst she  was about her bid for freedom. Her mother, father, and sister  Isabelle  were  set  to  travel to France to visit her paternal grandmother who was finally beginning to feel her age. 

Robin and Anne would be off to Fenwyck in a month for their yearly presentation of their son to Anne's father. Nicholas was heading for Wyckham where he was  going to  attempt,  yet  again if anyone  was  curious,  to  fix  the  roof  of  his  keep.  The  little twins  were  going  with him.  Her  other  brother,  Miles,  was  due  home  in  a  month's time. 

All of which left her a fortnight after the bulk of her family left to make good her escape before Miles returned to supervise  her.  She  could  manage  that.  Indeed,  she had it planned down to almost the very moment of her flight—

"What?" she said, looking at Montgomery. "What did you say?" 

"I'm not going with Nicholas," Montgomery said, looking torn between happiness and misery. "I am fond of him, as you know, but the thought of leaving you behind, unprotected—" 

"You're not going?" she said incredulously. "But…" 

"But?" Montgomery looked at her in surprise. "But what?" 

"Nothing," she said, smiling through gritted teeth. "Nothing but that I'm glad you'll be here to see to me. Very kind of you." 

"And John," Montgomery added. 

"And John," she echoed weakly. 

Damnation. Her plans befouled, and so quickly! Montgomery continued to tell her of the tasks he and John had been assigned in Rhys's absence, but she heard little of it. By the saints, what was she to do now? How would she manage to escape them? 

They would sew themselves into her clothing. John would spend his time reminding her that their sire had left him in charge. Montgomery would want to know what she was doing five-score times a day. 

By the saints, 'twas a catastrophe. 

Well, for now, perhaps the best she could do was get herself down from the roof before she threw herself off it. She would worry about the details of her escape later, when she was safely on the ground. She sighed deeply and looked at  Montgomery. 

"Is  there  possibly  any  kind  of  sweet  below?"  she  asked.  "Or  are  the  kitchens secured for the night?" 

"I imagine you could charm something from Cook," Montgomery said. 

"I'll smile; you  use  that  silver tongue  of  yours,"  she  suggested.  "No  one  could resist such a potent combination of de Piaget charm." 

"Mandy, you have hit upon the perfect way to win you a husband. You smile, and I'll plead your case." 

She turned him toward the guard tower and pushed. "Aye, but the lad would meet my vile tongue eventually, and  be  sorely  disappointed  in what  he'd  bought  himself. 

Better  that  he  see  what  he's  getting  from  the  start.  But  I'm  not  above  trying  that strategy to have one of Cook's sweet pasties. Off with you." 

She followed him down to the great hall. What she said was true: she would find a









suitable lad, but then lose him thanks to no one but herself—

But to find a lad, one who would love Amanda, not Rhys de Piaget's very wealthy daughter… ? 

Impossible. 

She  stepped  out  into  the  great  hall  and  took  another  step  closer  to  leaving  it forever. 



Chapter 3

 Jake  gripped  the  steering  wheel,  turned  the  wipers  on  high  and  peered  into  the driving rain, wondering if he'd lost his mind as well as his way. He  should  have  left London earlier. He should have checked the weather report. 

He should have gone to the Bahamas. 

The wheels of his very rare, very expensive-to-fix 1967 Jaguar slipped and slid on the pond that had at one point been the B6499. He should have known better than to have taken a B road. It was, after all, his hard and fast rule: nothing over £40,000 on less than a well-recommended A road. Jake wished  heartily that  he'd  taken  his  own advice. He wished he was driving a Range Rover, one that had been seasoned on all kinds of rugged Scottish terrain, one that would have  been  undaunted  by  a  little bit of wet masquerading as a small river. 

Night fell. 

It  was  as  if  the  sun  had  been  suddenly  extinguished,  like  a  light  that  had overstayed  its  welcome  and  was  keeping  young  children  of  exhausted  parents awake.  Jake  rolled  the  window  down  and  looked  out,  hoping  beyond  hope  to  see some sort of landmark. He couldn't see a damn thing and he felt as if someone had blindfolded him and spun him around a dozen times. 

His sense of direction was normally quite good, but now he found himself without a clue as to where he was, which  direction  he  was  going,  or  if he  was  even  on  the right road. 

And his foray out into the night air left him with nothing but a very wet head. 

He pulled that wet head in, slowed down, stopped, then considered. He could go forward and hopefully find the road terminating onto something more substantial, or he could turn around and try to find his way back to the A road he'd blistered down so cavalierly. 

He suspected continuing on might be foolhardy. 

But he didn't like to retreat. 



He tried to make heads or tails of his map but it was quite dark in the car and his damned  mechanic  had  neglected  to  fix  the  map  light.  Too  tricky.  Too temperamental. 

Too useful, apparently. 

Jake  tossed  the  map  into  the  passenger  seat,  cursed  enthusiastically,  took  a purposeful grip on the steering wheel, and plunged himself back into the fray. 

Conditions worsened. 

So did his language. 

And at some indeterminate point in the evening, his car slipped, slid, and came to a graceful and quite final stop in front of massive wrought-iron gates. Jake eased off the clutch, then gunned the engine just for good measure;  that  only  accomplished  a deeper easing into the mud. 

He cursed a final time, then got out of the car and waded through the ankle-deep mud toward the iron gates. He banged a time or two. To his complete surprise, they opened,  apparently  by  some  remote-controlled  mechanism.  He  entered,  more hesitantly  than  he  would  have  liked,  but  the  weather  was  dreadful  and  the  whole evening smacked of something supernatural. 

If he believed in the supernatural, which he did not. 

He  trudged  up  the  way  to  the  front  door,  finding  himself  not  in  the  least  bit surprised that said front door found itself inserted into a castle. He squished up  the steps, took a deep cleansing breath, and knocked on the door. 

It  creaked  open,  after  a  time,  and  light  fell  on  a  very  proper,  very  butlerish gentleman of indeterminate age. 

"You rang?" the man asked. 

Jake shoved his sopping hair out of his eyes. "My car is stuck in the mud in front of your gates," he said. "If I might use your phone?" 

The butler looked him over, apparently found him less than threatening, and took two  precisely  measured  steps  backward.  He  made  Jake  a  little  bow.  "Seakirk's hospitality is always open to the stranded traveler." 

Jake froze halfway across the threshold. "Seakirk?" he asked. 

The  butler  lifted  a  single,  silvery  eyebrow.  "Yes,  sir.  Have  you  heard  of  the keep?" 

All right, so he'd heard of Seakirk, and not just from Gideon. At Eton, he'd been befriended  early  on  by  one  Alistair  McKinnon,  son  of  a  Scottish  laird,  who  had dragged him numerous places in search of the old, musty, and sharp. Well, that and the  odd  Scottish  artifact  that  Alistair had  felt compelled  to  pinch  and  return  to  its rightful place on the proper side of the border, but that was another story entirely. 

Alistair had  wanted  to  go  to  Seakirk,  and  had  even  tried  numerous  times  to  get inside the gates, but had found himself firmly rebuffed  each  time.  He  and  Jake  had remained  friends  over  the  years  and  Jake  was  periodically  updated  about  Alistair's progress in his eternal quest to investigate Seakirk's nooks and crannies. Rumors of ghosts and incredible artifacts had only made the challenge more irresistible. 

"Heard  of  the  keep?"  Jake  echoed.  "Oh,  only  in passing.  But  I  understand  you have quite a collection of medieval weapons here." 

"That we do, sir." 

"How nice," Jake said. 

He stared at the butler. 

The butler stared back at him. 

All right, so the first move was his. He was no wuss, but this was Seakirk after all. 

He stepped inside the hall and allowed the other man  to  shut  the  front  door  behind him. It closed with a very ominous click. 

Too late to turn back now. Jake looked at the butler and attempted a  smile.  "My car is mired," he began. "If I could use the phone—" 

"Unfortunately, I fear it is too late for anyone to come out now," said  the  butler. 

"You are, of course, welcome to stay the night." 

Jake couldn't help the very long pause before he managed an answer. 

This was Seakirk after all. 

"Sure," he said finally. "Thank you. I'll just run and get my bag from the car." 

"I will see to it, sir," the other man said with stiff formality. "I will also ring down to the village first thing." 

"I appreciate it," Jake said sincerely. He held out his hand. "I'm Jake Kilchurn." 

"Worthington,"  the  other  man  said,  discreetly  overlooking  Jake's  hand.  "Come this way, Mr. Kilchurn. I'll show you to your room for the night." 

"I'd like to pay my respects to the owner—" 

"The master is away," Worthington said. "As is the mistress. As are the children. 

It is," he said without a trace of humor, "very peaceful." 

Jake very much doubted  that  any  number  of  rambunctious  children  could  cause Worthington to lose his unflappability, but he'd been wrong before and suspected he might be wrong here as well. Honestly, he didn't care. He was just grateful for a bed and a way to get his car hauled out of the muck in the morning. 

He  followed  Worthington  obediently  across  a  very  medieval-looking  great  hall with fireplaces set into the walls and a raised dais at the back. A large table stretched the length of the dais, with very old, apparently very well-cared-for chairs pushed up behind  it.  Banners  hung  behind  the  table,  and  the  rest  of  the  hall  was  filled  with tapestries of equal quality. 

Jake  continued  to  watch  the  amazing  parade  of  antiques  as  he  followed Worthington  up  the  stairs  and  down  the  hallway to  what  was  apparently  the  guest room.  An  enormous  canopied  bed  with  thick,  velvet  bed  curtains  sat  prominently against the wall, accompanied by other heavy pieces of furniture. 

Gems  he  could  identify  in  a  low-light  jungle  loaded  with  spiders  and  snakes crawling  happily  around  him,  and  he  could  certainly  pick  out  the  age  of  the  odd sword or weapon, thanks to Alistair's nose for it, but antiques were not his forte. He did have eyes, however, and that was all it took to realize what he was looking at was very old and in amazingly good condition. 

"Nice," he said sincerely. 

"The master does not slight his guests," Worthington said. 

"Isn't he afraid some stranger's going to make off with his nice antiques?" 

Worthington looked at him for a long moment, then chuckled. 

It was, Jake decided, a very unwholesome sound. 

"Make  off  with?"  he  echoed.  "No,  sir,  the  master  doesn't  worry  about  that.  He has a very unique security system." 

Jake looked around. "Cameras in every room?" 

Worthington  only  backed  out  the  door.  "The  chamber  is  ensuite,  of  course. 

Refresh  yourself  and  I'll  bring  up  your  bag.  And  as  for  my  lord's  retainers,  why they're ghosts, didn't you know?" 

Jake laughed, but it sounded quite hollow, even  to  his  own  ears.  He  waited  until Worthington  had  shut  the  door  before  he  permitted  himself  a  really  good  shiver. 

Whatever the rumors were and however true they might or might not have been, one thing was for certain: Seakirk gave him the creeps. 

He  went  to  the  bathroom,  feeling  entirely  observed  while  he  was  at  it,  then returned to the bedroom a new and more realistic man. He didn't believe in ghosts. It was probably just a good way to drum up business for Seakirk's lord. 

Though  given that  Seakirk's  lord  was  a  recluse  and  apparently  had  no  need  for business to be drummed up on his behalf, the rumor was rather unsettling. 

Worthington's  discreet  tap  on  the  door  a  few  minutes  later  almost  sent  him through the roof. He took a deep breath, then went to answer the door. He accepted his  overnight  bag  from  the  butler  and  learned  that  there  would  be  something appearing on the table downstairs quite soon. He watched Worthington back out of the room and disappear behind a rapidly closing door. 

How long was it before he could politely go downstairs, and what would it do to his own image of masculinity if he just bolted there now? 

Deciding  there  wasn't  anyone  around  to  pass  judgment  on  him  if  he  did  the prudent thing and caught a good place at the table early, he left the room and headed down to the great hall himself. 

Dinner was excellent. 

It was also much too short. 



Jake  expressed  what  he  hoped  was  an  appropriate  amount  of  appreciation. 

Worthington was, as was apparently his custom, quite unmoved by either the flattery or the speed with which  Jake  wolfed  down  his  meal.  He  merely stood  at  attention, not a silver hair out of place, and waited patiently. 

Jake  did  the  sensible  thing  and  toyed  with  the  remains  of  a  lovely  chocolate mousse as long as possible. "Does the family have quite  a  few  children?"  he  asked conversationally. 

"Triplet boys, seven years old," Worthington said with nary a flinch. "Two more lads and then a wee girl." 

"Good grief!" Jake exclaimed. "The poor kid." 

Worthington  only  lifted  one  eyebrow.  "Young  mistress  Adelaide  Anne  is  the loudest of the lot." 

Jake descended with him into comfortable silence for quite some time. "When do they return?" he asked finally. 

"On the morrow, perhaps." 

"Then I should leave you to your peace and quiet. I appreciate the meal." 

Worthington nodded and began to clear the plates. "I do have an assignation, sir, so I do appreciate that." 

"An assignation?" Jake asked, smothering a smile. What an old-fashioned term for it. 

"A discreet pint down at the pub with a certain Mistress  Adelaide,"  Worthington confided carefully. "She owns an antique shop in the village." 

"I like antiques." 

"So  I  see  by  your  pristine  automobile,"  Worthington  said  in  admiration.  "I  will have it seen to in the morning. I placed  a  tarp  over  it and  flashers  behind  it for  the night, lest anyone damage such a marvelous piece of history." 

"It is a great car," Jake agreed. "I appreciate the effort." 

Worthington  nodded  and  Jake  rose  to  head  upstairs.  He  found  himself  with  a sudden lack of desire to retire. Not that he thought that bedroom was haunted, but it was dark and stormy outside and a little company didn't sound all that bad. 

Then again, Worthington, poor man, probably did need his evening out. Jake had the  feeling that  when  the  crew  returned,  not  all  those  immaculately  groomed  silver hairs would remain in their places. 

"My  lord  does  have  a  rather  interesting  smattering  of  artifacts,"  Worthington offered suddenly, pausing on the way to the kitchen. "Through  there,  in the  library. 

Of course, those are just the more ordinary things. If you're  truly interested  in a  bit of history, I can show you his lordship's private collection." 

"How  do  you  know  I'm  not  a  thief?"  Jake  asked,  quite  frankly  surprised  that Worthington was so forthcoming with His Lordship's private things. 



Worthington only smiled. 

"I know," Jake said with a sigh. "Ghosts." 

Worthington put the plates down on the end of the table. "Follow me, sir." 

Jake  followed  him  obediently  up  the  stairs  and  down  a  long  hallway.  He  was ushered  into  a  very  nicely  appointed  study,  complete  with  an  enormous  plasma television in the corner of the room that had to have cost the same amount as a small BMW. Apparently that wasn't the real treasure, because Worthington opened a door at the far end of the study, flicked on the lights, and stood back. 

"Here we are," he said. 

Jake  looked  inside  and  caught  his  breath.  "Wow,"  he  said,  in  genuine appreciation. It was the reaction he generally had at the end of a long slog to a mine where he  didn't  expect  to  find  anything and  then  found  clusters  of  fine quartz  and corundum instead. 

He looked down the hallway, a hallway long enough that he wondered  if it might not  run  the  length of  the  castle.  It  was  filled with  all  manner  of  weapons,  suits  of armor, and other paraphernalia of war. There  was  a  doorway  on  the  right and  Jake looked back at Worthington, who motioned him to go on. Jake opened the door and peeked in. 

"More wow," he managed. 

"Enjoy, sir." 

"I think I will," Jake said. 

The  hallway  had  been  impressive,  but  the  good  stuff  was  evidently  in  here. 

Swords,  knives,  spears,  armor,  shields;  and  all  of  a  decidedly  medieval  bent.  He noticed Worthington leaving, then noticed little else for quite some time as he happily made  himself  at  home  puttering  about  in  history.  He  marveled  at  the  depth  and breadth of the collection, at its age, at its level of preservation. 

Amazing, and nothing but. 

Time passed. 

Though he couldn't have said how much time had passed before he saw it. 

 It was an enormous  broadsword  laying in an  open,  velvet-lined case,  beckoning to him with all the seductiveness of a Siren. Jake  walked  over  to  it and  reached  his hand out to touch before he thought better of it. He traced his fingers over the word Artane carved into the crossbar of the hilt. 

Artane again. 

He shouldn't have been surprised. 

But what in the world was one of Artane's swords doing here at Seakirk? Maybe Seakirk's lord roamed a bit in his travels to find the old and the unusually well kept. 

Jake reached out to run his finger along the blade—

"Better not." 



He spun around in surprise. 

There was no one there. 

He suppressed a shiver and turned back to the sword. He stretched out his hand again. 

"Bloody  fool,"  someone  behind  him  muttered,  "can't  he  take  a  bit  of  friendly advice?" 

"I'd say not," said another voice. "They never learn, do they? Let him cut hisself, then, and be the one to clean up the mess." 

Jake shook his head, hoping that a good shaking would either clean out his ears or clear  away  what  seemed  to  be  a  colossal  hallucination.  He  decided  that  discretion was the better part of valor, so he  put  his  hands  in his  pockets,  his  imagination on notice,  and  his  attention  on  something  besides  a  sword  that  seemed  determined  to warn him not to touch it. 

He continued  to  peruse  Seakirk's  treasures  unmolested  and  unaccompanied  by comment  until  he  found  himself  standing  in  front  of  a  desk.  He  stared  up  at  the familial  portrait  there.  A  woman  was  there,  beautiful,  with  long,  blond  hair.  A younger  version  of  the  woman  was  seated  before  her  on  a  stone  bench,  only  the younger girl's hair was dark. A man stood next to the woman, dark haired and  gray eyed. No doubt he was her husband. Three young men of various ages either sat on the bench or lounged on the ground before the bench. 

And in the background was a castle. Part of a castle. Enough of a castle that Jake knew that it wasn't the castle in which he was standing. 

 Artane…

Jake closed his eyes. What was it with that place that he found it in front of him at every turn lately? 

He took a deep breath, opened his eyes,  and  stared  up  at  the  portrait.  He  could only assume that the family seated in front  of  that  majestic  castle  belonged  to  it.  A lord  of  former  times  with  his  wife  and  children?  Lucky  man,  then,  because  the woman  was  indeed  beautiful,  with her  hair  cascading  over  her  shoulder  in  a  long, straight sheet of pale yellow. Jake leaned up on his toes for a better look. 

"Aye, she was fair, that Lady Anne," came a voice from directly behind him. 

Jake  fell  over  onto  the  desk.  Fortunately  for  him,  it  wasn't  boasting  the  usual deskly  accoutrements  and  he  only  knocked  over  an  empty  bud  vase.  He  righted  it carefully, giving himself time to get a grip on his wildly overactive imagination. 

 His retainers are ghosts, didn't you know? 

Worthington's  words  came  back  to  him,  along  with  half  a  dozen  other unbelievable rumors he'd heard over the years. He pulled out the desk chair and  sat down. Not because he needed to, of course, but because he thought he might hang around for a little and see what kind of conversation he might eavesdrop on. 

"Aye, Anne was fair," another voice conceded, "but I meself  preferred  the  Lady Gwennelyn.  The  hair dark  as  midnight,  the  eyes  the  color  of  the  sea,  her  skin  like alabaster—" 

"As if you'd ever gotten close enough to alabaster to see its color," another voice interrupted with a snort. "Stephen, you great horse's arse!" 

"And you've no room to be lusting after the Lady Anne, Colin of Berkhamshire," 

the one named Stephen exclaimed. "What with you wed, and happily too." 

"I'm not lusting after her," Colin of Berkhamshire said in offended  tones.  "I  was merely pointing out that for a woman, she was tolerable fair. Not that I spent all my time mooning after her, as you did after the Lady Gwen.  I spent my time improving my swordplay in the lists, as a real man should." 

"My  swordplay  was  perfectly  adequate!"  Stephen  exclaimed.  "And  at  least  my eyes functioned properly—" 

The  ring of  steel  was  so  clear  that  Jake  had  to  turn  around  just  in  case  he  was about to get his head chopped off. And what  he  saw  would  have  knocked  him off his feet, if he hadn't already been sitting down, that is. 

There, in that weapon-stocked gallery, stood three men in chain mail, looking as if they'd  just  stepped  off  a  Hollywood  set.  Two  had  drawn  their  swords  and  were looking  at  each  other  as  if they  had  every  intention  of  killing  one  another.  A  third stood  to  the  side  with  his  arms  folded  over  his  chest,  listening  to  the  other  two fiercely argue the merits of the ladies they had apparently chosen to champion. 

"Anne!" 

"Gwen!" 

"Mindless dolt!" 

"Blind, smelly pile of refuse!" 

Jake listened, open-mouthed, as the insults continued, and descended into points and body-parts heretofore unexamined and insulted. 

And  then  the  swordplay  began.  Jake,  wisely  to  his  mind,  got  off  his  chair  and crouched down behind it. He considered himself a  man's  man,  but  these  men  were ghosts after all. Who knew if the swords were real or not? Besides, it wasn't as if he could trot out any of his more lethal moves on this crew. He doubted he could even touch them. 

Then again maybe they could touch  him, so hiding under  the  desk  might not  do him any  good  when  they  really  started  going  at  each  other.  He  decided  to  worry about that later. For now, at least he had some kind of cover. 

The  battle  heated  up,  and  so  did  the  insults.  Complaints  were  made  about  the closeness  of  the  quarters.  Speculation  was  offered  about  the  possibility  of  a  stray swordhaft smashing the glass of His Lordship's fine display cabinets  and  what  sort of retribution that might entail. Other names were put  forth,  apparently  women  who had lived at Artane over the years and were considered  quite  fine looking,  by  other ghosts who seemed to appear out of nowhere. 



Those  other  women  were,  however,  regretfully  dismissed  as  quite  stunning  but not  up  to  the  quality of  the  first  ladies  of  Artane  who,  Jake  surmised  after  a  good quarter hour of eavesdropping and ducking to miss stray sword swings, were simply beyond compare. 

He began to wonder who would win out in the  end:  Gwen  or  Anne,  Anne  being the  woman  in  the  picture  above  him  (again  something  he  learned  thanks  to  a particularly pointed sword  jab  in her  direction)  and  Gwen,  who  he  learned  through rather colorful language was none other than the mother of Anne's husband,  Robin, who had been lord of Artane sometime during the middle of the thirteenth century. 

Jake grabbed a quick look over the edge of the  desk  at  Anne  again.  He  couldn't deny  that  she  was  beautiful,  but  he  wondered  just  what  Gwen  had  looked  like  to inspire such loyalty. 

And he wondered, with even more curiosity,  why  it was  he  was  hunkered  down behind a chair, watching ghosts fighting each other over women who had been dead for centuries, and viewing it all as if it were as normal as a quick trip to the Mini-Mart for some pork rinds. 

Obviously, he'd been up too long. 

The  battle  raged  on  without  signs  of  abating.  Then  the  third  ghost,  who  had remained out of the fray, spoke. It was a single word, but its effect on the battle and the accompanying commotion was immediate. 

"Amanda." 

Colin  of  Berkhamshire  hesitated,  then  put  his  sword  point-down  on  the  floor, leaned on it, and stroked his chin. "Aye, well, you have a point there." 

Stephen of Burwyck-on-the-Sea rested his sword on his shoulder and looked off into the distance. "Aye, I would have to agree." 

The  dozen  or  so  other  ghosts  who  had  been  observing  the  argument  put  away daggers  and  other  gear  and  also  stared  off  into  space  as  if  recalling  a  particularly pleasant memory. Murmurs of approval were given without hesitation. 

Stephen  sheathed  his  sword  and  rubbed  his  hands  together.  "Robert,  I  believe you have settled the argument." 

"Again," Robert agreed. 

"Her hair," Colin said with a sigh, fingering his own sweaty locks. 

"Her eyes," Robert disagreed. 

"Her face," Stephen said, dashing a stray tear  from  his  own  eye.  "By  the  saints, she had a face that could—" 

He paused. Everyone  else  paused  as  well, as  if they  contemplated  just  what  her face could do. Jake waited, then cleared his throat. 

"What?" he prompted, from behind the chair. "Her face could what?" 

Every man in the room turned to look at him.  Jake  would  have  said  the  hairs  on the back of his neck stood up, but he was past that now. His curiosity, as it generally did when on the hunt, had gotten the better of him. 

"Her face?" he prompted. "What could it do?" 

The ghosts looked at each other. 

Then they, as one and if on cue, made motions by the side of their heads that said more clearly than words just  what  they  thought  of  him.  Of  course,  that  didn't  stop several  from  looking  at  him,  shaking  their  heads,  and  muttering  uncomplimentary adjectives as they walked through walls and otherwise exited the chamber. Jake rose, banged the back of his head on the front of the desk, then straightened with a curse. 

"Well?" he demanded of the first three, who were still standing in a manly cluster, comparing battle notes. 

"Saints, man," Colin said, shaking his head, "have ye  lost  what  little wits  are  left ye?" 

"Apparently so," Robert remarked sadly. 

Stephen only looked at Jake suspiciously, as if he  found  him not  only  crazy  but capable of making off with His Lordship's finer bits of weaponry under his shirt. 

"Well," Robert said, putting up his sword, "I'm for Conyers. What of you, lads?" 

"I'll  stay  here  abouts,"  Stephen  said,  with  another  pointed  look  thrown  Jake's direction. "To look after the place whilst His Lordship is away. Colin, what of you?" 

"I'm for home, of course," Colin said briskly. "Alienore will be expecting me." 

Robert shook his head. "Don't know why you come here, Colin. Berkham is a fair distance, wouldn't you say?" 

"He  comes  because  Kendrick  is  here,"  Stephen  said.  "Well…  urn…  because Kendrick was… well…" He trailed off and looked perplexed. 

Colin  scratched  himself  contentedly,  then  put  away  his  sword."  'Tis  a  bloody long commute, I'll give you  that,  but  after  all these  centuries,  I'm  in the  habit  of  it. 

Besides,  my  lady  craves  a  bit  of  peace  during  the  days,  you  know,  from  all  the training and improving I'm still about. Once a warrior—" 

"Always a warrior," Robert and Stephen finished together. 

Colin looked offended, but Jake suspected that wouldn't keep him from returning the next day, for whatever reason. 

Jake wasn't sure he wanted to know the reason. 

So he watched the ghosts make their way out of the room, listened to their talk as they  left His  Lordship's  study,  and  stood  where  he  was,  rubbing  the  back  of  his head, as silence descended. And he wondered about what he'd heard. 

Wondering was bad. 

It  usually  got  him  into  trouble,  or  landed  him  in  places  he  would  have  been smarter  to  stay  out  of.  And  it  always  began  with  the  rumor  of  something  really fabulous, such has "Hey, Kilchurn, did you hear about that huge cache of emerald in Brazil? Deep, deep in Brazil?" 

Which  invariably,  he  had  found,  involved  big  spiders  and  hikes  through uninhabitable forests. 

But, despite himself, he couldn't help but wonder what Amanda had looked like. 

Probably better not to know. 

He checked the bedroom but found no ghosts behind curtains, or large rodents in armoires. 

 Amanda. 

The name whispered across his mind as he climbed into bed, and he couldn't help but  think about  her.  A  woman  who  had  lived centuries  ago,  if his  hallucinations  in Seakirk's  museum  were  to  be  trusted  as  reliable  purveyors  of  truth,  who  caused grown men to grow silent and others to cease fighting amongst themselves. 

He  wondered  if  there  might  be  some  sort  of  portrait  of  her  at  Artane.  It  was tempting to ask, just so he could see for himself if she was worth all the good press. 

Well, it might be  enough  of  a  mystery  that  getting  himself  to  Artane  would  be worth the solving of it. 



 It  was  very  late  the  next  morning  when  he  gripped  the  steering  wheel  of  his recently liberated Jag in much  the  same  way  he  had  the  night before,  only  it was  a headache now that left him clinging to stability, not the condition of the road. 

He'd had a terrible night's sleep, with dreams full of things he hadn't understood, and noises he hadn't been able to recognize. It had been a heavy sleep as well, heavy enough that he hadn't been able to rouse himself from it until late in the morning. 

He'd  descended  to  find  his  car,  squeaky  clean  and  in  perfect  working  order, waiting for him in the courtyard. Worthington had provided an ample breakfast, but Jake hadn't done it justice. All he'd wanted to do was get out of that ghost-infested, dream-disturbing  keep  and  to  Megan  de  Piaget's  comfortable  inn  where  he  could crash for the rest of the day before attempting the trip to Artane. 

He almost ran  into  the  Range  Rover  before  he  saw  it.  He  cursed  the  driver  and continued on his way, cursing himself as well. He wasn't in the habit of complaining, but his head was killing him. It was all he could do to keep his eyes open against the glare of the sun. 

And then, quite suddenly, the sun was less of a glare than a blinding flash. 

And  then  he  felt himself beginning to  spin.  It  all happened  so  fast  that  the  only thing that was clear to him was that he was going to die. 

Oh, and that his car was going to be completely totalled. 

The  spinning,  rolling,  flying  sensation  took  forever.  In  fact,  it  went  on  much longer  than  it  should  have.  He  decided  that  he  really  was  going  to  die  when  the









spinning stopped and the ground came up to meet him. Hard. 

And then he knew no more. 



Chapter 4

 Genevieve  de  Piaget  grabbed  at  the  dashboard  of  the  Range  Rover  and  gasped. 

"Kendrick, look where you're going!" 

Her husband was busy staring  back  at  a  black  Jaguar  that  had  just  passed  them along the soggy track that the spring zephyr had left behind. It was a nice Jag, even she had to admit. One could not be married to Kendrick de Piaget for any length of time and not have come to some slight appreciation of a finely made car. 

But when  such  appreciation  left her  distractable  spouse  almost  plowing  her  and her six children into a stone wall, she had to draw the line. 

"Forgive  me,  my  love,"  Kendrick  said,  flashing  her  a  smile  and  putting  the  car back onto the road. 

"That was a nice '67," she remarked casually. 

"Aye, it was indeed," he agreed, not  sounding  nearly as  impressed  as  he  should have been by her correctly identifying the black rocket they'd just passed. "I wonder if that man had been at the keep." 

"Well, we'll know soon. Maybe he stopped by to visit." 

"Perhaps," Kendrick agreed, but he didn't sound convinced. 

"I think, Gen, that I'll drop you and the wee ones off and do a little hunting, if you don't mind." 

"Really?" she asked, surprised. "Is something wrong?" 

He shook his head. "Not at all. I just have an odd feeling. I'm never one to ignore odd feelings, you know." 

"Dad, I want to come," Phillip said from the very back of the car. 

"Me too," came the chorus from Robin and Jason,  followed  closely  by  an  echo from five-year-old Richard and three-year-old Christopher. 

The baby, sweet Adelaide, only cooed happily. 

"Nay,  lads,"  Kendrick  said,  "you'll  help  your  mother.  I'll return  straightway  and we'll repair to the lists. Nothing like a bit of tramping about in the mud to really make a man feel as though he's done a fine day's work, aye?" 

Apparently  the  consolation  prize  was  enough,  though  Genevieve  suspected Kendrick wouldn't make it without at least one lad in tow. 

She  found  herself  deposited  with  most  of  her  children  inside  the  front  door, watched a quick game of rock/paper/scissors to determine who would ride shotgun with his father on the adventure, then prepared for the unenviable task of unpacking from their trip. 

It  didn't  take  all that  long  to  at  least  have  things  back  in  the  rooms  where  they would need to be put away eventually. Genevieve was soon sitting with her baby girl in  the  rocker  near  the  roaring  fire  Worthington  had  prepared  in  the  great  hall. 

Genevieve sat and nursed her baby with her toes happily warming against the blaze. 

She  loved  to  nurse,  mostly  because  it forced  her  to  sit  and  be  still,  which  was  at times quite difficult with five rambunctious boys to ride herd on. She stared into the fire and  gave  herself  a  moment  or  two  to  contemplate  the  twists  and  turns  her  life had  taken.  Who  would  have  thought  that  eight  years  ago  when  she  was  broke, without job or home, and only the lifeline of an inherited castle in England to hang on to, that she would one day be happily ensconced in that castle with a wonderful man and a beautiful family? 

Kendrick  had  spent  the  last  eight  years  being  a  father,  running  his  estate,  and training up his lads to follow after him. 

He'd  written a  book  or  two  on  medieval  weaponry  and  tactics  of  war  that  had found  their way  onto  scholarly  bookshelves.  But  she  knew  that  he  secretly  longed for more. 

He wanted to go back home. 

Why  he  hadn't,  she  didn't  know.  Perhaps  it  was  complicated.  Perhaps  he  was afraid  to  go  to  Artane,  where  he'd  grown  up,  and  find  it so  changed  that  it  would break his heart. 

After  all,  several  years  had  passed  between  his  youth  and  his  current  state  of mid-life. 

Perhaps he wasn't quite sure how to introduce himself to Artane's current lord. 

She  couldn't  say.  But  she  did  have  the  feeling  he  was  ready  to  do  something about it now. He'd puttered, he'd made money, he'd spent countless  hours  with his family, but there was something missing. They'd driven by Artane several times—on the A1, actually, where they  could  see  Artane  in the  far  distance—but  they'd  never gotten close enough for Genevieve to have any idea what the place truly looked like outside of the pictures she'd seen. 

The front  door  opened  and  shut.  Kendrick  and  Phillip came  in and  Phillip went immediately to the kitchen to see  what  was  in the  fridge.  Genevieve  looked  up  and smiled as Kendrick cast himself down in the chair opposite her. 

"Find what you were looking for?" she asked. 

He sighed. "I need to call the authorities, though I imagine I won't be the first one to do it." 



Genevieve looked at him in surprise. "What happened?" 

"The Jag rolled and burst into flames." 

"Rolled," she said, stunned. "Here? Near here?" 

"Keeney's  field,"  he  said.  "It  looks  as  if the  driver  took  the  curve  too  fast  and rolled down the embankment." 

"Oh, Kendrick!" she exclaimed. "How horrible." 

"Aye," he said, looking into the fire thoughtfully. "I didn't see any body,  though. 

Not  thrown  from  the  car,  not  burning  up  in  the  car,  not  screaming  for  aid."  He chewed  on  his  words  for  a  minute or  two  before  he  looked  at  her.  "There  was  a flash. I saw it from a great distance." 

"And what do you think that means?" 

"I daresay I don't know," he said with a half smile. "I'm speculating." 

"You don't look nearly as worried as you should," she chided. 

He stretched and smiled. "I've lived too long to be worried. Besides, we live in a very  odd  part  of  the  country.  There  are  all  manner  of  peculiar  happenings hereabout." 

"Don't I know it," she muttered. 

He laughed and rose before he leaned over and kissed her  briefly.  "I'll  notify  the bobbies and see to the lads. Enjoy your time with your wee one. She's growing too quickly." 

"She looks like your mother already." 

"A happy combination of you and my dam. What a beautiful lass she will be." 

She  watched  him walk off  toward  the  kitchen  and  was  unsurprised  to  find  him surrounded by  a  pair  of  men  who  hadn't  been  there  but  a  heartbeat  before.  It  was nothing  new,  that  ghostly  garrison.  She  had  her  own  little  collection  of  men  who seemed to think that letting her poke her nose outside the hall door  without  them  in attendance  was  tantamount  to  a  national  emergency.  She'd  grown  used  to  it  and, worse yet, her children had grown used to it. Even her sons' friends had grown used to it, which did nothing to dispel those pesky paranormal rumors that swirled around Seakirk like a mist that wouldn't dispel no matter the amount of sunshine. 

She spared Kendrick one last look before she turned back to her baby. Whatever he was up to, he would tell her in time. For now, she would concentrate on the sweet little girl in her arms and let the other inhabitants of the keep take care of  everything else. 



Chapter 5







 Amanda  stood  at  the  entrance  to  the  great  hall  and  chafed.  She  chafed  at  being confined to the hall by  virtue of  the  press  at  the  doorway.  She  chafed  at  the  delay that  Robin  was  placing  upon  her  by  not  leaving when  he  said  he  would.  And  she chafed at the seams of John's best tunic as it rubbed her raw under her gown. 

Damnation, but she should have chosen one of his older, more comfortable tunics instead  of  the  cleanest,  one  which  was  obviously  only  clean  because  it  had  never been worn. 

She  waited  impatiently  as  Robin's  company  made  their  way  with  exquisite slowness down the stairs and onto the horses. Robin was coming and going to and from  the  great  hall in his  usual  fashion  of  not  knowing  any  direction  save  up  and down.  She  wondered  how  it  was  he  managed  such  a  reputation  for  ruthlessness when he could scarce find his way to the stables. 

He scowled at her as he passed. "I do not like this." 

"Like what?" she asked politely. 

He  made  a  noise  of  impatience  at  her  and  continued  his  fruitless  search  for meaning and  organization.  Amanda  stood  to  the  side  and  watched  the  goings  on, trying to be as patient as her own impatient nature would allow. Her sister-in-law was standing by her horse, swaying. Amanda didn't envy her the journey to Fenwyck not only for the distance but because Anne was still quite ill from her coming child. The only  reason  they  were  traveling in such  haste  was  that  she  had  ceased  heaving  for more than a single day. Poor woman. First the torture of having to endure Robin as her husband, then the misery of carrying his child. 

Not  that  Amanda  had  anything but  fond  feelings  for  Robin's  progeny.  His  first son was possibly the most perfect lad ever created. 

Anne's doing, obviously. 

Amanda jumped as she found her brother standing in front of her. 

"I  wish  you  wouldn't  do  that,"  she  groused.  "Always  popping  up  where  you aren't expected…" 

"I don't like this," he said, for what was surely the dozenth time that  morning.  "I wish Nick were here." 

"He'll return soon," Amanda said confidently. "I'm sure of it." 

"And I'm not. I know Wyckham's condition, as do you. He'll be there all summer, doing work he could easily employ stone masons to do for him." 

"No one does it as perfectly as he can." 

Robin cursed. "So he tells me, but that doesn't aid me now. What am I to  do?  I need to go now, but I cannot leave you here alone." 

"I'm not alone," she said. It would have been far easier if she were. "Besides," she added,  wishing she  could  just  give Robin  a  good  shove  toward  his  horse  without seeming overanxious to see the back of him, "Miles should be home soon." 

"Miles is a child." 

"He's ten-and-eight, and hardly a child.  Think  on  yourself  at  that  age.  Were  you not  formidable?"  Flattery  might  work.  Indeed,  she  had  never  known  a  time  when flattery hadn't served her where Robin was concerned. 

"I was formidable at five," Robin snapped, "and Miles is still a lad." 

"I have guardsmen aplenty," she said, suppressing the urge to scratch viciously at the chafing of John's finest tunic. "I will be fine." 

"Stay inside the hall." 

"I'll be fine." 

"Stay  inside  the  hall,"  he  repeated,  enunciating  each  word  slowly  and  quite carefully. "I'll have your word." 

"What if the hall catches afire?" she asked sweetly. "Am I to remain inside  then? 

Besides, think on all my recently acquired skills. I will be well protected. Indeed, 'tis almost as if  you were here defending me." 

He scowled. 

She smiled her most innocent and accommodating smile. 

He heaved a great sigh and loped down the stairs. And just when she thought she might be able to breathe and manage a discreet scratch, he turned and fixed her with a steely gaze. 

"Watch  your  back,"  he  said  seriously.  "And  don't  go  outside  the  gates.  I  vow, Amanda, you've truly no idea of your worth, and I speak of more than your dowry." 

And  then  he  smiled  at  her,  the  charming  smile  he  reserved  for  his  wife,  their mother, and others whom he truly loved. 

Damn  him.  She  had  vowed  that  she  simply  would   not  weep.  Not  when  she planned, not when she prepared, and certainly not when she left. Somehow she was unsurprised  that  it was  Robin  who  caused  her  to  do  so  now.  She  would  be  glad never to see him again.  He  was,  without  a  doubt,  the  worst  brother  ever  spawned, full of  irritating habits  and  undesirable  characteristics  that  she  would  be  overjoyed never to be subjected to again. 

"Go,"  she  said,  in  a  choked  voice,  blinking  furiously.  "Go  whilst  your  bride retains  her  meal  where  it  should  reside.  I  will  be  quite  safe  on  my  own  until  you return." 

He gave her one last, searching look, then turned and tramped down the remaining few steps. Amanda watched him quite solicitously help his wife into her saddle, give his men his final orders, then mount up  himself.  She  forced  herself  to  wave  to  him and Anne cheerfully when in reality her own gorge was easily as close to the surface as Anne's had to have been. 



She  would  never  see  Robin  again.  She  could  scarce  believe  her…  her  good fortune, of course. 

She waited until Robin had exited the gates before she put her plan into action. A quick look back inside the hall revealed Montgomery and  John  at  the  high table,  as usual, haunting it in hopes of finding something useful left behind. They had already said  their good-byes  to  Robin  and  were  presently  arguing  over  who  should  be  in charge in his absence. They wouldn't miss her for a good hour. 

Ample time to be on her way. 

She took a deep breath, faced her  fate,  and  walked  swiftly down  the  stairs.  The time  for  tears  was  past.  She'd  left  missives  for  each  of  her  family  members, explaining what  she  was  doing  and  vowing  to  let  them  know  when  she  found  her future.  She'd  wept  all the  tears  she  had  to  weep.  Now  all  that  was  left  was  to  be about her plan. 

The  chapel  was  her  destination  and  she  gained  it  without  trouble.  No  one  had questioned her early morning visit there with the large bundle under her arm, nor did they stop her now as she made her way there with empty hands. After all, piety was a virtue to be prized in a woman her age, one so well into her dotage that only many prayers would rescue her from her unwedded state. 

She slipped inside the door, made certain she was alone, then quickly stripped off her gown. She rolled it into a bundle and stashed it in the saddlebag she had hidden behind a saint's shrine for just this occasion. She checked to see that her knife was in her boot, tucked her braid into her tunic, and donned a cloak with a hood she pulled close round her face. With that, she left her family's chapel for the last time. 

She  made  herself  continue  over  the  threshold,  despite  the  almost  overwhelming temptation  to  stop  and  have  a  final  look.  It  was  only  a  building.  Besides,  she wouldn't miss the cold floors on winter mornings. 

But she would miss the warmth of her family gathered there with her. 

"Damnation," she said, digging the palms of her hands into her eyes  angrily. She would never achieve her goal if she continued to stand about and blubber like a silly maid. She had things to do, new cities to visit, guileless men to meet. 

All of it locked safely in her future. 

She slipped down the  step  to  the  courtyard  floor  then  made  her  way  quickly  to the  stable.  She  walked  inside  as  if  she  had  business  there.  It  was  only  when  she began to saddle Jasper, her father's most uncontrollable  horse,  that  things  began  to go awry. 

"Oy,  what  ye  doin'?"  demanded  a  stable  lad.  "Don't  suppose  ye  should  be  in here, should ye?" 

Amanda turned and looked at him. 

He gaped at her, then seemed to find himself unable to decide if he should shout for aid or bob and scrape. Amanda took his hand, slapped a gold sovereign into it, closed his fingers around it, and continued saddling her  horse.  The  lad  made  many noises, as if he truly strove to find something useful to say. 

Amanda  led  the  stallion  out  of  the  stable,  leaving  the  boy  babbling  behind  her. 

The stable master was nowhere  to  be  found,  likely only  because  Robin  had  driven the poor man to the cellars for something to shore up  his  strength.  Amanda  spared her brother a kind thought, swung up into the saddle, and rode out the inner barbican gate. Men stared at her, she could tell, but no one gainsaid her. 

She wasn't sure if she should be relieved by that or troubled. Perhaps her disguise was better than she thought. 

Or perhaps Robin had men lying in wait for her to exit the gates so he could lock her in the solar until Nicholas returned. 

She rode toward the outer gates cautiously indeed. 

But Robin  was  not  loitering  outside  them,  so  she  proceeded,  unmolested.  She made  her  way  through  the  village  and  far  enough  out  into  the  countryside  that  a turning had to be made. 

North it would be until she was past keeps where she might be recognized. Then she would turn south and travel to London. She put her heels to Jasper's side and he sprang  forward  as  if he'd  been  bred  for  just  that  moment  in  time.  She  laughed  in spite of herself. She might be leaving her family, but at least for the moment, she was reveling in speed. 

Perhaps that joy would last. 

Then again, perhaps not. 

A shout went up behind her, very far off and very faint. She looked back over her shoulder.  Damnation!  She  dug  her  heels  into  her  mount's  side.  He  needed  little encouragement to turn his simple run into an all-out gallop.  The  faint cries  of  anger behind her turned into shouts of alarm, but she ignored them. She could manage the horse and she could manage her fate. She needed no aid in either. 

And she would be damned if her future  was  to  be  interfered  with by  two  young lads with too much chivalry and too little sense. 

She  hazarded  a  look  behind  her  to  find  her  brothers  falling  farther  and  farther behind her. At least it was but the two of them, not the whole of her father's  guard. 

Then again, she supposed the latter was only a matter of time. 

She swore again. What was she to do now? 

Well, she  had  no  choice  but  to  continue  on  and  leave  her  brothers  to  fend  for themselves as best they could. The twins would never outride her. She had pinched her  sire's  finest  horse,  one  that  not  even  he  cared  to  ride  outside  the  gates  lest  it throw him and be off without a backward glance. Jasper's speed was only  matched by his endurance. He could have been to Edinburgh before she knew it if he  hadn't unexpectedly slowed. 

He trotted up to something in the  grass,  then  leaped  over  it easily.  Amanda  was startled enough that she turned him around to see just what he'd bypassed. 

A man, lying facedown. 

She came to a halt. 

Jasper went still. 

Even time seemed to slow. 

Amanda  slid  down  off  her  horse  before  she  thought  better  of  it,  to  the accompaniment of  howls  in the  distance.  She  looked  up  to  see  her  brothers  flying toward her, each of them hollering and making motions for her to get back up on her horse.  She  ignored  them  and  took  a  step  closer  to  the  man.  He  was,  she  had  to admit, finely fashioned. 

And,  as  Fate  would  have  it,  wearing  nothing  but  what  greatly  resembled  those flimsy Scottish trews. 

She would have  studied  that  particularly  interesting  bit  of  clothing  more  closely, but instead she found herself with her  face,  and  the  rest  of  her,  suddenly  upon  the ground,  with  her  brother  flattening  her  there.  Jasper  whinnied  in  distress  and  she supposed  it  was  only  by  some  saint's  protection  that  she  did  not  find  herself flattened by him as well. 

"Off," she gasped through a mouthful of grass. 

"Are you daft?"  John  demanded.  "My  best  clothes.  That  devil horse.  A  strange man in the  grass  who  might be  just  waiting there  for  you  to  lean over  so  he  might more easily slit your throat! What are you thinking?" 

"Get off me," she wheezed. 

John heaved himself up with a grunt, but didn't have the courtesy to help her up. 

He leaned  over  to  study  the  unmoving  man,  completely  ignoring the  fact  that  he'd done more damage to her than an unconscious man ever could have. 

She  lay,  crushed,  on  the  ground  next  to  the  man  and  stared  at  the  back  of  his head, wondering what he looked like. She stretched  out  her  hand  to  touch  his  limp one that lay in the grass. 

And the shock of it was almost enough to steal her breath again. 

She  squeaked  as  she  found  herself  quite  suddenly  hauled  to  her  feet  and  held there by Montgomery's hands under her  arms.  She  managed  to  breathe  in and  out, though she wasn't quite sure she would be doing it very deeply any time soon. 

"Can you stand?" Montgomery asked. 

"No  thanks  to  John,"  Amanda  said.  She  took  an  unsteady  step  away  from Montgomery and tested the extent of the damage. Nothing broken, nor  permanently crushed. She brushed off John's clothes,  then  pushed  him out  of  her  way.  "Move, you unchivalrous oaf. A knight does not  crush  his  lady  under  himself and  then  not aid her." 

"You're  not  my  lady,  you're  my  sister,"  John  grumbled,  "and  you've  less  sense than a mewling babe. This man could have done you a serious injury." 

"John, he's senseless!" 

"So he appears," John said, turning to study the man, then stroking on his chin in an  unsettlingly  good  imitation  of  Robin  at  his  most  speculative,  "but  what  is  he really?" 

Amanda  rolled  her  eyes,  leaned  over,  and  felt  the  man's  throat.  There  was  life there in him, and he breathed still. She straightened and looked down at him. It was obvious he'd been robbed. No man, well, other than  a  Scot  of  course,  would  have gone about dressed so scantily. It was  summer,  true,  but  summer  did  not  mean  an end to rain or to chill. 

Nay, something untoward had happened to the man before them. It was only right that they execute a rescue. 

But hard  on  the  heels  of  that  thought  came  the  realization  that  if  she  aided  this man, she would be giving up her own chance for rescue from her string of unsuitable suitors. 

 Home. 

The thought whispered over her like a cool sea breeze. She struggled against it for a moment or two, but the images of her home, the feeling of safety and belonging, all combined together into something she could not fight against. 

Tears rolled down her cheeks and she did nothing to stop them. 

She looked down at the man again. 

"I owe him nothing," she whispered. "I don't have to take him home. I can  leave him here and continue on my way, keep on with my plan to flee." 

The man didn't reply. 

Neither, she noticed after a moment or two of complete silence, did her brothers. 

She turned slowly and looked at them. They were staring at her, the both of them, slack-jawed and wide-eyed. She  chewed  on  her  lip and  looked  at  them,  wondering what she could say now to wipe that expression off their faces. 

Montgomery was the first to recover. "Continue on your way?" he asked. 

"Keep on with your plan to flee?" John echoed incredulously. 

Amanda found, for the  first  time in her  life, that  she  was  without  a  single useful thing to say. She attempted a smile, but that failed completely. 

And her brothers continued to look at her as if she had just plunged daggers into their chests. 

"I would have given you clothes if you'd asked," John said in a low voice. 

"I would have filched John's clothes  for you, if you'd asked," Montgomery said. 

She looked at the two of them, their earnest gray  eyes  brimming with tears,  their faces wearing identical looks of dismay, and she felt the magnitude of what she had been trying to do catch her with full force. 

By the saints, what had she been thinking? 

Well, she'd been  thinking she  would  have  to  leave them  just  the  same  when  she wed.  She  had  thought  the  brief  notes  she  had  left  behind  would  have  seen  to  the business  of  her  good-byes,  leaving  her  free  to  flee  without  any  unpleasant  and uncomfortable encounters. 

But this, this having to face her youngest siblings was far more dreadful than she would have imagined. 

She closed her eyes and sank to her knees. 

If this was the reaction of her  brothers,  who  in truth  had  done  little but  worship her from the time they'd realized she  would  tramp  about  in the  mud  with them  and not complain of it on her clothes, what would the rest of her family have said? 

What would her mother have said? 

She put her face in her hands and wept. 

Arms went around her. She hugged her brothers and found nothing to say in her defense. 

"How  could  you?"  John  asked  reproachfully.  "How  could  you  leave  without telling us you meant to?" 

"I  can't  believe you  would,"  Montgomery  added,  his  voice  quavering  in a  most unmanly way. "Mandy, how could you?" 

Amanda  kept  her  arms  around  them  for  a  moment  or  two  longer,  then  pulled back.  "What  else  was  I  to  do?"  she  asked,  wiping the  tears  off  her  cheeks.  "Find myself carried off to some keep by a man who wanted me for naught but my dowry

—" 

"Like every other woman in England," John noted. 

"Not me," Amanda said, delivering a friendly slap to the back of his head where it might inspire him to keep his thoughts to himself. "I would likely never be allowed to come  back  home  anyway.  Far  better  that  I  leave when  'tis  my  choice,  go  where  I willed it, than to be little better than a prisoner." 

Montgomery cleared his throat. "We could find you a man, couldn't we, John?" 

John nodded quickly. "I'm sure we could." 

"I've  been  at  market  for  four  years  and  seen  not  a  man  I  would  wed  without  a knife to my throat. Who will you find that I haven't already met?" 

Montgomery looked about him until his gaze fell on the senseless man  lying next to them. "Here is a man. What is amiss with this one?" 

"Other than we haven't a clue who he is?" Amanda asked. 

John shrugged. "He's not covered with the pox—" 

"John!"  she  exclaimed.  Then  she  actually  felt  herself  begin  to  smile.  "You  are impossible." 

Montgomery  put  his  arm  around  her.  "You  aren't  really  going  to  leave  us,  are you?" 

"I cannot now. I don't know if you two would survive it." 

"We wouldn't," they said together. 

By the saints, she was doomed. All her  planning,  her  preparations,  her  agony  of heart,  all for  naught.  And  now  she  would  have  to  go  retrieve  the  letters  she'd  left behind. For one thing, Robin would likely never recover from all the sentiment she'd dribbled all over his missive. The others would think she had lost her senses with all the pleasant things she'd had to say. Aye, she would certainly  have  to  collect  those when she returned to Artane. 

She sighed deeply and rose. 

"Very well, my lads, let us be off before we find ourselves robbed like this  poor fool." She looked down at the man. "But we cannot leave him here." 

"Nay,  we  cannot,"  Montgomery  agreed.  He  knelt  and  turned  the  man  over carefully. 

The man didn't change so much as his breathing. 

Amanda wished she could have said the same. 

It wasn't as though she hadn't seen a fine-looking man or two during the course of her life. Even her brothers were, she had  to  admit,  extremely handsome.  Every  one of  them.  She  had  even  marked  the  occasionally  passable  suitor.  But  this  man  was easily the equal of any Artane lad, and that was no small compliment. She leaned on her brother's back where she could have a better look. 

The man stirred briefly. His eyes opened and he focused on her. 

And time stopped. 

It was the same feeling she'd had when she'd first touched him. 

Overwhelming sweetness, breath-stealing joy, heart-wrenching longing. 

By the saints, who  was this man? 

Then  his  sea-green  eyes  rolled  back  in his  head  and  he  became  as  senseless  as before. Well, except for the fact that this time he had begun to snore. 

Amanda  leaned  so  hard  on  Montgomery  that  he  had  to  catch  himself  with  his hands on the ground before he went sprawling. 

"By  the  saints,  Mandy,"  Montgomery  said  with  a  laugh,  trying  to  right  himself with her on his back, "get off me." 

Amanda righted herself with a scowl. "My apologies. I lost my balance." 

John grunted. "Indeed. And apparently you had the same effect on him." 

Montgomery slung his arm around her companionably. "Or perhaps John's finest tunic and one pair of unpatched hose are what did the poor lad in." 

John  shot  her  a  faint  look  of  irritation.  "Why  do  you  always  have  to  filch  my clothes when you're about your adventures? Can't you fashion some of your own?" 

"Yours fit best," she said evenly. 

"Why can you not use Montgomery's?" 

"His aren't as clean." 

"I don't suppose I should begrudge you the wearing of them," he grumbled. 

"I don't suppose you should. You've no idea how it feels to  be  trapped  inside  a keep." 

"Ha," John said with a snort. "You should try squiring  for  Pevensey.  You  might as well be a prisoner in his dungeon for all the liberty you have. I couldn't be happier to be home where I can roam at will." 

"And torment me at your leisure," she added. 

He smiled and the charm of it, as usual, left her wondering why it was she wanted to do him so many injuries. "Aye, that as well." 

"And what of him?" asked  Montgomery,  gesturing  at  the  man.  "How  do  we  get him home?" 

"We'll put him on my horse  and  I'll ride  back  with you,  Montgomery,"  Amanda said. "Your mount will never feel my weight." 

"And what," asked John as he pulled the  man  up  into  a  sitting  position,  "are  we going to do with him once we get him home?" 

"We'll  worry  about  that  later,"  Amanda  said  as  she  watched  Montgomery  take hold of the man's lower half. 

"Dungeon," John said with a grunt. 

"Solar," Montgomery suggested as he helped John heave. 

"He might be an outlaw," John said through gritted teeth. 

"He's too clean to be an outlaw," Montgomery huffed. 

Amanda had to agree; the man was, outside of a bit  of  dirt  in his  hair and  some blood here and there, remarkably clean. She stood by  and  watched  as  her  brothers got their quarry settled over her saddle. She hesitated, then looked at the lads. 

"I  think  I  should  ride  behind  him  and  keep  him  balanced.  We'll  offer  him  the courtesy  of  our  hall when  we  return,  but  watch  him  carefully,  lest  he  prove  to  be false." 

"I don't think Sir Walter will like this," John warned.  "He'll  demand  that  we  lock him away until we know who he is." 

"I daresay that's true," Amanda agreed, but chose not to  think about  it.  She  had far more overwhelming things to think on. 









Her ride that morning  had  produced  two  moments  of  complete  giddiness,  when she thought her soul had crossed from joy to madness. 

The first had been at the peak of Jasper's speed, when she thought he might fly if asked. 

The second had been when the man had opened his eyes and looked at her. 

She  rubbed  her  hands  over  her  face,  took  a  deep  breath,  and  accepted Montgomery's boost onto Jasper's back. Perhaps she had traveled fully to madness, leaving good sense and caution behind. Perhaps she had been trapped in her father's keep for too long. 

Perhaps she should  have  continued  her  flight and  ignored  a  stranded,  obviously in-need-of-aid traveler. 

She put her hand on his back and felt a shiver go up her hand, as if she'd touched something she shouldn't. 

"Dungeon," John said, to no one in particular. 

"Dungeon," Amanda agreed, though she was having second thoughts about  who should be going in. 

Considering all the impossible things she felt just looking at the man, it just might be the safest place for her. 



Chapter 6

 Jake woke up with a start. He sat up just as suddenly, then realized that that was an extraordinarily bad idea. He clutched his head in his hands until it stopped pounding long  enough  for  him  to  think  straight.  He'd  been  in  the  car.  The  last  thing  he remembered was the spinning that had gone on endlessly.  In  fact,  the  spinning  was still going on, only he was quite sure he was sitting on something solid. 

So out of a very strong instinct for self-preservation, he kept his eyes closed, his fists pressed over his eyes, and decided to take his time figuring out where he was. 

He simply sat for a moment. He was in a farmhouse, probably. An old stone one, likely.  There  was  no  offensive  smell,  but  there  wasn't  anything  that  smelled  like dinner  on  the  stove  either,  which  didn't  bode  well  for  his  growling  stomach.  He should  have  taken  advantage  of  Worthington's  traditional  English  breakfast  earlier that morning and downed some fried tomatoes and sizzling sausage. 

He gingerly felt the  bench  he  was  sitting  on.  It  was  wooden,  quite  smooth,  and gave no indication of either its  origin or  ownership.  He  put  his  hand  back  over  his eyes and slowly swung his feet around to the floor, where he could  rest  his  elbows on his knees and let his head get used to the idea. 

And as he did, images began to come back to him. 

One image in particular. 

Eyes.  Turquoise—no,  aquamarine.  Or  perhaps  a  soft,  pale  sapphire.  No, aquamarine, he finally decided. Blue-green eyes in a face that could  cause  angels  to weep. 

Man, could he ever conjure up a hallucination when he had to. 

He  would  have  shaken  his  head,  but  he  knew  where  that  would  lead,  so  he remained still until the pounding in his head subsided a bit and  he  thought  he  could keep his lack of breakfast down where it should be. He moved his fists from off his eyes and anchored them firmly under his chin where they could do the most good in holding up his aching head. He opened his eyes slowly and hoped for the best. 

Well, it was  for  damn  sure  he  wasn't  in a  hospital.  That  was  a  good  thing.  The downside was, he had no idea where the hell he was. 

He looked around him slowly, trying to absorb the details of his surroundings. He was,  from  what  he  could  tell,  in  some  sort  of  study.  But  it  looked  nothing  like Seakirk's  study.  The  glaring  omissions  were  the  big-screen  TV  and  comfortable couch.  There  were  wooden  chairs,  and  though  he  had  to  admit  that  there  were cushions on them that looked relatively comfortable, they  were  not  of  Seakirk's  ilk. 

Under the deep window stood a desk littered with papers of all kinds. 

Parchment kinds, actually. 

A bookshelf stood against one wall. There  were,  and  he  could  count  them  from where he sat, ten books. The other shelves were filled with what looked like ink pots, several  wooden  boxes,  and  other  kinds  of  study  paraphernalia  allowed  by  a  man who didn't particularly care for knickknacks. 

Heavy wooden  shutters  were  pulled  back  from  the  windows  and  folded  against the  walls.  Jake  almost  wished  they  were  covering  the  windows,  for  the  cold  was numbing. The chill came up from the stone floor as well, a floor devoid of  a  good, thick carpet,  but  instead  strewn  with straw.  He  frowned,  then  shrugged.  It  took  all kinds, he supposed.  He  followed  the  floor  as  it led  to  a  fireplace  across  the  room that was unfortunately devoid of a good fire. 

All in all, the place could have done with a good remodel. 

Then again, if the  owners  were  going  for  bona  fide  medieval,  they  had  it nailed. 

Jake had been through enough castles to appreciate the authenticity of the place. He just wished he was appreciating it with the promise of a pint in front of a roaring fire at day's end to look forward to. 

Well, the  only  thing he  could  surmise  was  that  somehow  he  had  been  liberated from his car and brought to the closest house for a little recovery. That didn't bode well for his Jag, but he seemed to be free of injuries, outside of a colossal headache, so perhaps the Jag had escaped as well. 



He  got  to  his  feet,  swayed,  then  waited  until  his  head  cleared.  He  patted  his pockets and then realized something quite unsettling. 

He was standing there in his boxers. 

No wonder he was so cold. 

Good grief, what had happened to him? He speculated quickly. Maybe he'd been robbed. Maybe he'd been abducted. Maybe he'd been robbed, then abducted. 

Or  maybe  he'd  just  been  taken  in  by  some  kind  soul—hopefully  that  stunning woman he'd hallucinated—who had taken  his  clothes  to  give them  a  good  cleaning and would soon be handing them back to him with his keys and his wallet. He would then leave the house and find his Jag in pristine condition outside. 

It could happen. 

He took a deep breath and  crossed  the  room  to  the  door.  He  was  feeling great. 

He would feel even better when  he  was  back  in his  car  and  on  his  way.  Maybe  he could  call the  earl of  Artane  and  apologize  for  the  delay  and  thereby  buy  himself another couple of days' recuperation in the Boar's Head Inn. He seemed to be sadly lacking in sleep hours of late. 

And he could trace the beginning of that directly back to his father, damn him. 

Jake took a hold of the door handle and pulled. It didn't open. Not good. 

He tried again, to no avail. He then  realized that  he  had  been  locked  in.  And  for some reason, that was a very unhappy confirmation of his worst fears. 

Fortunately  for  him,  he  had  collected  a  wide  variety  of  rather  unsavory  skills during  his  long  and  illustrious  career  as  hunter  of  gems  and  other  items  requiring difficult and semilegal acquisition. Thad, a man whom he had hired as a guide on his first trip into the depths  of  South  America  in search  of  the  perfect  bit  of  sapphire, had  taught  him  a  few  of  the  more  innocuous  things  he  himself  had  learned  in  a special operations unit he wouldn't talk about. Jake had been tempted to push Thad for some answers until Thad had given him a  password  to  use  while they  camped, just in case Jake had to get up and pee in the middle of the night. Apparently, Thad didn't wake up well. 

And his camping buddies didn't wake up at all unless they warned Thad first that they intended to move. 

Jake smiled at the memory now, but at the time he'd wondered just what in the hell he'd  gotten  himself into,  hiring a  man  with such  a  short,  pointed  resume.  But  he'd gotten  his  sapphire,  he'd  earned  a  very  lethal friend,  and  he'd  learned  how  to  pick any lock in front of him silently and with a minimum of tools. 

He wasn't  silent  now,  and  it took  the  liberation  of  a  very  rustic  shutter  hinge  to help him, but he got the door open eventually. Too bad Thad hadn't been all that up on  medieval-type  locks,  otherwise  Jake  might  have  been  able  to  leave  the window-covering intact. At least Thad wasn't around to give Jake that look that said oh-so-clearly what a pansy he was if he couldn't get something open with a  wish,  a prayer, and a bit of bent, rusty wire. 

Jake stepped out into the hallway. It looked a bit like Seakirk, but  this  place  was definitely in need of a little of Worthington's spit and polish. And some central heat. 

Jake rubbed his bare arms as he followed his nose to the left. Dinner was  that  way, and  dinner  had  to  mean  hosts  and  that  meant  an  explanation  and  perhaps  some directions to the inn. 

The torches that burned in sconces along  the  hallway were  real,  with real flames and very real smoke. Jake shook his head. Cheap was one thing, but this was taking frugality to an entirely new level. What was wrong with a good space heater or two? 

He came to a circular staircase and descended it silently, no mean feat considering his lack of balance at the moment. The stairs widened at the bottom of the flight and then, quite suddenly, he was out into a great hall. 

And out, apparently, into the middle of a costume ball. 

He  stood  stock  still  and  gaped.  He  could  feel  his  mouth  hanging  open,  but couldn't do a damn thing about it. 

Massive logs crackled in the fireplaces set into the walls. A long table sat near that fire with mailed knights eating enthusiastically and talking just  as  animatedly.  To  his right on the dais was another long table, covered with a cloth and a decent amount of food and boasting a handful of quite impressively carved chairs. Only three of those chairs were occupied at the moment, two by young men and one by a woman. 

That woman. 

The one with the blue eyes. 

Jake retrieved his jaw, but only partway. He tried shaking  his  head,  but  that  only left him clutching the table to keep his feet. His vision began to blur, but not so much that he didn't notice the two young men leaping to their feet and bellowing in dismay. 

Before  he  could  ask  them  to  quit  shouting,  he  found  himself grabbed  by  the  arms and slammed back against the wall. 

"Hey," he said in irritation, "what the hell—" 

A knife at his throat effectively cut off everything else he had to say. He attempted a brief struggle, but found the knife to be quite sharp, so he ceased. 

This was not good. 

Jake listened to the babbling going on around him and tried to decipher it. It was difficult,  but  he  wondered  if  some  of  that  might  have  been  due  to  the  blood thundering in his ears. He closed his eyes and listened for several minutes. 

Well, what  he  could  say  with certainty  was  that  they  were  speaking  French,  or perhaps some dialect of it. Unfortunately his French, despite years of it at Eton and more study of it at Cambridge, was not what it should have been. It was serviceable, however, and he would make use of it, once he had the chance to sit down and listen in peace. 

But  that  would  come  after  he'd  extricated  himself  from  his  current less-than-comfortable situation. 

He could have escaped, he supposed. After all, picking locks wasn't all Thad had taught him, in return for a few one-of-a-kind baubles for the wife he adored. But that would  mean  Jake  would  hurt  the  people  he  liberated  himself  from,  and  he  wasn't quite  ready  to  do  that  yet.  No,  best  he  wait and  see  what  was  up—and  where  he was. 

It would, of course, give him ample time to look at the woman in front of him and try to catch his breath. 

He opened his eyes and stared at her. Her long, dark hair was held back from her face  by  a  circlet  of  silver.  Whoever  she  really  was  probably  didn't  matter.  In  the game these people were playing, reenactment or whatever, she was the princess and played the part to within an inch of her life. Her posture was regal, her profile noble. 

She spoke with authority and in a rich, melodious voice that  left him wanting to  do something that would require her to speak some more. 

The argument escalated. 

The woman glared at the older man, with the young men standing behind her and nodding, until the older man took a very small step back. 

And then Jake found her turning to him. 

And he lost what breath remained in him. 

He  didn't  suppose  there  were  words  in  any  of  the  smattering  of  languages  he knew that could possibly describe her. To call her beautiful just didn't do her justice. 

She  was  flawless,  like  a  stone  of  perfect  clarity  that  had  been  cut  by  a  master gemsmith  at  the  height  of  his  powers.  Jake  could  only  stand  and  admire  her, mesmerized  by  the  facets  of  her  face,  her  hair,  and  those  eyes  that  simply  defied description. 

She  stood  several  paces  away  from  him,  surrounded  by  the  three  men  she  had successfully argued with, and many others. She spoke  to  him,  but  he  didn't  have  a clue  what  she'd  just  said.  If  he  just  could  have  had  a  few  days  to  get  his  ear accustomed to what he was hearing, he wouldn't have had any problems. 

Perhaps another language might work in the meantime. He considered Gaelic, but what she was saying sounded nothing like any of the pithy phrases he'd learned from Alistair or Alistair's testy grandmother, phrases of which from  the  latter  had  usually included  dire  warnings  about  his  state  of  bachelorhood  and  more  dire  warnings about what would happen to a  man  who  plundered  her  stew  pot  uninvited one  too many times. No, Gaelic would not do here. 

The woman before him asked him several questions. 

He couldn't begin to string two words together in answer. 

The lads flanking the woman,  who  looked  enough  like her  that  he  assumed  they were brothers—and  twins  at  that—twirled their fingers  near  their temples  in  a  sign that reached across cultures. He agreed heartily. And just in case he really was losing his mind, he trotted out several possible explanations for his current situation before he lost his remaining brain cells. 

He'd fallen in with a band of gypsies. Maybe that exquisite bit of aquamarine he'd paid pennies for and vowed never to cut into gems really had been hexed and he was suffering  the  penalties  of  one  who  had  dared  cut  it into  gems.  He'd  gotten  several stunning pieces out of it and had suffered no regrets, though he had to admit he was beginning to regret it now. 

Alternately, maybe he was being held captive by this woman in order  to  become her love slave. 

Then again, maybe he really had rolled his car and he was now  in a  coma,  living out the most outlandish of medieval fantasies. 

He considered the last and found it to be the most realistic. Who knew what kind of  drugs  they  gave  you  while  you  were  comatose  and  what  kinds  of  very  real hallucinations those drugs produced? After all, hadn't he gone to bed after looking at what  had  ostensibly  been  a  band  of  medieval  ghosts  arguing  over  the  beauty  of several medieval ladies? All of that just had to be filtering into his damaged brain.  It made perfect sense. 

Of course, there was that quite sharp bit of steel pressing up against his neck, but maybe that was some sort of hospital tube bothering him subconsciously. 

Either that, or he really had been captured by a band of gypsies and heaven only knew what they wanted from him. 

Suddenly,  the  older  man  barked  out  an  order.  The  woman  protested,  but  Jake realized that  she  just  might be  overridden  when  he  saw  several  mailed soldiers  rise from  one  of  the  tables  near  the  door.  He  suspected  that  wasn't  to  make  him  feel more at home. 

The  time  for  action  had  come.  He  went  into  Thad  mode,  as  Thad  himself modestly  termed  it,  and  first  slumped  to  throw  his  captors  off  guard  before  he disabled the two holding him against the wall. Others were either dodged or disabled just as easily, and he honestly tried not to leave any casualties behind him, though he had  to  admit  that  the  chain  mail  they  were  wearing  was  not  within  his  realm  of experience.  It  was  entirely possible  that  several  of  the  men  who  tried  to  stop  him would be nursing broken bits of bodies in the next little while. 

Shouts went up behind him as he sprinted across the hay-strewn floor and jerked open the massive front door. He leaped down the steps and was halfway across the courtyard  before  he  felt  himself  beginning  to  slow.  It  was  as  if  someone  had suddenly poured molasses into  his  veins,  molasses  and  a  sense  of  inevitability that sank down into his very bones. He'd never felt anything like it before. 

He slowed to a stop. 

The evening sun was in his face, but that wasn't much trouble because it was what loomed behind him that he had to worry about. He studied the courtyard beneath his feet. It was dirt, though he could see a finely laid cobblestone  swath  that  wandered









down toward the barbican a goodly ways off. Whatever  castle  this  was,  apparently no expense had been spared in its construction. 

He gathered himself together and turned slowly, looking upward as he did so. 

A castle  rose  up  before  him,  stark  in  its  simplicity,  massive  in  its  proportions, unforgiving in its martial superiority. It was a place of refuge from war, shelter from the elements, comfort for the weary traveler. 

 Artane…

Of course. And he had a nagging suspicion  this  wasn't  the  same  Artane  that  the determined tourist might find lurking in the back of the National Trust brochure. 

It figured. 

He looked at the front door. Souls spilled out of it and down  the  front  steps,  all watching him as if he'd truly lost his mind.  He  looked  back  at  them  in like manner, because it was for damn sure  one  group  of  them  had  lost  its  mind  and  he  liked to believe it wasn't him. Unfortunately he seemed to be the one out of his element, so it was probably best to assume he was the one really out there. 

The  woman  started  toward  him,  the  woman  whose  face  could  likely change  the course of wars. 

"Amanda!" her brothers shouted, before they pulled her back into the crowd. 

 Amanda. 

Of course. He found he was even less surprised to  discover  her  identity than  he was  to  realize  in  which  courtyard  he  stood.  No  wonder  the  ghosts  had  waxed rhapsodic about her. He would have too, if he'd had the wherewithal to do so. 

Fortunately for his unperspicacious tongue, someone  clunked  him over  the  head with something very hard and he descended quite happily into oblivion before he had to  do  any  more  searching  for  pithy  phrases  to  describe  the  most  beautiful  woman he'd ever seen. 



Chapter 7

 Amanda crept into the shadowy kitchen, wincing at the sound of swearing she could hear wafting up from the dungeons. The dungeons were found, conveniently enough, behind and under the kitchens, in the seaward wall. She supposed that  in the  height of summer they might be not uncomfortable, for the sea breeze that blew in might be pleasant and perhaps even warm. But a fierce storm raged outside and that dungeon with its opening only protected by iron bars driven deep into the stone had to be less than hospitable. She shivered, from more than just the chill. 



She had the feeling they were making a horrible mistake. 

She hadn't been allowed to watch as the guards tossed their prisoner into the hole. 

She'd managed to get close enough during the wee hours of the morning to hear him working  on  the  lock  that  kept  him  inside  his  cell,  but  unfortunately  for  him,  her father's guards were not ones to be caught sleeping  at  their posts.  The  man  cursed them each time they  whacked  his  questing  fingers  with whatever  they  had  to  hand, until he finally gave up trying to unlock the bolt. He had resorted to merely cursing. 

He'd been cursing for quite some time now. 

The cadence of his cursing didn't  sound  like that  of  an  uneducated  peasant,  but the  words  certainly  sounded  like  a  poor  imitation  of  peasant's  English.  He  had cursed  in  several  other  languages  she  hadn't  understood,  and  she  was  not uneducated.  One  of  her  father's  garrison  knights  said  some  of  the  words  sounded like the  Gaelic  one  of  his  own  father's  retainers  spoke.  Amanda  had  come  to  the conclusion, quite early that morning, that the man they had locked up in her father's cellar was no peasant, but perhaps a great Scottish lord who had little interest in the language spoken south of his home. 

Unfortunately,  trying  to  convince  her  very  sleepy  brothers  of  any  of  this  had earned  her  nothing  but  more  snores.  Sir  Walter  had  been  likewise unresponsive  to her attempts to gain entrance  to  the  garrison  hall, where  she  could  confer  with him privately. 

All this had left her with only one choice. 

She would have to liberate the man herself. 

Soot from the hearth in her father's solar had covered  her  face  well enough,  and John's most patched and stained hose had been her next choice—though in truth she had  seriously  considered  choosing  something  less  disgusting  from  his  trunk.  He would have deserved it, the wretch, for having slept through her heartfelt, guilt-ridden recitations  on  the  evils  of  having  imprisoned  a  man  unjustly.  John  had  scratched, belched and rolled over again to descend once more into pleasant slumber. Aye, he deserved whatever was missing from his trunk. 

The  final  addition  to  her  disguise  had  been  a  handful  of  Nicholas's  clothes wrapped around her middle, under her tunic. She  might look  like a  kitchen  lad,  but she  was  definitely  a  well-fed  one.  Surely,  her  brother  wouldn't  begrudge  her  his clothing.  It  wasn't  his  best,  but  it  was  serviceable  and  would  certainly  keep  the prisoner covered. 

All of which had left her about her self-appointed mission, using her best skills of subterfuge and disguise to make her way through the kitchens, past Cook, who only yawned  at  yet  another  filthy  lad  about  his  morning's  labor,  and  down  to  the dungeons  where  her  next  task  was  to  use  the  guards'  dungeon  keys  in  the  most appropriate place. 

The guards jumped to their feet when her foot touched the ground. She assessed them quickly. There was no wine at their elbows, damn them, so she couldn't liberate the  keys  from  their  drunken  fingers.  And  the  men  were  frowning,  never  a  good omen. 

She  considered  what  means  she  might  use  to  convince  them  she  should  be obeyed, then decided on a direct command. 

"Give me the keys," she demanded. 

They  blinked.  She  could  almost  see  them  considering  from  whom  they  might receive  the  most  trouble  if they  obeyed  her—Sir  Walter  now  or  her  sire  when  he returned. 

"I am chatelaine here," she announced, then she paused. "Presently,"  she  added, wanting to be truthful. "Until my mother returns." 

They hesitated, then shook their heads, almost as one. 

"Too dangerous," said one. 

"We've firm orders to keep him where he is," said the other. 

Amanda gestured at the cage in frustration. "Does he  sound  dangerous  to  you?" 

she  asked.  "Nay,  he  does  not.  He  sounds  irritated.  For  all  we  know,  he  is  a  lord from across the border who will bring his  equally irritated  clansmen  down  upon  us for not treating him with the respect he should have been accorded from the first." 

The  guardsman  on  the  right  shifted.  "Aye,  well,  I've  a  cousin  who  wed  with  a Scotsman and I must admit that I've heard this man make  sounds  akin to  what  that Scot makes when he's all in a snit." 

"See?" Amanda said. "That proves a great deal." 

"But the rest of the time he's blatherin' on in the peasant's tongue," said the other. 

"And  so  poorly  that  not  even  me,  with my  fair bit  of  learning, can  make  heads  or tails of it." 

"All the more reason to see him go," Amanda said firmly. "We'll release him and set him outside the gates. He'll go his way and that will be the end of it." 

The guards hesitated. Amanda walked forward and relieved the one on the left of his keys. When he squeaked in protest, she gave him the look she gave her brothers when they had pushed her too far. The man looked  horribly  indecisive,  which  gave her time to turn around and unlock the bolt  that  kept  the  bars  securely  closed.  She dropped the lock onto the floor and opened the grillwork—

And  found  herself  suddenly  jerked  inside  the  cell  itself  with  an  arm  across  her neck. 

Damnation, when would she find sense? Perhaps  never,  now  that  she  was  going to die. She was a fool. Beguiled by a handsome face…

The guards set up a cry. Amanda swore. There would be hell to pay now. 

"You idiot," she said to the man holding onto her, "now we'll  both find ourselves locked up. And here I came to free you. Ha." 

"Go home," he said. 



At least that's what she thought he said. By the saints, the man could not manage even a simple phrase without mangling it. Perhaps next time she  would  listen  to  her father's steward, her father's garrison knights, and the more logical part of her mind. 

The  man  behind  her  might  not  have  been  a  starving  peasant,  but  she  had  serious doubts  about  his  being  a  lord.  Surely  even  a  poorly  educated  Scottish  laird  could have mustered up more coherent French when pressed than this one. 

"Help," he added. 

"Aye," she said, in exasperation, "that had been my plan. I  even  brought  clothes with me for such an event, you great horse's arse." 

He grunted, but seemingly had nothing to say. 

Amanda pursed her lips. Perhaps he was merely a Scottish clansman, lost on the wrong side of the border. She stood there with his arm across her neck, leaned back against him, and gave that more thought.  Perhaps  he  was  a  Scottish  clansman  who had been robbed and left for dead on her father's land. That, too, was possible. 

But where had he been going? What business had he been about? Where was he from in truth? 

Well, wherever  he  was  from,  he  was  chilly. She  stroked  his  forearm  across  her throat absently. She couldn't help but have some bit of sympathy for a man who had been trapped in this bloody place for the whole of the night, cold, hungry—

He sneezed all of the sudden. 

"Exactly," Amanda said. 

He lowered his arm far enough for her to ease herself away from him. She pulled Nicholas's clothes from beneath her tunic and turned to face him. 

"Here," she said. "Take these." 

He accepted  the  clothes  with a  look  of  surprise,  then  hesitated,  as  if  he  wasn't sure what to say. 

"Thank you?" she prompted. 

"Thank you," he repeated, his pronunciation of that, at least, without flaw. 

The  guards  were  still  making  noises  of  alarm.  Amanda  turned  her  back  on  the prisoner to give him some privacy and made motions for the guards to be silent. 

She  waited,  tapping  her  foot  as  she  stood  there  in that  very  chilly dungeon  and listened to the man dressing behind her. When he stopped making noise, she turned to find him wearing her brother's clothes. He was, however, quite still. 

He was staring at his shoes. 

Not that  she  could  blame  him.  Unfortunately,  the  only  shoes  she'd  been  able  to find were the slippers that Nicholas wore—under very loud protests, of  course—to court, or when royalty descended upon Artane. They looked exceptionally ridiculous on  the  muscular  man  in  front  of  her,  but  they  looked  equally  as  ridiculous  on Nicholas, so perhaps there was nothing to be done about it. At least when Nicholas wore  them,  he  was  dressed  in his  finery.  The  man  in  front  of  her  was  dressed  in rugged work clothing; dainty shoes were not a good addition. 

And then he looked at her. 

And Amanda wondered how it was she could be so warm in such a chilly place. 

She  was,  as  she  desperately  reminded  herself,  quite  accustomed  to  the  sight  of very handsome men. There wasn't a man in her family that didn't cause women of all ages to either blush prettily at their winks, or fan themselves after the men in question had  passed.  She  was  unimpressed  by  a  handsome  face,  unaffected  by  pleasing features, completely unmoved by strength of arm. 

But somehow, despite her indifference to all those things, she found herself being quite undone just the same. There she stood in her father's uncomfortable dungeon, freezing and burning at the same time, staring into darkened eyes,  and  all she  could do was wish desperately that she hadn't used so much soot on her face. 

He reached out and touched her arm. 

She  tried  to  ignore  that.  It  wasn't  as  if she  hadn't  touched  men  before.  Indeed, she'd slapped several. But never in all her days had the mere touch of someone else's hand on her person left her so unsettled. 

And there she was, on the verge of sending him away. 

He slid his hand down her arm until he had enclosed her fingers with his own. 

He pointed toward the open door. 

Suddenly,  the  spell  was  broken.  She  had  expected  him to  leave.  Indeed,  hadn't she come down here for just this purpose? Then why did  it suddenly  seem  like the worst idea she'd ever had? And given how many ideas she'd had over the course of her  life  which  had  turned  out  to  be  quite  bad  ones  indeed,  that  was  saying something. 

Before  she  thought  better  of  it,  she  pulled  him  along  behind  her,  ignoring  the protests of the dungeon guards. Cook hardly looked up from the stirring of her pot, and the kitchen lads were too surprised to squeak. 

The  great  hall  was  a  bit  more  difficult.  Her  brothers  were  there,  yawning  and scratching. Sir Walter  was  hastily pulling his  tunic  over  his  head  and  bellowing for his squire to hand him his  sword.  But  even  he  fell silent  when  he  saw  her  with her baggage in tow. Sir Walter's men were scrambling to put themselves in some sort of defensive position. Amanda glared  her  open-mouthed  brothers  into  submission  but found the way blocked by Sir Walter and a contingent of his more intimidating lads. 

"My lady," he began, "I must insist—" 

"I  insist,  as  well,"  she  said  firmly,  pulling  her  stranger  behind  her.  "A  terrible mistake has been made." 

"Aye, those shoes with that tunic," John muttered. 

"Be silent, you fool," Amanda snapped. She turned back to Sir Walter and took a deep breath. "This is no peasant." His language aside, of course. "If we cannot offer a man of his obvious nobility a place at the table, then we must allow him the use of the  gates.  To  hold  him prisoner  is  to  bring  nothing  but  ruin  down  upon  our  very deserving heads." 

"  Oui," the man behind her said, his rich, melodious voice sounding every inch the educated, cultured lord. 

A pity  he  couldn't  seem  to  spew  forth  any  other  phrases  that  might  make  him sound less an idiot. Amanda almost turned to tell him as much, but the fight was  in front of her, not behind. 

"Let him go?" Sir Walter said doubtfully. 

"What  else  are  we  to  do?"  Amanda  asked.  "Hold  him  here  until  his  folk  come seeking him and then lay siege to the castle in return for the insult to their lord? If you are bent on keeping him in the dungeon, best kill him now and toss his body by the wayside,  so  his  people  may  find  him there  and  think ruffians  are  responsible.  And then you, Sir Walter, will have his blood on your hands, not I." 

Sir Walter hesitated, a sure sign he was near to being bested. But he was, after all, an old and wily warrior and had not earned his reputation for relentlessness in battle for naught. 

"And if we release him, how  will we  know  he  will return  to  his  folk?"  he  asked. 

"Insult  has  already  been  done  to  him.  It  is  possible  he  will  lie  in  wait  outside  the gates, ready to take his vengeance." 

"With us safely inside," she asked, "what does that matter?" 

Sir Walter smiled pleasantly. "My thinking exactly. So, my lady Amanda, you are in agreement that until your elder brother or your sire returns, you will keep yourself within the gates? For safety's sake?" 

Damn the man. The glint of  victory  in his  eye  was  all too  plain.  She  scowled  at him, but saw no way to accomplish her desire without giving up something in return. 

"I will not go outside the gates without an escort," she conceded. "But I also will not  be  kept  prisoner  in my  own  home.  Not  even  for  this  man's  sake  will I  go  that far." 

Sir  Walter  was  no  fool,  and  she  supposed  he  knew  he  would  get  nothing  else from her. He nodded in satisfaction. 

"Done." 

"Harrumph,"  she  said  as  she  pulled  the  reason  for  her  loss  of  freedom  along behind her. Men parted to allow her passage, but her brothers followed immediately, like a wake that could not be outswum. 

"At  least  those  are  Nick's  clothes,"  John  said  clearly.  "And  he  won't  miss  the shoes." 

"Shut up, John," Amanda said, wrenching open the front door. She pulled at her captive, but he wouldn't move. She turned to look at him. 



There was, she had to admit, a look of genuine regret in his face. 

"He's  under  her  spell  already,"  Montgomery  said  matter-of-factly.  "Another  one felled without a stroke." 

"He's  anxious  to  go  home,"  Amanda  said  flatly.  She  looked  at  the  man  and nodded down the stairs. "This way," she said. 

He wouldn't move. He pointed at her. "Amanda." 

"Aye, well, that would be my name," she said briskly. "And yours?" 

He stared at her blankly. 

"He's  daft,"  John  noted,  sounding  rather  disappointed  by  that  discovery. 

"Perhaps that is why he was robbed. He was too big a fool to run." 

"Perhaps 'tis merely because we don't speak his language," Montgomery said. "I'll try  Scots."  He  said  something  to  him  in  what  Amanda  could  only  assume  was Gaelic. Lord Pevensey had many Scottish retainers, lads he imported from over the border  who  didn't  care  if  they  served  an  Englishman  or  not.  Montgomery  was forever muttering in it, though he was the first to admit that he didn't know as much as he might have had Lord Pevensey given him but five heartbeats peace to  breathe now and then. 

The man looked at Montgomery in astonishment, then replied. 

Amanda looked at her brother. "Well, what did he say?" 

"I think," Montgomery said hesitantly, "that his name was Jake." 

"Jake," Amanda repeated, the name feeling foreign and strange on her tongue. She looked at the man. "Jake?" 

"Jackson Alexander Kilchurn," he said slowly. "IV." 

"Kilchurn," she repeated. "IV." 

"Jake." 

"Jake." 

John sighed in exasperation. "Just call him 'dolt' and be done. I for one would like to return to my bed!" 

Amanda would have delivered  the  slap  he  deserved  aside  his  head  instead  of  to the  empty  air  if  he  hadn't  been  so  quick.  She  contented  herself  with  a  look  of warning before she turned back to Jake. 

Jackson Alexander Kilchurn IV. If that wasn't a Scottish name, and one made for a  lord  not  a  peasant,  she  didn't  know  what  was.  Aye,  they  would  have  made  a mistake by confining him. 

Even if that confinement would have meant she might have  been  able  to  see  him now and then. 

"A  horse,  then,"  she  said,  "and  he'll  be  on  his  way."  She  looked  up  at  Lord Kilchurn. "You're ready to go home?" she asked. 



"You're ready to go home," he repeated, flawlessly. 

"An imbecile," John grumbled. "And he looked so fierce…" 

Amanda hissed for him to be still. She looked at Lord Kilchurn and found that he had offered his hand. 

She paused. 

That  sweetness  washed  over  her,  the  same  feeling she  had  had  the  past  pair  of months every time she looked at her home, the same feeling she'd had when she first touched the man standing before her. 

 Home…

She felt, for the  first  time ever,  as  if she  might have  met  someone  she  could  be fond of. She could certainly spend many years looking into those beautiful eyes and finding herself  not  unhappy.  That  she  was  escorting  him  out  of  her  father's  front gates shouldn't have surprised her. 

Poor lordly imbecile that he was. 

He rubbed his head suddenly, as if it pained him, then  waited  for  her  to  take  his hand. 

She did. 

And to keep herself from making a complete fool of herself, she led her  stranger to the stables, her brothers trailing along behind her, Sir Walter  and  his  men  trailing along behind them. Jake spent  a  goodly  amount  of  time looking  at  his  shoes  as  he walked,  shaking  his  head  as  if  he  either  couldn't  believe  he  sported  something  so completely  repulsive  or  he  couldn't  fathom  that  anyone  would  put  those  colors together  and  call  it  fashion.  Amanda  shared  his  opinion  thoroughly,  but  refrained from comment. 

She stopped at the entrance to the stables and waited  until the  stable  master  had come out. He bowed politely. 

"Aye, my lady? Are you thinking to exercise your sire's finest again today?" 

She looked at him archly. "I am a very good rider, Master Otto." 

"Too  good,  I'd  say,"  he  replied,  but  with  a  polite  nod.  "Who  will  you  have today?" 

"Have we not some mount about who might bear this lord hence to his home?" 

Master  Otto  looked  Jake  over,  then  nodded  and  retreated  into  the  stables.  He came out several minutes later leading a tall, black horse with a white blaze down his nose.  The  animal looked  good-natured,  but  not  overly  polite.  Amanda  recognized him  as  one  her  father  had  bought  a  month  or  two  ago.  She'd  never  ridden  him, preferring  to  see  what  sort  of  demon  horses  she  could  liberate  from  her  father's stables. Perhaps Jake would find him to his liking. 

Master Otto invited Jake to mount. 

Jake stared at him blankly. 



John made "I-said-as-much" noises that forced  her  to  elbow  him in the  ribs.  He coughed and fell blessedly silent. 

"Montgomery, tell him he may take the horse." 

"I don't know how to say horse in Scots," Montgomery said. 

"Then say, 'Get up there and ride off,'" Amanda suggested. "Say anything!" 

Montgomery said something. Jake considered, then shook his head  with a  smile. 

He made walking motions with his fingers. 

"As I said," John muttered. "He's hopeless!" 

Amanda could hardly believe her eyes. Was it possible this man,  this  handsome, powerful-looking  man,  could  not  ride?  She  stared  at  him  in  shock  and  a  bit  of dismay. Perhaps he was as John had said: a simpleton let loose from his village when someone failed to attend him closely enough. 

But, by the saints, he was so handsome. She could hardly bring herself to believe he wasn't what he seemed. 

Perfect. 

Beautiful beyond belief. 

"Show him the gates," John prodded, "before he forgets how to use his feet." 

Jake sighed. 

With regret, if anyone had noticed. 

As if he might have liked to stay. 

"Tell him to  go,  Montgomery,"  John  said  pointedly.  "Before  our  sister  swoons any further." 

Montgomery  sighed  and  said  something  to  Jake.  Jake  replied,  haltingly. 

Montgomery looked at Amanda. 

"He said, and 'tis but a guess at that, that he's sorry to have to leave the table so quickly but stew stirred too much turns to mush." 

Amanda considered. 

Very well, so he was  an  imbecile.  "Tell  him he  is  free  to  go  but  to  have  a  care. 

Ruffians abound, as he well knows. Can he find his village?" 

Montgomery  and  the  man  attempted  conversation  for  quite  some  time  before Montgomery turned back to her. 

"He hopes he can find  his  village. As  I  said,  Mandy,  his  language is  very  weak. 

But he promises to be wary and thanks you for the hospitality of your cooking fire." 

Montgomery paused. "It sounds to me as if he learned his words at the cooking fire of an ill-humored Scottish grandmother." 

Amanda blinked. "I daresay." 

John blew out his breath and walked away. 



Amanda gestured toward  the  gates  in front  of  her.  "There  you  are,"  she  said  to Jake. "Off with you, then." 

He turned toward her. The next thing she knew, he had taken her face in his hands and was scrubbing off  the  soot.  She  stared  up  at  him in surprise,  then  wished  she hadn't. Daft though he might have been, and incapable of intelligible speech, she had to admit that he was quite magnificent. 

And his touch made her tremble. 

He smiled once more, then walked away. 

Amanda stood amidst the activity that was normal fare for her father's home, and watched Jake for as long as she could. He stood taller than  the  groups  of  peasants as he made  his  way  to  the  front  gates  and  out.  She  watched  until she  couldn't  see him anymore. 

He did, she noted with something akin to  satisfaction,  turn  himself about  several times to look back at her. 

When she could no longer see him, she turned but found her way blocked by Sir Walter  and  his  men.  She  knew  the  steward  didn't  care  for  her  roamings  along  the walls, and she was quite certain she could have told him to take himself and his men to the devil quite happily, but it had been a most tiresome morning already, and that, added to the intrigues and difficulties from the day before,  and  the  trials  leading up to that, had left her with great pains in her head. 

She ignored the pain in her heart. 

"I will take my ease in my chamber," she said regally. 

"As you will, my lady," Sir Walter said, with a little bow. 

She  walked  sedately  inside  the  hall,  giving  one  after  the  other  of  her  younger brothers a shove when they tried to waylay her, and continued on to her chamber. 

Then she bolted for the roof. 

By the time she reached the west wall, Jake was leaving the  village. She  watched him until he was nothing but a speck in the distance. And then came the point when she wasn't sure if she was actually watching him or seeing motes in the morning air. 

Well, that was that. She was better off. He was  beautiful,  but  lacking in wit.  Her father  never  would  have  approved.  Far  better  that  she  watch  him  leave  before  her heart was involved. 

All the  same,  perhaps  she  would  do  well  in  a  few  hours  to  have  herself  a  ride outside  the  gates.  It  wouldn't  do  to  let  a  guest  find  himself  assaulted  by  ruffians. 

And,  as  her  father  would  be  the  first  to  say,  lawlessness  in  the  north  was  on  the increase. 

Aye, she would make certain Jackson Alexander Kilchurn IV hadn't been waylaid again. 











Chapter 8

 Jake walked along a dusty track, contemplating the twists and turns of Fate. He also contemplated  the  twists  and  turns  of  his  pointy-toed  shoes,  but  that  was  but  a distraction  from  the  irritation  of  tights  that  chafed.  He  decided,  at  one  point,  that Fate  had  a  very  vile sense  of  humor.  As  did  Gideon  de  Piaget,  whom  Jake  would repay for his current straits as soon as he possibly could. 

That was assuming he could find Gideon to repay him.  Jake  scratched  his  head, but  that  didn't  provide  him  with  any  decent  answers—and  answers  were  certainly what he needed at present. 

He stuck his hands in his pockets only to realize he didn't have pockets, damn it, he had tights. He scowled. If he managed to  get  home,  he  would  definitely have  to find  something  else  to  wear  right  away  or  no  one  would  ever  take  him  seriously again. Not  that  anyone  would,  if they  ever  caught  wind  of  where  he'd  just  recently been. 

Not  that  anyone  would  have  believed  him  anyway.  He  wasn't  sure  he  really believed it himself, except that the facts were almost beyond dispute. 

There  was  the  business  in the  great  hall the  night before,  with  everyone  in  their medieval costumes.  Weird,  but  that  could  have  been  just  a  fluke.  But  waking  in  a dungeon?  Twenty-first  century  Englishmen  didn't  put  other  men  in  holes  under kitchens and leave them there for indeterminate lengths of time. 

The  language  was  another  problem.  He  hadn't  had  all  that  much  chance  to familiarize himself with it the  night before;  the  men  sitting  outside  his  cell had  been remarkably  uncommunicative.  Still,  what  he  had  heard  from  them,  and  what  he'd heard  from  Amanda  had  brought  him to  the  unmistakable  conclusion  that  she  and her family spoke French. But it wasn't modern-day French. 

Then  there  was  the  English  he'd  heard  spoken  amongst  the  guards  and  in  the village to consider. He'd lived in England for more than half his life and  he'd  grown quite  accustomed  to,  if  not  proficient  at,  a  variety  of  accents.  What  he'd  been listening to for the past twenty-four hours belonged in some Anglo-Saxon tutorial at Cambridge, not in the environs of Artane. 

Artane. 

And medieval Artane, at that. 

He shook his head. Who would have thought it? It was no wonder the place had given him the willies, when this was what it had had in store for him. 

He paused.  And  what  had  it had  in store  for  him? Besides  a  trip  back  into  the past? 



 Amanda. 

If  he  hadn't  recognized  her  as  the  woman  that  group  of  medieval  ghosts  had waxed  rhapsodic  over,  he  might have  just  thought  she  was  a  beautiful woman  and called it good. 

Then again, maybe not. 

She was, in all honesty, far beyond anything he'd ever expected. 

He stopped and stared into the distance, past trees that looked just like trees in his day,  and  wondered.  Was  it possible?  Was  he  hallucinating?  Was  it  a  reenactment society gone mad, reenacting far beyond what their club charter allowed? Were they Artane  fanatics  who  had  permission  from  Artane's  earl to  take  over  his  castle  and turn it into a slice of the past? 

Not likely. 

But  the  thought  that  he  actually  had  traveled  to  a  different  time  was  just  as unlikely.  Things  like  that  didn't  happen.  He  lived  in  a  modern,  rational  time  with modern,  rational occurrences.  That  paranormal  stuff  was  just  mumbo-jumbo  made up  by  people  with  too  much  time  on  their  hands  and  a  driving  need  to  measure things  on  little instruments  of  their own  making.  His  world  was  cold,  hard  reality; rocks, minerals, things that could be touched, cut, dug out, and  put  in pockets.  He didn't believe in Fate, time travel, or… er… ghosts. 

He shifted uncomfortably. 

All right, so he'd seen ghosts. There was probably a logical explanation for that as well. In a way, that was reassuring, to think that existence didn't end at death. 

But time travel? 

No way. 

No way at all, which was why he was going to start looking for familiar landmarks such as roads, phone boxes, or tracks left by Range Rovers on their way to the local market for snacks. The very  last thing he was going to look for was something that screamed "Get in me, I'm a time-travel machine." 

He scowled.  His  '67  was  probably  just  such  a  machine.  Unfortunately,  after  its last flight, he suspected it wouldn't be  good  for  driving,  much  less  allowing him to warp time to his will and pleasure. And that assumed, of course, that it had any sort of time-traveling capabilities—which he most certainly doubted it did. 

So, having no other alternative, he kept on walking. 

He came  to  a  point  where  he  wondered  why  he  hadn't  asked  for  a  doggie  bag back at the castle. He saw trees to his right and paused to look at them. Was there at least water there? It was worth a look. 

He wandered  over,  found  a  little  trickle,  and  didn't  bother  to  check  the  source before  taking a  long  drink.  The  water  was  clear  and  so  sharp  it almost  burned  his mouth. It wasn't particularly cold, but he  hadn't  seen  any  glaciers  around  either,  so maybe that wasn't a  surprise.  He  drank  until he  was  satisfied,  then  sat  back  on  his heels and looked around him. It was a pristine little glade, with no sounds of traffic, no sounds of civilization, no sounds of modern man to disturb the peace. 

But there  was,  quite  suddenly,  the  sound  of  loud  conversation  in a  language  he didn't speak. 

He looked  up  and  saw  men  come  to  a  stop  across  the  little  stream  from  him. 

They were dressed, and he used that term loosely, in ratty tights and tunics. It made him realize just how nice the clothing he was wearing was. 

Jake  jumped  to  his  feet,  only  to  have  the  ruffians  stop  still.  He  stared  at  them. 

They stared back at him. 

Then they pointed to his shoes and burst into laughter. 

He did what any red-blooded male would have done in that situation. 

He flipped them the bird. 

Apparently that translated well, whatever the century. 

The  men  snarled  in  unison  and  lake  looked  around  him  quickly  to  judge  the terrain. Too rocky. He turned and made tracks for a nice flat surface where he might stand a chance, one against eight. 

Without warning, he tripped over something in the grass and went down. Damned shoes.  When  he  managed  to  scramble  back  up  to  his  feet,  he  found  himself surrounded by half a dozen or so men who looked as if they hadn't seen a bathtub in thirty years. 

Jake  held  out  his  hands,  palm  up,  to  show  them  he  had  no  weapon.  He  would have turned out his pockets, but again, he had no pockets to turn out. 

They made motions for him to take off his clothes. 

"Shove it," he suggested. 

They discussed that for a moment  or  two,  then  growled  and  attacked.  Jake  was outnumbered,  but  not  outmaneuvered.  He  dodged,  he  spun,  he  made  himself  as impossible-to-catch  a  target  as  possible.  And  when  it  came  down  to  a  choice between him and the men attacking him, he got down to business. 

He left two unconscious  on  the  ground  with what  he  half hoped  weren't  broken necks and was well on the way to taking out a pair more when out of the  corner  of his  eye  he  saw  something  coming  toward  him at  great  speed.  He  elbowed  another thug in the throat absently as he watched the rider approaching. 

It was Amanda. 

He took a fist to the belly during the time he took to gape at her, flying toward him on two thousand pounds of Belgian as easily as if she were riding a bike. He noticed a  knife coming  toward  him,  but  was  too  distracted  to  avoid  the  full  impact  of  it. 

Amanda  ran  through  the  group  of  thugs,  scattering  them  like leaves.  Jake  clutched his  arm  to  stop  the  bleeding  and  watched  as  she  wheeled  around  and  came  back. 

The  horse  reared,  an  impressive  sight  in itself,  and  when  he  came  down,  Amanda slid off his back and landed on the ground in a crouch, a  wicked-looking  dagger  in her hand. 

Jake wondered if it would be unmanly to fan himself. 

Apparently the remaining ruffians didn't think so. They paused to make noises of appreciation. Amanda said something to them that made one of them snort. 

Jake slapped that one on the back side of the head. 

Amanda pulled a knife out  other boot at the same time the thug turned to deal with Jake.  Jake  found  two  knives  coming  at  him  at  the  same  time.  He  avoided  the stabbing  one  and  fumbled  with  the  sheathed  one.  He  avoided  another  stab  and looked  at  the  dagger  he  was  holding.  Amanda  shouted  something  at  him.  He frowned at her. It was obvious she had just given him a weapon, but he wasn't sure he could  use  it.  His  hands?  Yes.  But  a  knife,  no,  he  wasn't  at  all  sure  about  that. 

After all, one didn't just go about stabbing people met casually on the road. 

Then again, these guys weren't  exactly  elderly Brits  with picnic  hampers  looking for a likely spot for a snack. They had weapons and looked to have every  intention of using them. In fact, one of them was taking on Amanda, mercilessly. Jake would have jumped to her rescue, but he found himself suddenly too busy  trying to  avoid becoming a pincushion for the remaining men. 

And then, just as suddenly, shouts went up from nearby. Jake watched in surprise as  Amanda's  brothers  leaped  off  their  horses  and  dove  into  the  fray.  They  had swords and seemed to know how to use them. They were taking on the largest of the group, seeming to take great pride in irritating him as much as possible. 

That  left  four  for  him.  Jake  took  out  one  immediately,  leaving  him  in  an unconscious heap on the ground. The remaining three  were  a  bit  more  difficult.  He was  good  with  his  hands,  and  he  was  used  to  facing  thugs  with  knives  in  dark alleyways in countries where a little murder for the sake of moneymaking wasn't that big a deal, but these guys were desperate.  He  received  a  nick  or  two  more  than  he would  have  liked,  and  he  had  certainly  done  more  damage  to  them  than  he  was comfortable with in return, but in the  end,  three  more  were  down.  That  left the  big one and Amanda's guy. 

The  boys  seemed  to  have  no  trouble  letting  Jake  take  over.  The  only  problem was, the biggest thug had a sword and Jake had only his bare hands. 

He  dodged  a  vicious  thrust  and  looked  at  the  lads.  "Help  her!"  he  exclaimed, jabbing a finger Amanda's way. 

"Why?" 

Both brothers asked that, in unison, and he had no trouble understanding. 

"Because she is a woman!" he exclaimed in his best schoolboy French. 

Apparently that translated fairly well because the boys looked at him as if he had just  voluntarily plunged  his  foot  into  the  biggest  pile  of  sexism  ever  deposited  on English soil. 



One  of  the  lads  made  a  dismissive  motion  with  his  hand.  Jake  would  have followed that up with a stern lecture on protecting  the  weaker  sex,  but  he  suddenly found himself with his own problem coming at him in a fury. 

He  rolled,  he  spun,  he  dodged.  He  finally  kicked  the  sword  out  of  the  man's hands and from there the fight was  quite  brief.  An  underfed  peasant  was  no  match for a modern man who'd eaten well his whole  life. When  the  other  man  was  down, Jake paused for a moment. Amanda's brothers were standing there gaping at him. He smiled briefly, then looked to see how Amanda was doing. 

And it was, he had to admit, a spectacular performance. 

She scored several hits on her opponent, eliciting an equal number of curses. Jake would  have  kept  track  of  both,  but  he  was  an  old-fashioned  kind  of  guy  and  he couldn't just stand there and let Amanda fight when he could do something to defend her. 

But when he started forward, one of the brothers, he certainly couldn't have  said which, grabbed him by his good arm and stopped him. The teenager shook his head with wide eyes. 

"She  needs  help,"  Jake  said  firmly.  "Either  you  do  it,"  and  here  he  pointed  to them so they wouldn't misunderstand, "or I will." 

They shook their heads vigorously. They pointed to  Amanda  and  made  motions that  he  had  no  trouble  interpreting  to  mean  their deaths  at  Amanda's  hands  if  they interfered. 

Well,  they  might  be  afraid  of  her,  but  Jake  wasn't.  He  tapped  the  thug  on  the back, leaped aside as he spun around with a knife in his  hands.  He  waited  until the man had exhausted his repertoire of moves, then grabbed his wrist and  plunged  the man into unconsciousness by means of a fist under the chin. 

Jake looked at the fallen bodies, alive or  dead  as  was  the  case,  and  realized that there would certainly be an inquest—

If they'd been in modern-day England, that was. 

He wasn't sure what the procedure was in the current day. What he did know was that they didn't want to linger where they were, just in case the little party at their feet had friends. 

"Go," said one of the twins. 

"Excellent idea," he muttered. He was on the verge of wishing the three of them a nice trip back to the castle, when he chanced to look to his right. 

 Amanda. 

All  right,  so  he  had  spent  his  life  being  mesmerized  by  color,  by  things  that sparkled,  by  the  rare  and  exquisite.  He'd  been  known  in the  past  to  become  quite overwhelmed by the sight of a perfectly cut  gem,  to  drool  over  unusual  formations of quartz, to gaze motionlessly at finished pieces under bright lights. 

But never in his long and illustrious  career  spent  chasing  things  that  dazzled  him had he ever seen anything like the woman before him. 

She  was,  as  he  had  noted  before,  quite  beautiful.  Her  face  was  perfectly proportioned, her skin  flawless,  her  figure pleasing.  But  as  ideal as  all those  things were, what he couldn't look away from was the fire in her eyes. No wonder men had been  singing  her  praises  for  centuries.  He  wondered  what  man  had  been  lucky enough to capture her heart. 

He found, quite suddenly, that he wished it could have been him. 

She took a step closer to him, a wildness still in her  eyes,  her  knife bared  in her hand. He held up his hands in surrender. 

"Whatever it is, I didn't do it." 

She  leaned  down  suddenly,  cut  a  long  strip  from  one  of  the  filthy tunics  of  the vanquished at his feet, then stuck her knife back  into  her  belt  and  approached  with cloth  in  hand.  He  realized  immediately  what  she  intended,  and  he  didn't  have  the heart  to  tell her  that  the  very  last  thing he  wanted  was  that  filthy,  bug-infested  rag anywhere near the flesh wound he sported down his arm. 

Not that she would have understood him if he'd tried. 

So he ignored the sting and the potential for infection as she quite expertly tied a tourniquet around his arm. She didn't bother to try to speak to him. 

He supposed he couldn't blame her. If  she  thought  him anything but  a  complete idiot, he would have been surprised. She did make the effort to point at her horse. 

Jake sighed. There was more to face than the impossibility of getting on a horse. 

What was he going to do with his future? 

He rubbed  his  chin  and  took  a  step  away  to  give it some  thought,  only  to  step quite firmly on the body of a fallen ruffian. Well, that was something to think about. 

He looked back at Amanda and thought some more. 

Stay or go? 

All right, so he could stay at least for a while—only because  it was  foolhardy  to try to traverse unfamiliar country without any preparation, maps, or other directional devices. He needed to know where he was, and he needed to know the language, he needed to know enough to get him across the country with some ease. 

But the  real reason,  he  had  to  admit,  was  that  even  though  he  knew  she  could never  be  his,  walking  away  from  Amanda  of  Artane  without  looking  a  bit  more would be like finding a vein of something really spectacular and not sticking around to see where it ended. 

"Let's go home," he said, in his clearest French. 

She studied him for a moment or two, then nodded and walked over to her horse. 

Jake was then faced with his next problem: how to get back to the castle. He was in good  shape,  but  Amanda's  horse  was  high-jumper huge.  He  turned  to  judge  the boys' horses and supposed one of them might be manageable. Before he could fully decide  if he  could  actually  heave  himself up  into  the  saddle,  one  of  the  boys  had shoved reins into his hands and hopped up without effort behind Amanda. 

Damn him anyway. 

Jake  looked  at  the  horse  and  wondered  how  it was  you  went  about  introducing yourself to a beast you wanted to befriend so you didn't make a fool out of yourself in front of the most beautiful woman you'd ever met. 

Brother  Useful,  as  Jake  promptly  termed  him,  appeared  and  held  his  cupped hands out. Jake got the picture. He put one foot in the boy's hands, then  swung  up onto the horse's back with as much grace as he could muster. 

Which wasn't much, but at least he didn't enjoy an immediate return to  terra firma

. 

He  thanked  Amanda's  brother  in  Gaelic.  The  boy  smiled  and  nodded,  then pointed to himself. 

"Montgomery," he said. 

"Montgomery," Jake agreed. "Thank you." 

Montgomery  shrugged  with  another  smile,  glared  at  something  nasty-sounding spewed  by  his  brother,  then  trotted  off  to  his  own  horse,  which  he  mounted  with ease born of years of practice. It was then that Jake realized that a horse was quite a bit more shifty than even his beloved '67. But before he had a chance to give that too much thought, they were off. 

Well, Amanda and her brothers were off. 

He was left behind, wondering where first gear was. 

Montgomery looked over his shoulder and whistled.  Jake  grabbed  at  the  horse's hair and decided that it would be in his best interest to just let the horse do its thing until it stopped. He applied all his energies to just hanging on. 

He  hung  on  until  they  had  bounced  their  way  back  inside  the  castle  walls. 

Fortunately  for  him,  the  horse  seemed  to  know  when  to  stop.  Amanda  and  her brothers  dismounted  expertly.  Jake  managed  to  get  to  the  ground  somehow,  and given that he landed there on his feet and not his head, he thought it might be  good enough. 

The older man from the  night before  appeared  suddenly,  scowling  fiercely.  Jake guessed that this was not her father. One, they looked  nothing  alike. Two,  Amanda was  polite,  but  not  deferential.  In  fact,  the  deference  went  the  other  way.  But Amanda did eventually nod and  walk away  toward  the  castle.  Jake  watched  her  go until she disappeared inside. 

Then he turned to the animated conversation going on between the older man and the  brothers.  Jake  had  the  feeling,  based  on  the  way  all  three  would  periodically gesture  at  him,  that  they  were  discussing  his  fate.  He  decided  that  he  wouldn't  be spending any more time in the cellar and was  digging through  his  inadequate  stores of Gaelic for words to that effect, when the older man folded his arms over his chest









and looked at Jake sternly. He pointed to the boys. 

"Hear them," he said, nodding to the lads. "Learn you." 

Or words to that effect. Jake decided that first on the list,  after  ditching  his  fairy shoes, would come a crash course in medieval lingo. 

He nodded to the older man, then looked at his tutors. They listened to a long list of  instructions  from  the  older  man,  then  watched  him  walk  away.  They  consulted with each other, then turned and looked at Jake with grins and twinkles in their eyes. 

Wonderful. 

His  induction  into  the  Middle  Ages  was  about  to  begin  and  he  had  two fifteen-year-olds as his guides. 

He could hardly wait. 



Chapter 9

 Amanda put her thumb into her mouth and sucked on it, cursing as  best  she  could around it. What had she been thinking, to see to the enormous pile of mending in that basket? She was quite certain Sir Walter had obtained every piece of cloth that might have had  even  the  most  minor  of  rents  in it to  foist  off  on  her.  She  looked  at  her basket of finished bits and decided, based upon the meagerness of its contents, that the se'nnight had been completely wasted, though it had certainly kept her occupied, out of the great hall, and far away from Jake. 

Which she was quite certain had been the purpose. 

And she had no one to blame for that but herself, given that she had agreed to Sir Walter's demand that she stay upstairs until he had ascertained Jake's true intentions

—which she could  do  just  as  well as  he  could.  Aye,  and  given that  she  was  likely more capable than Sir Walter of judging Jake's character, there was no reason not to be about the task immediately. 

So  she  tossed  the  poorly  mended  tunic  into  the  finished  pile and  hurried  to  her chamber, where she changed into her  training clothes.  She  braided  her  hair,  put  on her boots, and took a moment or two to make her plans before she went out into the passageway.  If  anyone  were  capable  of  finding  out  all  there  was  to  know  about Jackson Alexander Kilchurn IV, it was she. She had spent years honing her skill not only of subterfuge, but investigation. How else was a girl to learn what she needed to about a suitor if she couldn't observe him, unobserved herself? 

She made her way quickly and quietly down to the great hall. She peered around the  edge  of  the  stairwell. Jake  sat  at  the  high table  with her  brothers.  Montgomery and John were blathering on about this and that, without ceasing, one  jumping in to carry on the tale whilst the other paused for breath. 

But  instead  of  being  irritated,  as  most  men  would  have  been,  Jake  merely  sat there,  stroking  his  lips  with  a  finger,  as  if  he  fought  not  to  smile.  And  when Montgomery finished John's favorite jest for him, Jake actually laughed. 

Amanda  considered.  Her  brothers  were  notoriously  hard  on  visitors.  That  Jake could tolerate them, nay, even appear to enjoy them was something indeed. 

She  watched  him as  he  stretched  for  his  cup,  then  winced.  He  rubbed  his  arm gently, then said  something  to  Montgomery.  Montgomery  nodded  and  the  three  of them rose and made their way from the great hall. 

Interesting. 

Amanda  filched  a  hunk  of  bread  from  the  table  and  walked  to  the  front  door. 

Were they going to the healer's house? She suspected so. Montgomery had told her, at  various  times  during  her  confinement  upstairs  in the  solar,  that  Jake  had  a  most curious  method  of  tending  to  his  wounds.  Amanda  had  her  own  notions  on  the methods most healers employed, but then again, she had grown up with a woman as Artane's healer who had had her own very strong thoughts on the matter. 

Amanda sighed. 'Twas no wonder she drove all men away. Her opinions were too strong and her tongue too quick to express them. 

She  peeked  out  the  door  and  saw  the  threesome  making  their  way  across  the courtyard  in  the  direction  she'd  anticipated.  She  stood  there  and  watched thoughtfully until they entered the small house. She had forgotten how tall Jake was, or how handsome. Sir Walter had made her take all her meals upstairs, so she'd only had brief glimpses of him from  a  great  distance  as  he  followed  her  brothers  to  the lists. 

She had forgotten, indeed. 

Well, that  was  of  no  import  in her  present  business.  She  made  her  way  quickly across the courtyard and paused at the doorway to the healer's quarters.  She  eased the door open and listened. 

"Wine?" said Master Erneis. "Again, my lords?" 

"Jake wishes to soak his arm in it," Montgomery said earnestly. " 'Tis his way of healing. Quite new and exciting, wouldn't you say?" 

Amanda  suspected  she  knew  precisely  what  Master  Erneis  would  say,  and  that wouldn't  include  praise  for  new  and  exciting  methods  of  healing.  The  man  was certainly capable, but he wasn't overly imaginative. 

But she listened  as  the  healer provided  what  was  asked  for  and  made  noises  of interest at the list of  herbs  that  Montgomery  and  Jake  managed  to  fashion  between themselves. 

"Thank you, sir healer," Jake said clearly. 

"He means he'll return on the morrow for more," Montgomery added. 



"Aye, thank you," Jake said. "I am grateful." 

Well, at least he was no longer a fragrant rose, a village gigolo, or a braised swine rump, all of which he'd been at some point during his  first  week—according  to  her brothers and thanks to their tutelage.  It  was  little wonder  Jake  had  reportedly  given up speaking for a few days. 

But the saints only knew what he  would  be  now  that  he  had  taken  it up  again: a peasant; a disinherited son; a ruffian with handsome manners and no scruples. 

Or a lord who had been waylaid and now sought refuge at her home? 

She was almost afraid to find out. 

But she could hardly bear not knowing. 

She heard  footsteps  coming  toward  the  door  and  she  leaped  backward  and  hid herself  behind  the  firewood  stacked  along  the  wall.  She  waited  until  her  babbling brothers  and  their charge  had  headed  toward  the  stables  before  she  raised  up  and looked over the wood. She watched them go, Jake with wine and herbs in hand and her brothers still wearing his ears down to nubs. 

Were they on to a lesson in riding, then? 

She  slipped  along  the  wall,  hiding  behind  shrubberies  and  other  kinds  of vegetation that could be found inside her father's walls. She eased toward the stable doors,  then  stopped  suddenly  when  she  heard  Jake's  voice.  His  language  was, remarkably,  much  improved.  She  was  still  marveling  at  that  when  she  heard  the unmistakable sound of breathing behind her. She whirled around to find three of her guardsmen standing there, each with their hands  over  their mouths,  as  if that  might stifle the noise. Amanda put her hands on her hips and frowned at them. 

"I'm not leaving the keep," she said. 

They nodded as one, but didn't move. 

"My gratitude, lads, for the aid, but I'm about a bit of investigation and don't need a cluster of men following—" 

The  sound  of  Jake's  voice  right behind  her  sent  her  scurrying  around  her  men. 

She made certain she was well hidden, then held her breath. 

"Amanda's  guardsmen,"  Montgomery  said.  "They  follow  her  everywhere,  but  I don't see her here. Do you, John?" 

John grunted. "I do not, but she's sure to be nearby. Come on, Montgomery, let's take him to the armory. He'll need a sword of some kind if we're going to train with him later. I still think he needs lessons in horsemastery." 

"He  doesn't  want  to  ride  a  horse,"  Montgomery  argued,  "not  with  his  arm  and all." 

"His arm is fine," John said. "Isn't it, Jake?" 

"It is better, John," Jake said easily. "Perhaps later." 

"Don't you  want to learn to ride?" John asked incredulously.  "How  can  you  not want to ride?" 

"I don't think 'tis that he has no desire."  Montgomery  defended  Jake.  "I  daresay he will when his arm is better. Fortunately for him, the wound is to his left arm. We'll be about training him with his right straightway." 

Amanda  listened  to  them  discuss  how  best  to  begin  Jake's  training  until  their voices faded away. And once she could look around her men and see that they were gone in truth, she came out from her hiding place and considered. She could follow her quarry to the armory, she  supposed,  but  what  would  it serve  her?  She  had  her doubts  that  Jake  would  reveal any  of  his  true  self  to  her  brothers.  If  he  had  some great secret, did it follow that he would confide in two lads of uncertain discretion? 

It most certainly did not. 

She continued on slowly toward the lists, wondering mightily about their guest. 

"My lady?" 

She turned  to  look  at  Robert  of  Conyers,  a  guardsman  her  father  had  imported from an estate near her great-grandmother's in France to captain her personal guard. 

Robert was fierce indeed, but he had been nothing but kind to her, leading her  men to follow her on all sorts of ridiculous adventures without complaint. 

"Aye, good sir?" 

"Are you about more investigating, or…" He paused and  looked  at  her  uneasily. 

"Or…" 

"The lists," she announced. "A bit of training there. You needn't come, of course. 

I'll be safe enough." 

He nodded and he and the other two men made her low bows and walked away. 

Of course, they would regroup near the lists, she knew, and watch her just the same, but  at  least  she  would  have  the  illusion of  privacy.  She  made  directly  for  the  lists before they changed their minds. 

She hadn't begun to actually be about her work of running when it began to rain. 

Somehow, she was unsurprised. 

It matched her mood perfectly. She wasn't one to allow circumstances to trouble her, or events to depress her, but for the first time in her life, she felt rather hopeless. 

All  her  planning,  all  her  schemes  and  dips  into  her  reserves  of  courage,  all  for naught. Her freedom had been snatched before she'd managed  to  truly have  a  taste of it. And now she was  back  where  she  started:  locked  in the  cage  of  her  beloved home, loving it and hating it at the same time, with marriage the only key available to set her free. 

By the saints, a small rest was sounding better all the time. 

She outran that tempting thought until she was drenched and she didn't think she could  put  another  foot  down.  She  hunched  over  with  her  hands  on  her  thighs, gasping for breath. Robin would have been impressed that it had taken  twenty  trips around  the  lists  and  not  just  one  to  wind  her  so.  She  would  have  to  write and  tell him, though he likely wouldn't believe it unless he saw it himself. 

Then she realized, with a start, that someone else might have seen her feat. 

A man stood leaning casually against  a  wall, having conveniently  located  himself under an overhang that the less sturdy of Artane's guardsmen were wont to use when inclement weather threatened, watching her. He held something folded over his arm. 

A cloak? Perhaps he was trying to keep it dry for her. Perhaps he was trying to keep it dry for himself. 

Or,  finally,  perhaps  she  should  continue  to  drive  herself  into  the  ground  in  a manner worthy of one of Robin's more legendary bouts of list-running until her head cleared  itself  of  these  damnably  foolish  thoughts.  The  man  had  probably  brought something  to  sit  himself  upon  should  he  encounter  a  less-than-hospitable  bit  of bench. 

She came to herself enough to realize that  she  was  gaping  at  him whilst panting. 

She quickly straightened, lest he mistake her breathlessness for something it wasn't. 

Not that he wasn't breath-stealing. 

He turned to hang up what he'd brought, which she could now see was indeed her cloak, on a bracket put there for such purposes, then came  across  the  muddy  field toward her. Amanda reminded herself of all the reasons he was unsuitable. 

He couldn't wield a sword. 

He couldn't ride a horse. 

He could barely speak her language. 

But, by the saints, he was enough to make her cast those reasons to the wind. Not only  his  face,  but  his  broad  shoulders,  his  easy  gait  that  was  so  different  from Robin's swagger. This man padded toward her as if he were an animal on the hunt. 

She felt decidedly like the prey. 

She would have fanned  her  suddenly  warm  cheeks,  but  it was  pouring  with rain and that should have been enough to cool them. 

Jake came to a halt before her and smiled gravely. "Finished?" he asked politely. 

Finished?  Ah,  but  she  suspected  she  might  never  be  finished—looking  at, listening to, wondering about the man in front of her. But looking was all she  could manage at present, and there was no sense in not doing a thorough job of it, so she applied herself immediately to the task. 

He stood there, not three paces from her, with his hands clasped behind his back. 

If she'd been a woman given to it, she would have cast herself fully into a vat of lust. 

Nicholas's  oldest  clothes  did  little  to  hide  Jake's  fine  form.  If  she  hadn't  known better, she would have thought  herself  facing  a  nobleman  of  unimpeachable  lineage and limitless power and  influence.  He  carried  himself just  as  her  brothers  did,  with confidence  and  ease.  And  if  his  bearing  wasn't  enough  to  weaken  her  knees,  the stark beauty of his face would have been. He looked at her from sea-green eyes that seemed to sear her where they looked, as if he strove to burn her into his memory. 



And then, as if he knew the depths of lustful depravity into which she'd tumbled, he smiled. 

Just a little smile. 

But it almost felled her where she stood. 

She grasped frantically at the shreds of good sense she still possessed. No matter the  seductive  beauty  of  the  peasant  before  her,  he  was  not  for  her.  She  was  still trapped in her father's larder until the appropriate dinner guest arrived to demand her as his main course, and, damnation, the rain was increasing, not abating. 

"Finished?" she managed, finally. "Ah, nay, I am not." 

And with that, she did the most sensible thing she'd done all morning. 

She ran away. 

She realized, after a time, that she had a companion for her  labors.  Amanda  was acutely  aware  of  Jake  loping  alongside  her  so  easily,  as  easily  as  Robin  himself would  have.  She  looked  at  his  feet  and  was  faintly  surprised  to  see  boots  there. 

Worn ones, but still serviceable. Perhaps someone had taken pity on him and  given him something besides court shoes. Boots were a vast improvement over Nicholas's footwear. 

"May I join you?" he asked, as politely as before. 

"It seems you have already," she managed. 

He only smiled. 

It almost undid her. 

She  made  her  circuit  five  more  times.  It  fair  killed  her  to  stop,  given  that  Jake wasn't  even  breathing  hard  and  she  didn't  want  to  look  weak  beside  him,  but  she suspected  it  might  kill  her  to  go  on.  Besides,  she'd  already  worn  herself  out  that morning—no small feat in itself. She was due a rest. 

"I am finished now," she announced, gasping  for  breath,  clutching  her  side,  and wishing  she  had  a  place  to  sit  down  that  didn't  require  walking  to  reach  it.  She pushed her dripping hair out of her eyes and looked at him. "And you?" 

"I am here to…" he seemingly searched for words, "to be company." 

She couldn't answer. She shivered instead, and it had little to do with the rain. 

By  the  saints,  she  had  to  find  some  control  over  her  galloping  feminine sentiments. She would be begging him to wed with her soon if she did not. 

"Wait, if you will," he said, pausing to retrieve the cloak, which was indeed hers. 

She  stood  on  the  side  of  the  lists  in the  rain  and  trembled  as  he  put  her  cloak around her shoulders. He hesitated, then reached out and pulled her braid free. Then he stood back and smiled again, that little smile that  spoke  of  secrets  that  only  she would be allowed to have part in. 

She felt her forehead. 



She had a fever. She was certain of it. 

"I must go in," she said weakly. 

"As my lady wishes." 

She  nodded,  then  walked  quickly  back,  even  though  she  would  have  greatly preferred to have limped there. Jake accompanied her silently. She found  that  to  be almost as devastating as running next to him had been. She was desperately aware of him and found herself without a single weapon to fight it. 

By the saints, she needed a rest. 

She ran up the steps to the great hall, then paused at the door and looked at him. 

"I've many important things to do," she said importantly. 

He made her a low bow. "As my lady wishes." 

By the saints, could the man muster up no other words? She scowled at him and strode  into  the  great  hall  and  back  to  the  stairs,  where  she  could  flee  up  them  in peace.  She  wasted  no  time  tromping  up  them  and  preparing  to  be  about  her important tasks. 

Now, if she only had something important to be doing. 

She tidied  the  chamber  she  shared  with Isabelle—something  that  took  very  little time, as  Isabelle  had  taken  most  of  her  belongings  with  her  and  Amanda  had  few things of her own. She walked over to the window, sank down upon the stone bench there, and stared out at the rain. 

She sighed, sparing a wish for her life of a fortnight ago, when things were simple and all she had to fear were a few overanxious suitors. 

She rose  and  walked  to  the  door  before  she  could  think better  of  it.  The  saints only knew what sort of mischief her younger brothers were about. Best that she stop them from engaging in it whilst she could. 

Or so she told herself. 

She honestly couldn't have been less interested in what Jake was doing. 

She  walked  down  the  stairs  and  stopped  at  the  bottom  when  she  heard  her brothers' voices. She peeked around the wall's edge, much as she  had  done  earlier, and  saw  her  brothers  and  their student  sitting  at  the  high table.  They  were  talking, unsurprisingly, about food. 

"Eels?" Jake asked. "Under sauce?" 

"You daren't  eat  them  any  other  way,"  John  said.  "Passing  foul,  though  at  least here  Cook  can  manage  a  decent  sauce.  At  Lord  Pevensey's  keep,  the  sauces  are worse than the meat." 

Amanda was suddenly quite grateful she'd grown to womanhood in a place where the food was edible. 

"And the king's supper?" Jake asked. "It is better?" 









"It  had  best  be,"  Montgomery  said  with  a  laugh.  "Though  I  daresay  Henry wouldn't go into a rage over it. Not like King John might have." 

"Henry III," Jake said slowly. "He is the king now?" 

Amanda scowled. Of course he was the king. Who else? 

She  continued  to  listen  to  Jake,  in  his  suddenly  vastly  improved  French—far improved over what he'd used with her—question her brother as to the events of the day, the state of the king's armies,  the  condition  of  England  in the  glorious  year  of Our Lord 1227. It occurred to her suddenly, with the same sort of  suddenness  that made her realize she was almost asleep on her feet, that Jake was far more intelligent than he let on. And her brothers were too stupid to realize it. 

He was not at all what he seemed. She couldn't decide if she should be frightened or intrigued. 

She jumped suddenly when she  saw  that  he  had  turned  and  caught  sight  of  her. 

Her brothers, sitting not-so-innocently behind him, were grinning. 

Damn them. 

Amanda  walked  briskly  across  the  great  hall.  A  pity  she'd  already  exhausted herself  in the  lists,  else  she  would  have  gone  there  straightway.  She  supposed  she could have retreated back upstairs and made for the roof. But that was too wet. 

She considered the armory. Nay, too tempting to pinch something to use on  any of the three souls behind her who were calling for her to leave the lists be and torture them no longer with her pounding. 

She  slammed  the  hall  door  home  with  great  energy.  She  looked  across  the courtyard  and  espied  the  chapel.  Aye  that  was  the  place  for  her.  She  had  several things to repent of whilst she was there: lying; subterfuge; too much swearing…

And, most importantly, lust. 



Chapter 10

 Jake rolled his shoulders as he jogged in place,  trying to  work  the  kinks  out  of  his neck  and  the  chill  from  his  bones.  Historic  homes  were  drafty  in  the  twenty-first century, but  at  least  most  had  been  modernized  with some  sort  of  heating system. 

Artane in the Middle Ages was just the raw deal—and it was only June. Heaven help him when it was December…

He  shook  his  head.  He  wasn't  going  to  be  there  in  December.  At  least  not  at medieval Artane. 

He swung his arms  back  and  forth  to  warm  up  and  walked  over  to  the  window seat before he had the chance to give that too much thought. He pulled the  shutters open  and  was  rewarded  with  a  blast  of  air.  Medieval  window  treatments  weren't exactly energy efficient. 

He  shook  his  head  in  wonder.  It  was  amazing,  this  adventure  he  was  having. 

Amazing and almost unbelievable. 

But he did believe it. If his surroundings weren't evidence  enough,  he  had  many, many conversations  with fifteen-year-olds  to  prove  it.  Fortunately  for  them  all,  his travels had forced him over the years to pick up key  phrases  and  a  good  accent  in short  order.  Add  that  to  all  those  years  spent  conjugating  the  past  pluperfect  in French, and he'd rewarded the lads with success in brushing up  his  speaking  skills. 

That  was  all good  and  fine,  but  it didn't  do  much  to  answer  the  question  that  had kept him up at nights over the past week. 

 Why was he here? 

What possible reason could Fate have had to plunk him down eight centuries out of his element, short of some paranormal experiment gone horribly wrong? 

 Amanda. 

He stared out the window, scenes  from  the  past  few  days  spent  out  of  his  own time passing before his eyes. Amanda soaked to the skin, running around a dirt field, running as  though  running hard  enough  might distance  her  from  things  he  couldn't begin  to  guess.  Amanda  descending  upon  his  attackers  like  a  Fury,  her  hair streaming  behind  her,  her  eyes  flashing.  Amanda  dressed  like  a  boy  with  soot covering her face, come to spring him from the brig with clothes and a friendly hand. 

 Amanda. 

He turned away from the window abruptly. He was  here  because  of  some  weird cosmic quirk, not because Fate had a hand in it.  Amanda  was  not  for  him.  He  had nothing  to  offer  her.  He  might have  been  a  ruthless  businessman,  a  damned  good designer  of  very  expensive  baubles,  and  a  master  gem  hunter,  but  none  of  those things  would  do  him  any  good  in  medieval  England.  They  certainly  wouldn't  be enough to win him the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen. 

No wonder men were still singing her praises eight hundred years later. 

Well, there was no point in thinking about it. He would take a moment or two and be grateful he wasn't in the dungeon, then get on with his day. 

He  looked  over  his  dandy  medieval  digs.  He  had  a  bed  at  least.  John  and Montgomery had decided that he would do best to stay with them at all times—lest he wander off and call some high-ranking noble a piece of roasted tripe under sauce

—so  he  found,  himself  bunking  in  their  room  on  a  cot  that  one  of  them  had  no doubt slept in five or six years earlier. Jake didn't complain about his feet hanging off the  edge  ten  inches.  Again,  it  was  better  than  the  breezier  accommodations belowdecks. The company was better as well. The twins were, well, he hesitated  to use the word  fun, but entertaining wasn't too far off the mark. 

His own  brothers,  Charles,  Theodore,  and  William, were  a  miserable  trio.  They were each  fourteen  months  apart  and,  as  a  cluster,  several  years  older  than  he.  He had arrived on their scene, unwanted and irritating, only to be followed several years later by a baby  girl who  had  been  spoiled  in utero.  Personally,  Jake  couldn't  stand the  lot  of  them.  His  brothers  were  selfish,  ungrateful,  and  greedy.  His  sister  was selfish, ungrateful, greedy, and stupid. They hated him, the whole crew, which didn't bother him. 

Or so he'd always told himself. 

Now, with two younger brothers shadowing him, he wasn't so sure that he hadn't missed having brothers who liked him. 

They  seemed  to  like  hanging  out  with  him.  He  knew  this  because  they  said  as much  when  they  thought  he  couldn't  understand  them,  discussing  his  virtues  (his height,  his  potential  for  hefting  really  big  swords,  and  his  apparent  immunity  to Amanda's  charm)  and  discounting  his  flaws  (his  poor  French  and  his  obvious inability to hop on a horse at a dead run), but in spite  of  all that,  he  passed  muster with them. 

All in all, medieval England had turned out to be a good place. He still had no idea what  in  the  hell  he  was  doing  there,  but  maybe  there  was  no  real  reason.  Just  a mistake. And one he would have to rectify very soon. 

Maybe tomorrow. 

Today, he thought as he flexed his chilly fingers, he would ditch  those  de  Piaget brothers and spend the day with someone he shouldn't. 

He was walking a fine line and he knew it.  Amanda  would  be  marrying someone else and it certainly wouldn't do to get in the  way  of  that.  But  how  could  he  be  so close to her and not indulge in a little admiring? It  would  be  like getting to  examine the Crown Jewels at close range and walking away instead. He couldn't do it. 

He had  a  wash  with  water  that  was  just  this  side  of  icy,  dried  his  face  on  his sleeve, and set out from the bedroom. He would go keep Amanda company for the morning. The morning wouldn't hurt. 

He made his way to the great hall, helped himself to  some  rather  edible  porridge left on the table, then went on his little explore. 

He visited the lists, the infirmary, the  garden,  and  the  stables.  He  left the  stables and  wandered  across  the  courtyard,  nodding  and  smiling  to  those  he  passed.  He even attempted  a  few  innocuous  greetings  and  got  real answers  in return.  Life was good. 

He paused  in front  of  the  chapel.  He  couldn't  imagine  Amanda  sitting  still  long enough  to  meditate,  but  he'd  been  wrong  before.  He  stepped  up  a  single  step, opened the door, and went inside. He didn't have to look far before he saw a woman sitting on a bench in the front, straight-backed and regal. 

Amanda. 

He shut the heavy door behind  him as  softly  as  he  could  and  leaned  against  the door frame. He wondered  if he  would  ever  get  used  to  the  sight  of  her.  A  woman who  ended  arguments  eight hundred  years  into  the  future,  and  there  he  stood,  just ten feet from her. Spooky. And he wasn't one to indulge in paranormal musings. 

She was perfectly still, with her  head  bowed,  that  cascade  of  long,  straight  dark hair hanging down her back. It was difficult to reconcile the woman  in front  of  him with the  one  he'd  seen  in  previous  days,  riding  like  a  madwoman,  outrunning  her demons, executing rescues against men half again her size. 

He  jumped  a  little  when  he  realized  she  was  looking  back  at  him  over  her shoulder. He smiled. 

"Sorry," he said. 

She studied him for a moment or two longer in silence, then tilted her head toward the empty place on the bench beside her. An invitation, or the flaring up of a kink in her neck? Jake decided on the former. He hopped up the  aisle and  plunked  himself down next to her before she changed her mind and fled the scene. 

She  regathered  her  stillness  about  her  and  sat  with her  head  slightly bowed,  her eyes  closed.  He  stared  at  her,  unable  to  look  away.  She  was,  simply  put, breathtaking.  And  if she'd  just  been  beautiful,  it would  have  been  enough.  But  she was tough and apparently outspoken and gutsy. Her brothers were wrong. 

He wasn't immune at all. 

She looked at him suddenly from under her eyelashes. "Aren't you praying?" 

"I should be," he said fervently. 

She laughed. 

Jake felt like he'd just taken a body blow. 

Amanda clapped her hand over her mouth, then dropped her hand  back  into  her lap and bowed her head. But she was still smiling. Jake wondered how it was that a single sound of mirth from a woman he scarcely knew could render him feeling like a fourteen-year-old with his first serious crush. Only he wasn't fourteen. And this was most definitely not a woman he could have. 

He sat there for quite some time, just allowing himself the pleasure of sitting next to her, and pondering the complete improbability of it. He stole looks at her, because he couldn't help it. Finally he had to speak, because he couldn't help that either. 

"What are you doing?" he whispered. 

It took her a moment or two to answer. "Repenting." 

"Repenting?" he echoed. "Do you really need to?" 

She looked at him fully then. "Always." 

"What a troublemaker." 

"If you only knew." 

He couldn't imagine. The only trouble she probably caused were fights over who got to sit next to her at dinner. 

"Do you do it often?" he asked. 

"Which? Repent, or do things that merit it?" 

"Either. Both." 

She smiled. "I am here every morning, if that answers your question." 

It did.  Perhaps  he  should  be  taking a  closer  look  at  his  own  life. A  little chapel time wouldn't be such a bad thing for him either.  Was  it wrong  to  dredge  up  vices with if it meant getting to spend time with Amanda of Artane? 

"Your French is more improved even than yesterday," she remarked. 

"It is." 

"My brothers think you still struggle." 

"I like to be…" he searched for  the  right word  in his  still not  stellar  vocabulary, 

"underestimated." 

"Why?" 

Why  indeed?  It  was  his  father's  favorite  ploy  to  gain  advantage  with  business adversaries. 

"It gives me time to study things," he said, "before I commit to a plan." 

Or  something  to  that  effect,  he  hoped.  He  was  beginning  to  wonder  if  he  was overestimating his verbal abilities. 

"I have brothers like you," she said thoughtfully. "Like you, yet still not." 

He gave up any pretense of praying and shifted so he could see her better. "How many brothers do you have?" 

"Five." 

"Five? You poor girl." 

She smiled again, and again the sight of it almost knocked him off the bench. 

"Aye," she said, "I would have to agree." 

"And what are the names of these tormentors?" 

"Montgomery  and  John,  you  know  already.  Then  there  is  Miles,  Nicholas,  and finally Robin. Robin is the eldest and the worst of the lot." 

Robin. Jake realized with a start where he'd heard the name and realized with equal shock that  he  wouldn't  have  to  see  Robin  to  recognize  him.  Or  his  wife,  Anne,  or their four children. 

"How many children does Robin have now?" Jake managed. 

"One, but Anne expects another babe  in the  winter."  She  looked  at  him closely. 

"Are you unwell?" 

Jake smiled, though he suspected it had come out a bit sickly. All right, it was one thing to nip back a few centuries as casually as you might dash out to the store, but it was another thing entirely to have seen Robin's future. 

Then another thing occurred to him and he wondered why it hadn't before. 

"Your brother is Robin. Ah, I mean, you're Robin's sister." 

She  was  giving him that  look  again,  the  one  that  said  she  had  known  he  was  a loser but she now was going to give renewed thought to him being crazy as well. 

"I'm sorry," he said, rubbing his hands  over  his  face,  "I  think I'm  missing  some sleep somewhere." 

"Perhaps you lost it in the dungeon." 

It was his turn to smile. "No doubt." 

She fell silent and the silence grew. Jake didn't doubt what was on her mind. She would have questions. He wasn't sure he could deliver the answers. 

She studied him for a moment or two more before she continued.  "I  am  curious about several things—" 

"How about we go walk on  the  beach  and  I'll tell you  what  you  want,"  he  said. 

 Well,  most  of  what  you  would  want,  he  added  silently.  "You  do  have  a  beach nearby, don't you?" 

"Of course." 

He jumped to his feet, then held out his hand for her. "Then let's go. Unless you have other things you need to be doing?" 

"Nay," she said. "My curiosity is all that needs to be satisfied today." 

And then she very carefully put her hand in his and let him pull her to her feet. 

It was literally all he could do not to pull her into his arms. He wanted to wrap one arm around  her  waist,  bury  the  other  in her  hair and  kiss  her  until  they  both  were dizzy from lack of air. 

She shivered. 

Maybe she felt it too. 

"Food," she said suddenly, pulling her hand away. "I'll fetch food." 

"Good idea." Something to do with his mouth that didn't involve kissing her. 

He walked with her down the aisle, his boots scuffing the new stone. He looked at the woman walking next  to  him,  admired  her  medieval gown,  and  found  absolutely nothing odd about that. He was losing it quickly. 

But in his defense, there was much to like about Amanda, above and beyond the woman herself. He honestly couldn't remember the last time he walked with a woman who wasn't after him for some superficial reason. Amanda wasn't  asking  him about his portfolio or if she could just have one itsy-bitsy peek into his vault to see if there might be something there she might like. 









Then  again,  Jake  had  no  gems  in  his  vault  even  half  as  spectacular  as  the  one walking  next  to  him  so  even  if  she  had  asked,  she  probably  would  have  been unimpressed. 

"—wait?" 

He blinked, realizing they were halfway across the courtyard and  she  was  talking to him. "What?" 

"I'll fetch food. Will you wait for me here?" 

Wait? 

Wait to  kiss  her.  Wait  to  tell her  to  kiss  her  life  good-bye  and  come  with  him. 

Wait to feel himself hit the ground again, because he was almost certain he was  still spinning in the Jag that had sent him here. 

"Yes," he managed. "I will wait." 

She smiled at him again, then turned and ran up the steps to the keep. Jake looked around for something to sit down on, but found nothing. He settled for planting his feet a  manly distance  apart  and  trying to  pretend  he  didn't  feel as  if he'd  just  been punched in the gut for the third time that morning. 

He knew he was swimming in dangerous waters, but he couldn't help himself. He couldn't  help  himself  and  he  didn't  want  to.  She  couldn't  be  his.  But  he  could pretend for a day or two. 

What could it hurt? 

He didn't want to think about the answer to that. 



Chapter 11

 Amanda stood in the kitchens and held a basket whilst Cook filled it with all manner of food for  hungry  souls  stranded  on  the  shore.  She  didn't  want  to  be  clutching  a basket as if it were all that held her upright;  what  she  wanted  to  do  was  sink  down onto that bench over by the fire and see if she  could  warm  up.  Yesterday,  she  had been certain she'd had a fever. Today it was the chills. 

Chills when he touched her. 

Chills when he looked at her. 

Either she was on the verge of becoming gravely ill, or  there  was  something  else amiss with her that she couldn't identify. 

"Here  ye  are,  milady,"  Cook  said,  covering  everything  with  a  clean  cloth  and giving it a  fond  pat.  "Enough  for  you  and  the  fine lordling.  Can  ye  carry  drink  as well?" 

Amanda  nodded  and  accepted  a  bottle  of  wine.  She  hefted  the  basket,  took  a firmer grip on the bottle, and made her way through the great hall and to the door. 

"Mandy, where are you for?" Montgomery called from behind her. 

"Nowhere," she threw over her shoulder as she opened the door. "Go see to your swordplay." 

Of  course,  she  wouldn't  be  able  to  dismiss  her  guards  that  easily.  She  could already see them forming ranks down at the inner bailey gates. She walked down the stairs to find Jake in the same place she'd  left him.  He  immediately reached  up  and took the basket and wine from her before her foot touched the courtyard floor. 

"A beautiful day," he said. "A perfect day to go to the beach." 

She could only nod. If she opened her mouth, she would only babble something unintelligible, so she clung to silence as if it were all that could save her, and walked with Jake down to the gates. 

Jake  seemingly  shared  her  desire  for  quiet,  for  he  said  nothing  until  they  were outside the main gates and had turned toward the shore. He looked over his shoulder a time or two, then handed her the basket and bottle. 

"Hold this," he said quietly. "We're being followed." 

Amanda  looked  back  to  see  no  one  but  her  guard.  She  smiled.  "Them?  Those lads are my guard." 

"They're dressed very casually for men pretending to guard you,"  he  said  with a frown. 

"They're  supposed  to  look  like ruffians.  At  least  a  few  of  them  are.  You'll  note there is the odd man here and there, dressed in his knightly gear." 

He studied the men for a moment or two  more  in silence,  then  relaxed  and  took back their burdens. "Are they with you all the time?" he asked finally. 

"Unless I've managed to elude them by disguise." 

He smiled. "How can you possibly disguise who you are?" 

"Soot from my father's hearth." 

"How effective is that?" 

She laughed in spite of herself. "Not very, unfortunately. I did manage  to  escape the day we found you senseless in the grass, but that was by far my most memorable outwitting." 

He reached up to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. "Poor girl," he said softly. 

"It must bother you to have your freedom curtailed that way. How long  has  it been going on?" 

"Years,"  she  said,  surprised  that  he  would  understand  something  that  her  father and brothers seemed to understand not at all. 



The caging of Amanda of Artane. 

She might as well have been a prisoner in the Tower of London for all the liberty she had. 

He offered her his arm. "Come  on.  If  nothing  else,  maybe  today  can  feel a  little like freedom." 

She took his arm and hiked over the dunes and down to the seashore, finding, as seemed  to  be  the  case  always,  that  even  touching  the  man  was  too  much  for  her poor self.  She  was  excruciatingly aware  of  his  every  movement.  If  she  could  have stopped him, taken his burdens  away  and  put  them  down,  then  gone  into  his  arms and stayed there forever, she would have been content. 

She felt her forehead surreptitiously with the back of her hand. Still no fever. 

Maybe she was losing what little wit remained her. Was this how it felt to descend into  madness?  She'd  known  Jake  less  than  a  fortnight.  It  was  impossible  to  love someone in less than a fortnight. Then again, Anne had loved Robin  from  the  start, from  the  day  when  he  first  put  a  worm  down  her  gown.  Jake  had  been  far  more courteous than that. How could a woman not appreciate that sort of chivalry? 

Jake  found  a  likely  spot  and  set  his  burdens  down.  Amanda  sat,  took  off  her stockings  and  her  shoes,  and  sighed  in relief at  the  feeling of  her  bare  toes  on  the sand. Jake laughed at her. 

"I wish I could do that, but it wouldn't be modest." 

"One of the  few  times  that  being  a  woman  has  its  advantages,"  she  said  archly. 

"So I will enjoy my toes dipping into the water and not feel a bit sorry for you." 

"Don't. I've waded in the  surf  enough  in the  past  that  not  doing  so  today  won't hurt me." 

He had  spent  time near  the  sea?  Well,  all the  better  for  him  because  today  she didn't want sand between his toes distracting him from the answers she had to have. 

And there was no time like the present to begin. Perhaps he would answer poorly and  she  would  have  reason  enough  to  cast  him  out  the  gates  and  never  give  him another thought. Perhaps, but in the deepest place in her heart, she hoped not. 

"Shall we walk?" he asked, holding down his hand for her. 

She allowed him to pull her up, then she tucked part of her skirts into her belt so she could more easily cool her feet in the surf. 

Then she found herself with her hand in Jake's and somehow that didn't lend itself all that easily to her wading in the water, for then she would have had to let go. 

And somehow letting go was the last thing she wanted to do. 

"You  said  you  had  questions,"  Jake  said  suddenly.  "There  are  some  things  I cannot answer, but—" 

"Cannot, or will not?" she asked. 

He paused, then smiled. "Will not." 



"You're  a  spy,"  she  stated.  "John  thinks  you're  feigning  ignorance  of  language, swordplay, and other knightly skills because you're here at the behest  of  some  king or other." 

He shook his head. "I'm not a spy." 

"Montgomery thinks you're a fairy." 

He smiled. "Does he? Why is that?" 

"Because  he  thinks  you  have  skills  far  beyond  what  a  mere  man  would.  That business with the ruffians a se'nnight ago has convinced him beyond all doubt." 

"Do fairies do that sort of thing?" 

"You tell me." 

He laughed. "Amanda, do I look like a fairy?" 

"I've never seen one, so I  can  hardly  judge.  They  hide  in the  grass,  so  'tis  said. 

I've even heard that you can be staring at an unassuming field and  have  one  appear before you, fully grown, where nothing but weeds grew but a moment before." 

Jake stopped. It wasn't a sudden thing, but it was as if time had ceased to be and he was stopping because of it. 

Then he turned quite slowly and looked at her. 

His face was very pale. 

"Oh?" he asked quietly. Very quietly. 

His stillness  was  almost  frightening, as  was  his  grip  on  her  hand.  "Aye,  so  'tis said,"  she  replied,  trying  to  free  her  fingers  from  his.  "I  know  nothing  of  it  for myself. 'Tis merely a tale of the sort a father might tell to amuse his children at night. 

There is no truth to it." 

He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them and looked at her with a smile. 

And  the  sun  shone  again,  the  waves  resumed  their  ceaseless  noises,  and  she found she could breathe again. 

By the saints, who  was this man? 

He took her hand in both  his,  stroked  it gently as  if to  apologize  for  crushing  it before, then turned them both forward again to continue their walk. 

She  walked  with him for  some  time  before  she  dared  speak  again.  She  stole  a look at him to make certain he  had  regained  his  color  before  she  spoke.  "So,"  she said easily, "you aren't a fairy." 

"No, I'm not," he said, just as easily. 

"Then what are you?" 

He looked at her from under his eyelashes, the same way he'd looked at her in the chapel  that  morning,  as  if they  had  spent  a  lifetime together  already  and  shared  so many confidences that just a look might revive that camaraderie. 



"I am just a man." 

"You cannot wield a sword, you cannot ride a horse, and you couldn't speak two coherent words in my tongue a fortnight ago." 

"True." 

"And now you speak as easily as if you've known my  language all your  life. But you still cannot ride. I suppose you don't need a sword, but I still do not understand why you cannot use one." 

"It is a very long story," he began. 

"Then begin it," she said tartly. "Perhaps at the beginning.  Perhaps  by  telling me where you are from." 

He  walked  in  silence  for  a  moment  or  two,  then  looked  at  her  sideways. 

"London." 

"See," she said, "that was easily done." 

"But  I  wasn't  born  there,"  he  added  with  that  smile  that  just  begged  her  to ensconce herself in his arms and stay there for days on end. 

She blew the hair out of her eyes. "You're making this difficult." 

"But you are so magnificent when you're annoyed." 

She was  halfway to  demonstrating  a  bit  of  that  annoyance  when  she  realized he was only teasing her. At least she thought he was teasing her. With  the  way  he  was watching  her,  with  such  frank  admiration,  she  decided  that  she  wasn't  sure  of anything at all. 

"This would be easier if you wouldn't look at me thusly," she said. 

"How am I looking at you?" he asked. 

"As if I amused you." 

"You do. But that's only part of it." He shook his head with a rueful smile. "Only the  very  smallest  part  of  it.  And  to  say  more  would  be  saying  too  much.  Perhaps another question?" 

She  had  to  struggle  to  bring  another  to  mind.  "You  weren't  born  in  London. 

Where were you born?" 

"Not in England." 

"Unsatisfactory." 

"It's the best I can do." 

Amanda tried a different tack. "Why were you senseless in the grass?" 

"Honestly? I'm not sure. I was traveling and the next thing I  knew,  I  was  waking up in your father's study." 

"Why were you here in the north?" she asked. "What is your business?" 

She realized, with a  start,  that  she  was  starting  to  sound  like one  of  her  suitors, interrogating her sire about the exact contents of her dowry. She pursed her lips and vowed to remain silent. 

For a moment or two, at least. 

"I was in the north,"  he  began,  "because  I  was  coming  to  Artane  to  deliver a…

missive to Artane's lord." 

"My father?" she asked in surprise. 

"Mmmm," was all he answered. 

A lie, there. She scowled at him. "And your business?" 

"I am a…" he searched for the word, "a merchant. I buy and sell gems. I design things for very wealthy patrons." 

She blinked in surprise. "A merchant?" 

"A merchant," he repeated, sounding not in the least bit horrified by the fact. "I'm a very good one, if that matters." 

"A merchant," she said softly. "I see." 

And so she did. No wonder he had no sword skills. 

By the saints, she wished she hadn't asked. 

She  pulled  her  hand  away  from  his  and  clasped  it  together  with  her  other—so hard that it pained her. 

"Amanda?" 

She looked up  into  his  beautiful face  and  wondered  why  it was  Fate  seemed  to despise her so. The man before her was  so  handsome,  so  pleasingly fashioned,  so full of  confidence  and  surety—all  the  things  her  father  would  have  insisted  upon. 

And  not  only  that,  he  was  amusing,  he  humored  her  brothers,  and  he  could  have kept her safe with his hands alone. 

A merchant. 

She could scarce believe it. 

"Is there something wrong?" 

"Nay," she croaked. "Nothing. Nothing at all." 

None  of  it made  any  sense  to  her.  Even  if  he  were  a  merchant  he  had  to  have some  skill. Many  of  the  merchants  she  saw  coming  through  her  father's  gates  had very  large swords  and  they  knew  how  to  use  them.  They  had  horses  pulling  their carts,  or  they  rode  into  her  father's  gates  on  the  fine  horses  their  industry  had purchased  them.  They  spoke  her  sire's  language,  and  had  fine  manners  that  made most of them quite welcome at his table—especially the ones who had lovely things that pleased her mother. 

"Amanda?" 

She forced a smile to her lips. "Perhaps we should eat. I daresay  Cook  has  sent lovely things." 

"Hmmm," was all he said. 

By the  time  they  had  returned  the  way  they  had  come,  John  and  Montgomery were already assaulting the supper basket.  Amanda  gave  John  a  healthy shove  with her foot. 

"You weren't invited here, and you certainly weren't invited to make free with our meal." 

"We  were  hungry,"  John  said,  continuing  to  eat  even  as  he  rolled  to  dodge another kick. 

"Besides," Montgomery said, helping himself to drink, "we wanted to know when Jake was ready for another lesson in swordplay." 

"Unless he doesn't need it," John said, looking knowingly at Jake. "Spies  usually have  great  skill,  but  feign  ignorance.  It  keeps  others  in  the  dark  about  their  true identities—" 

"Be  silent,"  Amanda  said,  aiming another  dig  at  him before  she  sat  down  in his place. "He isn't a spy. Didn't he tell you as much during all those long hours spent at table?" 

"He's a fairy," Montgomery breathed. 

"Nay, not that either,  you  foolish  child,"  Amanda  snapped.  "He  isn't  a  spy  or  a fairy. He's a bloody merchant." 

But even  as  the  words  were  coming  out  of  her  mouth,  she  regretted  them.  Not only for herself, but for Jake and her brothers. John and Montgomery looked at Jake as  if he'd  just  sprouted  horns.  She  put  her  hand  over  her  mouth  and  wished  she could disappear. 

"A merchant?" Montgomery asked, sounding devastated. 

"A seller of goods," John said, shaking his head in disbelief. 

"Actually," Jake  said,  sitting  down  and  helping himself to  wine,  "it's  worse  than that. I buy and sell gems." 

"Gems," John gasped. "For baubles?" 

"Very  expensive  baubles,"  Jake  said.  "And  the  finding of  those  gems  for  those pretty  baubles  takes  me  all over  the  world."  He  smiled  pleasantly.  "I  enjoy  it  very much." 

John and Montgomery had fallen silent, seemingly too  horrified  by  the  tidings  to do aught but stare at Jake and ignore the food they still held in their hands, food they had been previously stuffing into their mouths as quickly as good sense had allowed. 

Of  the  four,  only  Jake  ate.  And  he  ate  with  the  gusto  of  a  man  who  was  not troubled in the slightest by what he had to do to earn his daily bread. 

Amanda felt shame stain her cheeks. By the saints, when would she learn to check her tongue? 



"You  must  be  quite  skilled,"  she  offered,  when  she  thought  she  could  speak without weeping. 

He looked at her from clear green eyes that held no hint of anger or annoyance. "I am," he said simply. 

"What of your sire?" John asked glumly. "No title there, either?" 

"He can trace his fathers back to Scottish nobility," Jake said with a  shrug.  "But even though he has great wealth himself, he has no title." 

"Did your father give you part of his wealth?" Montgomery asked. 

"He did, but I've never used it. I haven't taken any of his money, outside of what he sent me for my studies here in England when I was too  young  to  make  my  own way." He looked at Montgomery with a smile. "What I have, I've earned myself." 

"Are you rich?" John asked. 

"Very," Jake said, without so much as a hint of pride. 

Amanda  wondered  if it might be  possible  to  dig  herself  a  hole  deep  enough  to crawl  into  and  cover  herself  with  sand.  She  would  have  been  much  more comfortable thusly. 

"As  much  as  Amanda?"  Montgomery  asked.  "Though  you  may  not  know  how much she has, do you? Her dowry calls men from far and wide here to seek her out. 

Did it call you as well?" 

Jake began to tear bread into pieces. "I knew nothing of it," he said, "and I don't care now how much it is. Her beauty and sweetness are the true prize." 

Montgomery laughed and John snorted. Amanda wasn't sure if they had difficulty seeing her sweetness, or they couldn't fathom a man coming for her  for  any  reason but her gold.  Whatever  the  case,  she  wasn't  even  tempted  to  cuff  them  as  they  so richly deserved. 

What she was tempted to do was weep, and she never wept. By the saints, when would she learn to curb her tongue! Jake hadn't deserved what she'd said about him, to ruin his standing with her brothers. Was it his fault he was  a  merchant  and  not  a fine lord? An accident of birth, and one that easily could have been hers. 

It was the ultimate of ironies. Here she spent countless days disdaining any and all who  came  to  offer  for  her  because  they  could  see  nothing  but  her  title  and  the fatness of her purse, yet she was discounting a man for precisely the same reasons. 

Because of his lack. 

She rose and walked away. She came to stand at the edge  of  the  sea  and  let the tears  course  down  her  cheeks  unchecked.  She  had  insulted  a  man  who  had  been nothing but kind to her. She had belittled a man who  apparently  owed  his  riches  to no one but himself—something she couldn't say for herself. If he never spoke to her again, she wouldn't be surprised and 'twould be nothing less than what she deserved. 

She,  of  all  people.  She,  who  disdained  the  men  who  came  to  seek  her  hand because they could not, or would not, see her and not her dowry. She was a fool. 



She turned and walked farther down the shore  away  from  the  keep,  ignoring her guardsmen,  not  caring  if  they  surrounded  her  or  not—not  that  she  would  have noticed either way. Her own condemnations were ringing quite loudly in her ears and she  found  that  she  had  a  very  long  list  of  things  to  shout  silently at  herself  as  she walked. 

Facing one's flaws, she discovered, was a very loud business. 

She had to cease long enough to shed a few more tears and it was only then that she realized there was someone walking a pace or two behind her. She sighed,  then turned,  prepared  to  tell her  guardsman  that  she  wasn't  going  to  go  much  farther—

only it wasn't her guardsman. 

It was Jake. 

He smiled. "I wasn't sure you knew how far you'd walked." 

Amanda looked around  her  and  realized that  she  was  indeed  quite  far  down  the shore. She shook her head. "I hadn't realized." 

"Shall we go back?" 

She looked up at him. No one would call her a coward or accuse her of shrinking from  what  needed  to  be  done.  She  cleared  her  throat.  "I  would  ask  pardon,"  she said, lifting her chin to give herself courage. "I insulted you, and I'm sorry for it." 

"You insulted me?" 

"I did." 

"How?" 

By the saints, could the man  not  recognize  an  apology  when  it broadsided  him? 

Or was he so dense that he couldn't determine just where it was she had bludgeoned him  with  her  cruel  words?  She  felt  her  attitude  of  contrition  begin  to  rapidly dissipate. "I insulted you when I called you a merchant." 

"But  I am a merchant." 

She  folded  her  arms  over  her  chest.  "But  I  made  it  seem  that  'tis  less  than  a knight. Which it is, but that was no reason to be vile about it." 

He looked at her with a frown of confusion. "And that is an insult?" 

"Aye," she said shortly. "Did you not notice?" 

He studied her for a moment and she could tell that he had noticed indeed. But he only smiled. 

"A man can only be insulted when  he  allows  himself to  be.  You  were  telling the truth. It is what I do. I am sorry, though," he said slowly, "that I am not a knight. Or a lord, I suppose, which would be better." 

"And why is that?" she asked glumly. 

He looked at her in silence for a moment or two, then smiled. "Because I see you, Amanda."  He  nodded  back  toward  her  brothers.  "They're  worried  about  you.  We should go back." 

 Because I see you, Amanda. 

Not her purse. Not her father's purse. Not her father's title and his power and his skill with which they might tidy up  their own  reputations  by  virtue of  wedding  with his daughter. 

Just her. 

A man who saw past all that to just her. She  could  scarce  believe it.  Worse  yet, she didn't deserve it. Even worse still, she suspected she couldn't have it to call her own. 

Jake held out his hand. "Shall we go?" 

She closed her eyes briefly, then opened  them,  nodded,  and  took  his  hand.  She couldn't stop the tears that continued to leak from her eyes. 

She walked with him back down the beach, silently, unable to muster up a  single thing to say. But she did do a bit of furious thinking and the conclusion she came to was easily reached. 

The man wasn't a spy, or a merchant, he was obviously a demon. He had shamed her, then paid her the highest compliment possible all within the space of moments. 

By the saints her father would have liked him a great deal. 

"I suppose," she said as  they  neared  the  place  where  her  brothers  were  waiting, 

"that you will need to return to your business soon." 

"Tomorrow," he agreed. 

She  looked  up  at  him in surprise.  "Tomorrow?  But  that  is  so  soon.  Surely  you need… there are… you must—" 

He stopped and turned to look down at her. "I have to go. I have things to see to. 

And so do you. There  is  someone  out  there—damn  him—who  will come  for  you, propose marriage, and you'll live happily ever after. Someone with a  title and  a  few skills necessary to keep you safe." 

She  bit  her  lip very  hard.  Damnation,  where  were  all these  bloody  tears  coming from? She never had any to hand when they might have rescued her from a horrible dinner with some vile suitor. 

Unfortunately  there  she  was,  stout  of  constitution  and  apparently  leaky  of  eye, and all when it would have served her quite a bit better to be neither. 

"No doubt" she managed. "I'd best be getting back to the keep, then, to  prepare for his arrival." 

He  looked  down  at  her  hand  in  his  for  a  moment  or  two  in  silence.  Then  he brought it slowly to his lips, kissed it, and deposited it gently by her side. 

"Let's go," he said. 

She didn't want him to touch her anymore. Aye, that was the truth of it. She was









unaffected, uninterested, uncaring. 

Damnation. More reasons to frequent the chapel on the morrow. 

Without Jake. 

She  would  have  said  that  that  was  a  good  thing,  but  that  would  have  meant another falsehood and more time on her knees. 

She took all her pride in her hand, looked up at him, and did her damndest not to blubber like a mewling babe. 

"Must you go?" she whispered. 

For  a  moment,  just  the  briefest  of  moments,  she  saw  clearly  in his  face  that  he was no more unaffected than she. 

The longing, unreasonable though it was, mirrored her own perfectly. 

He  reached  out,  tucked  her  hair  behind  her  ear  again,  then  briefly,  very  lightly touched her cheek. He dropped his hand to his side. 

"How can I stay?" he asked quietly. 

How indeed. 

She nodded, dragged her sleeve across her face, and nodded again. 

"We'll go back," she said firmly, with much more conviction than she felt. 

She  gathered  up  her  brothers,  her  guard,  and  her  merchant,  and  made  her  way back to her father's keep. 



Chapter 12

 Jake  stood  on  the  steps  leading  down  into  the  courtyard  from  the  great  hall  and surveyed his domain. Well, actually he surveyed Rhys de Piaget's domain,  but  who was going to quibble with a  man  eight centuries  out  of  his  element? Besides,  given the fact that he was getting ready to get back into his element, who could blame him for entertaining delusions of grandeur? It beat the hell out of entertaining thoughts of marrying Amanda de Piaget. 

Damn it anyway. 

He'd known she would react with a start when she found out just how far his lack of title went, but what he hadn't expected was her apology, or her tears. If he hadn't known better, he might have thought she liked him. 

Which,  all  things  considered,  had  to  be  yesterday's  most  devastating  piece  of news. 



He walked  down  the  stairs  to  the  courtyard  before  he  could  give that  any  more thought. He  had  to  go;  she  had  to  stay.  That  was  the  cold,  hard  reality. He  was  a merchant; she was medieval nobility. That was more of that same kind of reality. 

 And never the twain shall meet…

John and Montgomery appeared suddenly on either side  of  him.  They  looked  at him glumly. 

"Ready?" John asked. 

"Yes," Jake said. "We'd better go while we can." 

"Can't you just stay here?" Montgomery asked. 

Jake  slung  his  arm  around  Montgomery's  shoulders  and  pulled  him  toward  the stables. "I have responsibilities at home." 

"Then see to them and come back," Montgomery said. "That's simple enough." 

"My business is in London. I can't come back north."  Or back in time, he added silently. He looked over his shoulder at John, who was slouching along behind them. 

"Coming?" 

John sighed and hurried to catch up with them. "I'm  here.  What  is  the  plan?"  he asked. 

"I  need  to  get  back  to  where  you  found  me,"  Jake  said.  "There  might  be something there I need." 

"The robbers didn't even leave your clothes," John  said.  "Why  would  they  have left anything else?" 

"I still need to look," Jake said. "You never know." 

There were two horses, one for him and one for the twins together. Two, but not three.  Jake  was  unsurprised.  He  hadn't  expected  Amanda  to  come  with  them.  He hadn't expected to see her at all that morning—and he hadn't. He  supposed  he  was glad she was remaining behind. Who  knew  what  sorts  of  dangers  lurked  out  in the wilds of medieval England?  He  wondered  about  the  advisability  of  taking the  boys with him. 

"Are you certain  you  don't  want  a  horse?"  Montgomery  asked,  for  what  had  to have been the tenth time that morning. 

"I don't think I'll have a way to send it back," Jake said. 

"But that doesn't make any sense,"  John  said.  "How  are  you  going  to  get  home without a horse?" 

"I'll manage," Jake promised, wondering how in the hell he was going to do that. 

Maybe he would just zip back in time and the boys' memories would be wiped out in the process. Maybe he would vanish in a puff of smoke and they would think he was a powerful fairy and tell stories about him for the rest of their lives. 

Maybe he needed to sleep on a bed that was long enough for him. He was starting to hallucinate. 



"I think you should manage to stay here," Montgomery said stubbornly. "Amanda likes you.  We like you. I think even Father would like you." 

"And  how  does  that  serve  him?"  John  snapped,  turning on  his  brother.  "He's  a merchant, Montgomery. Father would never give her  to  a  mere  merchant."  He  shot Jake a look. "I beg your pardon, Jake." 

"That's all right," Jake said, smiling easily. "I'm sure there's a really great titled guy with lots of land just waiting to come sweep your sister off her feet." 

The thought left him, unsurprisingly, with an intense desire to grind his teeth. 

But lest  he  reduce  his  molars  to  powder,  he  wiggled his  jaw,  rubbed  his  hands together, and took the reins of his horse. "Let's go while the sun is still shining.  I'm sure it won't last." 

Montgomery and John grunted in agreement and they swung  up  easily onto  their mount's back. Jake swung up less easily, but he managed it. 

And with that, they were off. 

Jake  felt distinctly  like the  blind  leading the  blind.  He  had  no  idea  what  he  was going to do short of just making it back to the place where he'd landed. Once he got there,  he  had  no  idea  how  to  proceed.  Should  he  turn  cartwheels?  Recite  Burns? 

Knock three times? 

He considered the problem as he rode through the village with Artane's youngest lords.  He  supposed  there  had  to  be  some  sort  of  something  that  would  indicate  a gate through time, but he didn't remember any standing stones, fairy rings, or big red Xs marking any spots in Northumberland. 

Worse  still,  who  would  he  ask  about  just  such  a  thing,  in  either  century?  He supposed he might have consulted the village midwife,  or  the  local  witch,  if Artane currently  possessed  either.  But  such  questions  would  undoubtedly  get  around  and then he'd be labeled a certifiable whacko and who knew where that would land him. 

He had very unpleasant memories of Artane's dungeon and no desire to make new ones. 

Who would he have asked in his own time? Gideon? He examined his time spent with him and decided that even if Artane had odd things turn up now and then, that just couldn't mean time travelers. 

Could it? 

He shook  his  head.  Gideon  was  far  too  normal  a  guy  to  have  had  any  kind  of experience with the paranormal. Surely if he had  known  that  something  really weird was going on in his ancestral keep, he would have mentioned it. Wouldn't he? 

Now, Seakirk was a different story. Jake suspected that Worthington could cough up quite a few interesting  details.  He  seriously  regretted  not  having interrogated  the butler more thoroughly. Seakirk had ghosts; could it not have time-travelers as well? 

And if it didn't, surely there was some nutcase in the twenty-first century who had ideas on the whole thing. Surely he wasn't the first to find himself centuries out of his own  time.  People  went  missing  all  the  time,  didn't  they?  There  had  to  be  more explanations for it than getting eaten by bears. 

Unfortunately,  he  didn't  have  any  of  those  resources  at  present  and  was  stuck with just his own clever self and whatever ingenuity he possessed to get himself out of his current mess. 

It  seemed  to  take  an  inordinately  long  amount  of  time  to  get  to  where  he  was supposed  to  be  going,  probably  because  he  was  spending  most  of  his  time scrutinizing for clues every patch of grass his horse stepped over. 

Nothing looked out of the ordinary. 

Nothing looked in the least bit time-travelly. 

The boys stopped eventually and looked at each other before they looked at him. 

"This is it," John said heavily. "Where we found you." 

Jake  sat  on  his  horse  and  stared  at  the  countryside.  It  looked  a  bit  like  the countryside near Seakirk, but really, how could he tell? He'd first seen it—or not, as the  case  might have  been—in the  driving rain.  He'd  avoided  looking  at  it  the  next day, thanks to that blinding headache. He couldn't have said with any certainty what the place looked like. 

So that solved nothing for him. He turned to the mystery of his clothes. Could he have been robbed, or had he just been stripped on his way through time? He looked carefully at the grass at his horse's feet and saw something sparkle all of the sudden. 

He dismounted as gracefully as he could and dug through the grass until he found it. 

A pound coin. 

He closed his hand around it and felt a shiver go through him. So, he hadn't  lost his mind after all. 

He had, however, lost his clothes and it was obvious by the trampling of the grass that he'd had help with that. So he had been robbed. He handed  John  his  reins  and continued his search. He made wider and wider circles, but found nothing else. 

He stopped finally, looked up at the sky, and wondered what in the world thieves were going to do with his wallet, his  jeans,  his  very  expensive  leather  coat,  and  his Dr. Martens. Well, actually, he could imagine what they might do with his shoes and coat. It was his wallet that concerned him. 

He hoped that wouldn't come back to haunt him. 

He went  back  to  where  he'd  found  the  coin  and  stood  there,  putting  up  all  his paranormal antennae. He waited, but nothing happened. 

So  he  wasn't  exactly  Mr.  Poltergeist,  but  even  he  was  beginning  to  suspect  he wasn't going anywhere soon. He looked up at the boys to find them staring at him as if he'd lost his mind. 

"What are you doing?" John asked. 

"Looking for clues," Jake replied. 



Montgomery shook his head. "I told you, Jake, you won't find the thieves. I think you should forget the loss and come back home with us." 

"No," Jake said. 

They looked less than satisfied with that answer, and he couldn't blame them. He wasn't  all  that  satisfied  either.  He  looked  at  them,  trying  to  to  come  up  with something  useful,  when  it  occurred  to  them  that  perhaps  they  were  part  of  the problem. He hesitated. 

"You know," he said, "I might be able to find what I'm  looking  for  if you  could move back a little." 

The boys blinked. 

Jake shooed them with his hand. 

John shrugged and took over Jake's horse. Then he and Montgomery did as they were asked and backed their horses up. Jake stared at the spot of ground where he'd found the pound coin and willed himself to go somewhere.  Anywhere.  Forward,  to the future. 

Nothing happened. 

He looked at the boys. They were watching him, solemn-eyed and silent. 

He waited again. 

It took a long time. 

But still nothing happened. 

The boys started to shift,  as  did  their horses.  Jake  shifted  as  well, but  he  didn't have any  other  choice  but  to  remain where  he  was,  just  to  see  what  was  going  to happen. What else was he supposed to do? He had to get home. 

The  feel  of  hoofbeats  came  to  him  through  his  feet  before  he  heard  them.  He looked up and saw a rider, one he recognized. In fact, he doubted he'd ever mistake her  for  anyone  else.  So  she  had  come  to  see  him off.  For  some  reason,  that  was very heartening. 

Amanda pulled up, breathing hard. He was about to thank her for coming, but she spoke before he could. 

"I had to flee," she said. "I saw Ledenham coming from a distance." 

Jake felt his ego being properly deflated. He might have struggled to come up with something  to  say  to  save  his  pride,  but  he  was  distracted  by  the  looks  John  and Montgomery were giving each other. 

"What?" he asked. "What's wrong?" 

"Nothing," Montgomery said, looking less than sure of himself. 

"Nothing at all," John agreed. 

"Liars," Jake said. "Who is Ledenham?" 



"One of our neighbors," Amanda said grimly, "though not a close one. His  keep is on the border like ours, but inland. Past Wyckham. I'm surprised Nicholas  didn't see him coming and send someone to warn us." Then she shook her hair back over her shoulder. "He's no one of consequence." 

"But he is," Montgomery protested. "Mandy, he is more powerful than you allow. 

And wiley." 

"And vile," John added. "I'd be wary of him, were I you. He's not one to offend." 

"And what will he do?" Amanda demanded hotly. "Steal me away? And have the wrath of Artane as a whole descend upon his sorry head?" 

"Amanda," John said seriously, "he could harm you quite  thoroughly  before  any of us could reach you. I tell you, he is not one to have as an enemy." 

"We'll  protect  you,"  Montgomery  said,  putting  his  shoulders  back  and  smiling bravely. "Never fear, sister. He'll not best us—" 

 Famous  last  words.  Jake  looked  behind  Amanda  and  saw  several  horsemen coming their way. Amanda looked over her shoulder and swore. Jake considered his limited options, which amounted to run  or  fight,  and  came  to  a  quick  decision.  He shoved the pound coin down into his boot, then called to the boys. 

"When  they  come,  I  want  you  to  ease  around  them  and  ride  like  hell  for  the castle." 

"But—" John began, looking horrified. 

"Go get help," Jake said. "You aren't running; you're going to get help. Let's just hope they let you do it." 

They  looked  indecisive.  Well,  John  looked  indecisive.  Montgomery  looked terrified and was doing his best not to show it. Jake liked them both very much. He only hoped he would get to see more of them. He didn't like what he'd heard about the men coming toward them. 

And he liked the looks of them even less when they arrived. Amanda had moved her  horse  so  she  was  standing  beside  him.  The  lads  backed  away,  then  suddenly bolted.  One  of  Lord  Ledenham's  men  started  after  him  but  Ledenham  called  him back. 

That told Jake all he needed to know. 

He put his hand on Amanda's horse and waited for Lord Ledenham  to  make  the first move. Ledenham looked at Amanda disdainfully. 

"So, Amanda my love,  you  have  a  peasant  here  to  tidy  up  after  your  horse.  He looks to be a sturdy one." 

"He's not a peasant," Amanda said calmly. "But it would take eyes far clearer than yours, Lord Ledenham, to see that." 

Jake studied the man in the very bauble-encrusted clothes and saw less a man than a snake, coiled and ready to strike. Montgomery and John's assessment of  this  one was not far off. He was dangerous. Amanda needed to be careful. 

Lord Ledenham waved a dismissive hand toward his men. "Take her. I'm finished negotiating with Artane.  I  need  a  bride  and  today  seems  as  good  a  day  as  any  to have one." 

Jake squatted down as if to duck out of the way of the men coming for Amanda, then  grabbed  two  handfuls  of  eminently  fresh,  steaming  horse  dung  and  flung  it upward and outward. 

While  Ledenham's  nearest  guardsmen  were  swearing  and  brushing  off  their clothes, Jake slapped Amanda's horse on the rump. He managed  to  pull himself up behind her as the beast leaped forward. 

No small feat. 

Apparently desperation was a good teacher of horse skills. 

"Fly," he shouted, and they did. 

For himself, all he could do was hang on  for  the  ride  and  hope  that  he'd  neither misjudged their adversary or his own riding skills. 

"You're mad!" Amanda shouted over her shoulder. 

"Probably," he shouted back. "Sorry about your clothes." 

She laughed. He would have been glad she appreciated his  sense  of  humor  if he hadn't been concentrating so hard on just staying on the horse. 

And all the while, he braced himself for the feel of an arrow in his back. 

Amanda looked back over his shoulder. "Still there, but falling behind," she said, then urged her horse to greater speed. 

They  overtook  the  boys  a  hundred  yards  outside  the  village.  Jake  bellowed  for them to  hurry,  which  they  did,  sending  farm  life and  villagers scattering  with equal dispatch. 

They  thundered  across  the  drawbridge  and  up  the  way  to  the  inner  bailey. 

Amanda  shouted  for  the  gate  to  be  drawn  up,  but  Jake  suspected  that  wouldn't happen in time. 

What  did  happen,  though,  was  that  the  portcullis  slammed  home  with  a resounding clang the moment the boys cleared it. Amanda's horse skidded to a stop in front of the stables. Jake  slid  off,  then  leaned  over  with his  hands  on  his  thighs, sucking in air. He saw Amanda dismount in much the same fashion. He straightened, then took her arm and pulled her toward the keep. 

"You can't stay out here," he said. 

"My father's guards can—" 

"I'm sure they're wonderful, but please go inside." 

She hesitated, then nodded with a sigh. "As you will," she said and walked away. 

She hadn't taken five steps, though, before she turned and looked at him. 



"You stayed." 

He smiled. "So I did." 

She  stared  at  him  silently  for  a  moment  or  two,  pursing  her  lips  as  if  she considered  what,  if  anything,  she  should  say.  Apparently,  there  was  no  good comment  for  a  merchant  who  had  promised  to  leave  but  was  now  going  to  be underfoot for an indeterminate amount of time. She merely looked at him again for a long moment, then turned and walked back to the house. 

Jake  watched  her  go,  noticed  peripherally  that  the  boys  had  taken  the  horses away,  and  then  after  dunking  his  hands  in a  horse  trough  and  wiping  them  on  his clothes,  stood  in  the  midst  of  Artane's  courtyard  and  contemplated  life  and  its mysteries. 

It took quite a bit of time, but left him no wiser. 

What in the  hell was he going to do now? 

He  rubbed  his  hands  over  his  face  and  wished  desperately  for  pockets.  He thought so much better when he could shove his hands in his pockets and pace. 

So, lacking the proper clothing, he settled for clasping his hands behind his back and pacing in front of the stables. 

Unfortunately, it didn't provide him with any decent answers. 

The truth, the unavoidable truth, was that he was stuck, and he had  no  idea  how to unstick himself. 

He didn't  bother  wasting  time bemoaning  his  fate.  It  was  in  his  best  interest  to assume the best, to assume that there was a reason he  was  in medieval England,  to assume that he had something to accomplish before he found an empty seat on that Paranormal Express back to the Future. 

What else could he do? 

The boys came out of the stable. Montgomery looked at Jake carefully. 

"You're staying?" 

Jake took a deep breath. "Yes." 

"Good," Montgomery said, fighting a grin. "I hoped you would." 

"Well,  it's  just  for  the  moment,"  Jake  said.  "To  keep  Amanda  safe  until  your brothers get home." 

"Then you will be  here  a  while," John  said.  "Who  knows  when  they  will come? 

Miles  is  due  any  day  and  Nicholas,  well,  Nick's  keep  is  in  sorry  shape,  so  'tis possible  he  will be  there  for  the  remainder  of  the  summer.  Robin  will  come  home when Anne's father irritates him overmuch. That could be any day." 

Or  it  could  be  in  a  month.  And  since  Jake  supposed  he  was  going  to  be  in medieval  England  for  a  while,  he  would  have  to  do  something  about  his  lack  of medieval skills.  Skill with the  sword  could  only  be  an  asset  in protecting  Amanda. 

Maybe that was the whole point. 



He nodded to himself. Yes, it was entirely possible that that was the  very  reason he was staying. It was obvious that though the boys were certainly willing, they were not completely able to keep Amanda safe. And while his  skills  with his  hands  were certainly useful  in certain  situations,  he  was  sorely  lacking  when  it  came  to  facing many men with swords. 

That could change. 

If he could just find the right teacher. 

He stood there for several moments, wondering where he might begin his search, when he was suddenly  distracted  by  a  commotion  at  the  gates.  He  watched  as  the portcullis was raised a bit and a young man slithered underneath. He  crawled  to  his feet, cursing furiously. He was quite rumpled and sweating profusely. 

" 'Tis Miles," Montgomery said joyously. "He's home!" 

John followed his brother as they scampered over to  the  new  arrival. Jake  could hear the grumbles from where he stood. The complaints only increased in volume as the twins brought their brother back to where Jake stood. 

"Damned  gate,"  Miles  was  saying.  "I  had  to  dispatch  Lord  Ledenham  and  his men before I could even get to it. The louts were littering it like so much refuse." He continued  to  grouse  about  his  exertions,  the  lack  of  aid  offered  him  in  those exertions, and the heat, then stopped in front of Jake. "And who is this?" 

"Jake  Kilchurn,"  Montgomery  supplied  promptly.  "He  saved  Amanda  this afternoon." 

Miles looked him over. "Where is your sword?" 

Jake  looked  at  Miles,  sufficiently  knighted  and  apparently  a  little  jaded,  and decided he'd just found his  new  tutor.  He  clapped  a  hand  on  Miles's  shoulder  and smiled. 

"It's a long story. I'll tell you later." 

Miles shrugged. "As you will." He looked back toward the  gate.  "Ledenham  will no  doubt  be  heading  home  to  lick  his  wounds,  but  'tis  best  we  remain  inside  for now." He looked at his brothers. "Is it possible there might be something left to eat inside, or have you lads laid siege to the larder?" 

He slung an arm about each of his younger brothers, then walked off  toward  the great  hall  with  them.  Jake  watched  them  all  go,  feeling  heartened.  Then  Miles stopped, looked over his shoulder, and frowned. 

"Aren't you coming?" 

Jake nodded, more pleased that he cared to admit. 

Having brothers, even borrowed brothers, was not a bad thing at all. 

He caught  up  with them  and  went  in to  the  great  hall where  he  was  included  in their  foray  into  the  kitchens.  He  joined  the  lads  for  a  late  lunch  and  gave  final thoughts to his plans. 









Medieval skills were definitely the order of the day, and Miles was his answer,  at least the answer to the only problem he could manage to solve at present. 

He would protect her, and then he would go home. 

That he might not be  able to get  home  was  a  thought  he  just  wouldn't  entertain. 

He had a pound coin in his shoe that said he could. He would just have to wait until the right time, or until he'd done in the past what Fate had sent him there  to  do.  He applied himself to his meal, leaving the rest of his future to be dealt with in time. 



Chapter 13

 Montgomery  of  Artane  knew  how  to  keep  his  own  counsel.  Even  Lord  Pevensey had  noticed  it  and  that  man  noticed  little  beyond  what  arrived  upon  his  supper trencher.  Once,  he  had  actually  looked  up  from  his  feasting  to  remark  to Montgomery  that  he  wasn't  nearly as  stupid  as  the  other  lads  and  that  he  certainly knew how to hold his tongue. 

Montgomery had taken that as high praise. 

He sighed  in pleasure,  partly  from  the  warmth  of  the  fire and  partly  because  he would never have to wonder again what Pevensey thought of him. Montgomery had managed  to  endure  that  year  at  Pevensey's  keep  only  because  he  knew  his  father wouldn't  force  him  to  stay  longer,  not  after  he'd  learned  what  a  useless  master Pevensey was. 

It  hadn't  been  time completely  wasted.  Montgomery  had  learned  a  thing  or  two about warfare, learned how to hold  his  tongue,  and  learned  that  he  loved  his  home best of all. 

No wonder Amanda didn't want to wed. 

Montgomery  stood  with  his  back  to  the  fire,  warming  his  hands  and  other important  parts  of  himself,  and  considered  his  sister.  She  was  a  capital  chap, unafraid of mud and vermin, unafraid to hoist a sword  or  ride  like a  banshee.  How could a lad not love her best of all? 

She had changed, though, in the past year. She  didn't  laugh as  much.  When  she rode,  she  rode  as  if  she  sought  escape.  When  she  fought,  she  fought  as  if  she practiced for the heat of battle. Montgomery had despaired of her ever being happy again. 

Until Jake had arrived. 

Never mind that the man was a merchant. Montgomery knew there had to be more to him than that.  After  all, didn't  it take  a  canny  wit and  quick  hands  to  keep  your goods away from thieves? There was that unsettling  bit  of  business  of  finding Jake senseless  on  the  ground,  but  Montgomery  still  wasn't  sure  that  hadn't  been something unusual. If Jake had been himself, he surely would  have  been  victorious. 

Montgomery had  vivid memories  of  watching  Jake  cripple  several  of  the  men  who had  been  attacking  him  when  Montgomery,  John,  and  Amanda  had  come  to  the rescue. 

A rescue Jake had not needed. 

Nay, there was no reason Jake couldn't become a knight. 

Montgomery  shifted  uncomfortably.  Very  well,  there  were  several  reasons  he couldn't,  but  those  reasons  were  foolishness.  Why  did  a  man  only  have  the privileges of knighthood if he were born to it? Surely a man with vigor and  strength could just reach out and wrest a knighthood away from the king—and  retain it as  a reward for his cunning. 

Besides, Montgomery liked Jake. 

He liked him very much more than anyone else who had come seeking Amanda's hand. 

He was still a bit confused about why  Jake  couldn't  go  home.  After  all, London was only a handful of days's  hard  ride  to  the  south.  Why  couldn't  he  just  go,  take care of his affairs, then come back? Obviously, merchantry was a more complicated affair than he supposed. 

He looked over to his right as Jake came  down  the  stairs  with Miles.  They  were deep in talk, no doubt about Jake's training. Montgomery couldn't begrudge Jake his opportunity  to  have  Miles's  expertise.  His  brother  was,  after  all,  a  very  daring warrior, ever willing to  take  chances  no  one  else  would.  Perhaps  Miles would  give Jake  the  skills  he  needed  to  make  a  good  showing  for  their  father.  Not  that  skills would likely impress Rhys de Piaget. He was, after all, the most skilled warrior in all of England, followed closely by his son, Robin de Piaget. 

Montgomery felt a surge of pride flow through him at the thought that  he  carried that same blood in his veins. He continued to warm his backside contentedly against the fire as he watched Jake and Miles plow through a hearty meal, rise, and start for the front door. And then Jake paused, smiled, and came over to sling his arm around Montgomery's shoulders. 

"I think I might need your opinion as well, Montgomery. Come with us and keep an eye on my form." 

Montgomery's  heart  swelled  within  him,  in  spite  of  his  attempts  to  look unaffected. 

By the  saints,  he  wished  Amanda  could  wed  with this  man.  Never  mind  that  he had  no  knightly blood  flowing through  his  veins.  He  was  kind  to  Amanda,  and  he was kind to Amanda's younger  kin.  That  was  a  kind  of  nobility none  of  Amanda's other suitors had ever shown. 

For Montgomery, it was enough. 











Chapter 14

 The air was thick with stratagem. The two combatants leaned forward, each looking to have the advantage. They circled, paused to consider,  then  struck  again,  seeking constantly to best the other so thoroughly that the only honorable escape was death. 

Amanda watched Miles and  Jake  facing  each  other  over  her  father's  chessboard and  wondered  who  would  emerge  the  victor.  Miles was  a  very  good  player,  but  it looked  as  if Jake  was  equally  as  good.  She  had  watched  them  trade  insults,  then bluff, all the while comporting themselves as equals. 

Which, she supposed, they might have been, had things been different. 

"Damnation." Miles tipped his king over with a sigh. "Checkmate." 

Jake smiled. "A very good game. You're a good player." 

"I should be," Miles grumbled. "My father has drilled me in it from the time I was small. He said it would make me a better knight." He looked at Jake with a frown. "I can't say as it has." 

"Are you kidding? You almost had me several times." 

 Kidding  was  another  of  those  words  that  left  Amanda  shaking  her  head.  She caught the gist of it, though, and hoped that Miles understood the compliment. That was one thing she could say for Jake: he was not stingy with his praise. 

And he was an exceptionally fine chess player. 

Miles sighed, rose, made Jake a low bow,  and  then  came  to  sit  next  to  Amanda on the bench. He put his arm around her shoulders and scowled. 

"He may be a mighty chess  player,  but  the  man  can't  wield a  sword  to  save  his life." 

"Miles!" 

"That's what you think this week," Jake said easily. "Give me a month or two and see what you think of my swordsmanship." 

Amanda  leaned  back  against  Miles  and  contemplated  the  mystery  of  Jackson Alexander Kilchurn IV. 

First, why had the man been given such a lofty name if he were a mere merchant's son?  Second,  where  had  he  learned  to  play  chess  so  ferociously,  and  didn't  that canny sense of warfare obviously extend to his sword arm? Third, why was it a man who was so far below her brothers in station could look so comfortable with them, grinding them to dust in her father's solar with her father's chess pieces? 



And fourth, and most distressingly, why couldn't  he have been one of the scores of men who'd come to seek her over the past four years? 

"You're muttering," Miles said pleasantly. "Careful, Amanda. You're beginning to take on several of Robin's more irritating habits." 

She  stuck  her  tongue  out  at  him,  but  couldn't  follow  it up  with  anything  nastily said because he was wearing that very small smile he gave only to her, his admittedly preferred  sister,  and  when  he  did  so,  she  forgave  anything  and  everything.  She studied him. 

"You're very cheerful tonight," she remarked. 

"Why shouldn't I be?" he asked, cheerfully. "I'm home. I have you here  to  cook for me and mend my clothes. I've just found myself soundly thrashed in chess by a man  who  takes  your  barbs  and  laughs  at  them.  Where  in  that  list  should  I  find anything to bemoan?" 

"You don't want me mending your clothes." 

"I don't want you cooking for me either," he said, with a friendly laugh, "but  I'm happy just the same." 

Amanda  had  to  admit  that,  astonishingly  enough,  so  was  she.  She  was  sitting comfortably in her favorite chamber in the keep, she had  three  of  her  most  favorite brothers to hand, and she was basking in a very homey feeling of belonging. 

"Amanda, are you next?" 

She blinked when she realized Jake was speaking to her. "I beg your pardon?" 

"Do you play chess?" 

"I'd tread carefully there, Jake," Miles warned. "Amanda has many hidden talents and the ability to thrash us all in chess is one of them." 

"Then perhaps I'd better practice on your brothers first," Jake said. He looked at Montgomery. "Do you want to play next?" 

Montgomery looked as if Jake had offered him the contents of the king's treasury. 

He leaped up and threw himself down into the empty chair. 

"Ready," he said, flexing his fingers. 

"I can only hope I am," Jake said fervently, but he turned his head and winked at Amanda. 

"Thrash him, Montgomery," Amanda suggested. 

"Now, was  that  kind?"  Miles whispered.  "Such  a  nice  man.  So  nasty  of  you  to make sport of him." 

"I'm wearing him down," Amanda said loudly. "To make my task of reducing him to rubble that much easier." 

Jake only laughed and continued on with his play. Amanda  watched  him,  finding that  she  couldn't  look  away.  It  wasn't  so  much  his  handsomeness,  which  was undeniable,  or  his  skill with what  she  had  always  considered  a  game  reserved  for nobility, which was also quite evident. 

It was that he was good to her brothers. 

She  watched  Montgomery  simply  glow  under  Jake's  attentions.  Jake complimented  Montgomery's  strategy,  fretted  over  the  potential  for  his  own  king's demise, wondered aloud  if he  could  possibly  prevail against  one  so  young,  but  so obviously skilled in the knightly arts. 

Montgomery ceased to glow. He began to preen. 

Jake pinned his king eventually, but  it took  a  great  deal  of  time and  appeared  to take a great deal of effort on Jake's part. 

"Oh, by the saints," Amanda said. "He has that one completely won over." 

"And what of you?" Miles inquired innocently. 

"Me?" 

"Has he won you over yet?" 

"Why do you ask?" she asked with a scowl. 

Miles shrugged. "He seems a good sort." 

"And  how  does  that  serve  me?"  she  asked.  "He  is  a  merchant.  I,  by  some accident of birth, am not. There can be nothing between us." 

Miles tugged on her hair. "Perhaps not. But it might at least show you that not all men are as wretched as the ones who have camped outside our front gates over the years." 

"Again, what does it serve me?" 

"Perhaps it doesn't," he said easily. "But I like him. I admit to being a little baffled at his lack of skills, even for a  merchant,  but  I  think those  can  be  remedied.  Given that he has, well," he paused modestly, "me, for a teacher." 

"Poor man." 

"Perhaps  you  should  face  me  over  swords,  sister,  and  see  if  your  opinion changes." He crossed his feet at the  ankles  and  leaned  back.  "Aye,  I  like him well. 

He has traveled, you know. Many places I should like to see." 

These were tidings. Amanda wondered how it was that Miles had been home not even a se'nnight and yet he knew so many things about Jake that she did not. 

After all,  she had been the one to find him. 

"Where?" she asked, trying not to sound very curious. 

"Italy. France. Spain. Other places I'd never heard of. All very exciting and new. I envy him." 

She  was  unsurprised.  Miles  was  surely  the  wanderer  in  their  family.  He  was  a handful of years younger than she yet already had been to France twice  as  often  as she had. She understood his longing, though. There was something appealing about the thought of seeing other places, tasting new things, smelling new smells. 

Though  at  the  moment,  there  wasn't  a  new  place  she  would  have  traded  for  an evening in her father's solar, surrounded by people she loved. 

The evening progressed. John was treated to a game in much the same manner as Montgomery, only Jake was more serious with John. He gave fewer compliments yet talked to him in the  manner  her  father's  eldest  guardsmen  did  amongst  themselves, speaking  and  jesting together  as  if they  were  the  only  ones  who  could  understand those  particular  conversations.  In  Jake's  estimation,  apparently  John  was  someone worthy of his regard and trust. 

Jake  beat  him  handily,  but  that  didn't  seem  to  matter  to  John.  He  joined Montgomery near the fire, where the pair of them looked insufferably smug. 

Jake sat back and looked at Amanda. "Your turn?" 

"You'll not find me so easily bested." 

"I never,  ever thought you would be." 

Miles choked on a laugh. Amanda glared at him, then  rose  to  face  Jake  over  the chess board. 

"Ladies first," Jake said pleasantly. 

"Your first mistake," she said, just as pleasantly. 

She found, as the game wore on, that Jake offered her no compliments,  nor  was he nearly as  talkative as  he  had  been  with  her  brothers.  She  might  have,  perhaps, even seen his brow furrow a time or two. And every time he looked at her to see, no doubt, if she was struggling as mightily as he, she gave  him her  best  smile,  the  one guaranteed to have her father agreeing that she really should ride whatever horse she pleased and it would be perfectly fine with him if she tromped about in lads' clothes because they were more comfortable. 

Apparently, it worked on men other than her father. 

Several  minutes  later,  Jake  looked  up  from  the  board  where  his  king  stood, helplessly pinned by her queen, a bishop, and a knight. 

He blinked. "I think I've been beaten." 

"Then surrender." 

He put his hand on his king, looked at her seriously and, with deliberate slowness, tipped his king over. 

"I think I surrendered the moment the game was begun." 

She had the feeling he was talking about more than just the game. 

He  leaned  back  in  his  chair  and  put  his  hands  behind  his  head.  "You're  very good," he said. 

"Strategy  is  my  lifeblood,"  she  agreed.  "I  should  have  been  a  commander  of armies." 

"France would have lived in fear," he said with a smile. 

"My suitors certainly have." 

"So, what else do you do with your time when  you're  not  inventing strategies  to baffle and bemuse those impertinent enough to try to get past your guards?" 

"She doesn't sew," John supplied. 

"She  definitely doesn't cook," Miles said lazily. 

Montgomery remained silent. Jake looked at him. 

"What, no offerings from you?" 

Montgomery shook his head with a smile. "I don't think there's anything Amanda cannot  do.  She  rides,  she  knows  what  to  do  with  a  sword,  she  dances,  she  can forage for herbs—" 

"She consorts with witches, you mean," John muttered. 

"John!"  Miles  said  sternly.  "They  are  not  witches.  Berengaria  was  a  girl  at Segrave,  and  I  can  assure  you  that  Grandmother  never  would  have  condoned witchcraft on her land. Well," he added with a smile, "not any of the foul kind." 

"They aren't witches, they're midwives and healers," Amanda said, "and I do not consort with them, I visit them when they are traveling our way. I've learned  several useful things  that  might save  your  sorry  life, John,  if ever  I  desired  it to  be  saved. 

And  besides,  Berengaria lived  here  for  many  years.  The  only  reason  she  left  was because you had been born." She looked at Jake. "Any other questions?" she asked briskly. 

He held up his hands in surrender. "Not a one. I can see you are very busy." 

"And what of you?" Montgomery asked. "What do you do with your merchantry business?" 

"Aye, I would like to hear of your travels," Miles said. 

"And I would like to hear of the  jewels,"  John  said.  "Robin  has  a  dagger  with a very fine red stone in the hilt which I think is too ornate for his use, though he seems quite reluctant to let me have it." 

"He'll allow you to have it when you have the skill to  take  it away  from  him in a fight," Amanda said. She looked back at Jake. "I for one would like to see what you create for these wealthy patrons. Can you not describe it to us?" 

"I can do better than that. Do you have paper and anything to write with?" 

"You can write?" John asked in surprise. 

"Of course," Jake said, looking equally as surprised. "Can't you?" 

"Aye, but I'm a lord's son." 

Jake  only  smiled.  He  accepted  a  scrap  from  the  pile their  father  kept  for  lesser correspondence, as well as a feather and ink. 

Amanda  put  away  the  chess  pieces  and  returned  to  her  seat  in  time  to  see  a creation half drawn on the parchment. 

"What is that?" she breathed. " 'Tis magnificent." 

"Just  a  brooch,"  he  said  modestly.  "It's  a  spray  of  flowers  I  designed  for  a woman who loved different colors of gems. Right here I put citrine, then blue zircon here, rose garnet here, aquamarine here—a very unique color of it that was very hard to find and even harder to cut." He  looked  up  at  her  from  under  his  eyelashes  and smiled. "It was, in fact, a great deal like the color of your eyes. Very beautiful, very rare." 

Amanda  wondered  if  anyone  had  bothered  to  bring  wine  with  them.  She  was, quite suddenly, quite parched. 

"Cut?"  Miles  asked,  dragging  a  stool  over  to  sit  next  to  Jake.  "What  do  you mean, cut?" 

"Amanda, may I have your dagger?" Jake asked. 

She pulled it out of the back of her belt and handed it over to him. He held it up so all could see the dark-red stone in its hilt. 

"When you find gems, they don't look like this. They're dull, much duller than this one. It's the gem cutter's task to take a dull stone and turn it into something beautiful. 

And  to  do  that,"  he  said,  "you  have  to  be  able  to  see  more  than  what's  on  the surface." 

He looked at Amanda for a moment or two in silence. 

"Take  Amanda's  dagger,"  he  continued.  "This  gem's  not  a  bad  stone,  and  it's actually cut quite well, but look here. If it could  be  faceted  here,"  he  pointed,  "and here as well, then the fire that lies within the stone would be easier to see. Of course, I don't have the tools here to do it…" 

He frowned at her dagger thoughtfully and Amanda could readily see how in this, at least, he knew of what he spoke. 

And at that moment,  there  was  a  part  of  her  that  envied  him his  passion  for  his work. 

She realized just  as  suddenly  that  she  had  no  true  passion  of  her  own,  short  of devising  new  and  interesting  ways  to  avoid  matrimony.  She  did  have  a  goodly knowledge  of  herbs,  and  of  languages,  mathematics,  and  other  manly  subjects  her father had insisted she learn. She could break a horse, tend a child, and face  a  man over blades and likely come away the victor if she had to. 

Odd,  though,  looking  at  the  small,  exquisite  forms  that  continued  to  flow  from Jake's pen as if they took on lives of their own as he sketched them, that her life had seemed  so  important  and  the  lives  of  others  outside  her  gates  so  ordinary  but  a handful of days before. Now she could see how a mere merchant might be so much more than that. 



How sorely she had misjudged his depths. 

And how generously he had granted her virtues far beyond what she deserved. 

She was beginning to wonder if everything she had believed about her place in the world and everyone else's on a lower plane was completely false. 

"Amanda?" 

She looked at him, dragging herself away from her thoughts. "Aye?" 

"Are you all right?" 

She  nodded,  trying  to  smile.  "I  am  well.  I  am  just…  well,  I  had  no  idea  how beautiful your wares are. They are… breathtaking." 

"Thank you," he said simply. 

Without  gloating.  Without  an   ah,  see  how  you've  misjudged  me,  you disagreeable  wench  look.  Perhaps  he  was  modest,  or  perhaps  he  just  knew  his worth and didn't need it countenanced by anyone else. 

He was, as Miles had said, a goodly sort. 

"Can you teach us to draw?" Montgomery asked, looking at Jake's renderings. "I would like that." 

"I would as well," John admitted. "Though I think I would prefer to draw scenes of glorious bloodshed, not dainties for a lady's cloak." 

Jake laughed. "No doubt. Yes, if you'd like. I'll trade  you  for  more  lessons  with the sword." 

"  I'll see to your swordplay," Miles put in. "And if there's  anything left of  you  at the end of the day, the boys can have you and you can do with them what you like." 

"But where does that leave Amanda?" Montgomery asked. 

All eyes turned to her. She would have cut off her own  arm  before  she  blushed, but somehow, she couldn't quite reach for her dagger to do it before she felt herself growing uncomfortably hot. 

She  pushed  her  hair  back  from  her  face,  though  it  cooled  her  not  one  bit.  "I would like to learn as well," she admitted slowly. 

"Done,"  Jake  said  promptly.  "Especially  if  we  can  use  you  as  our  model  on occasion."  He  looked  at  the  twins.  "Just  think on  it,  boys.  Long  stretches  of  time with nothing more to do than study your sister and figure out how to capture her on paper." He shuddered. "Torture." 

"The  torture  you'll  find  each  night  begins  and  ends  here,"  she  said,  gesturing toward the chessboard. 

"Happily," he said with a smile. "Now, someone help me figure out how to clean up this ink, because I've never used a feather to draw with before." 

Amanda shared a knowing look with Miles, who seemed to be  just  as  baffled  as she herself was. 









"No, not that look," Jake said. 

"What look?" Amanda asked. 

"The one that says you think I've lost my mind. There's a logical explanation  for what I don't know." 

"Then give it," she said. 

He  smiled  pleasantly,  then  rubbed  his  hands  together  and  rose.  "Montgomery, help  me  clean  this  up,  would  you?  Then  I  should  get  to  bed.  We  have  a  big  day tomorrow in the lists." 

Amanda pursed her lips, but didn't press him. There would be plenty of time later to  get  answers.  She'd  overheard  Jake  saying  earlier  to  Miles  that  he  planned  to remain for  a  bit  at  Artane,  at  least  until Nicholas  came  home.  Lord  Ledenham  had convinced him that even with all the guards still at Artane, Amanda would do  better with him as added protection. 

What protection he could offer, she didn't know. 

But even  as  that  thought  took  shape  in  her  mind,  she  knew  that  wasn't  exactly true.  The  man  was  canny,  and  he  would  certainly  be  able  to  see  to  anyone  if  he could avoid being skewered with a sword long enough to do it with his hands alone. 

And just where had he learned that skill? 

So many questions. 

The saints be praised she might have the time to have those answers. 

She  found  herself  wishing that  Nicholas's  roof  might find  itself  quite  unfinished for several more fortnights. 



Chapter 15

 Jake put his borrowed sword point down in the  dirt  and  dragged  his  sleeve  across his  sweaty  forehead.  He  looked  at  the  castle  rising  up  next  to  him  and  shook  his head. Who would have thought that an innocent enough trip north would have ended here. 

At Artane. 

In a very roundabout way, of course. 

He looked at the sword in his hands, then lifted it up and examined it. It was odd enough to be standing in a medieval castle; it was beyond weird to be standing there with a sword in his hands. Stranger still to be learning how to use it. 

He looked at Miles. "That was better." 



"Better," Miles conceded. "I only dozed off a handful of times." 

Jake laughed. "You're merciless." 

"Nay,  I  am  quite  soft—especially  compared  to  my  brother.  Not  only  would Robin grind you under his heel,  he  would  demand  that  you  scrape  yourself  off  his boot so he could stroll back to the hall in comfort." 

"You're a good teacher," Jake said frankly. "I appreciate your help." 

Miles  made  him  a  small  bow.  "  'Twas  my  pleasure,  truly,  and  no  thanks  are necessary. You've kept the twins from driving me mad. That is worth a great deal." 

"Right," Jake said, not believing it for an instant. Miles and his brothers seemed to share a genuine affection for each other, despite Miles's grumbles that they  took  up too much of his time and the twins' complaints that he was ignoring them. 

Jake envied them. 

Though he had to admit that, over the past week since his aborted attempt to get home, he had felt a part of that family circle. 

It was a very pleasant feeling indeed. 

He supposed that even Amanda had by now gotten over her horror at the fact that he was a mere merchant. He honestly hadn't expected her to feel anything else. How could she? This was her reality. In her world, a title was everything. 

"Let's have a drink and a bit of a rest," Miles suggested. "Then we'll go at it again, if you wish." 

"I wish," Jake said. "I've figured out which end to hold  my  sword  by,  but  that's about it." 

" 'Tis a fine start. We'll improve upon that this afternoon." 

Jake walked with him over to  the  well. He  wondered  what  sorts  of  things  found themselves in that well, but at the moment, he was too grateful for something cold to drink  to  give it much  worry.  Miles had  dredged  up  a  mail shirt  for  him earlier that week and though Jake was used to sweltering heat, of  both  the  jungle and  the  mine kind, this exercising in a tin can was an entirely new experience in par-boiling. 

He poured water over his head and came up spluttering. He shook his head. 

"I don't know how you stand the heat." 

"You grow accustomed to it," Miles said. "When you're in a  battle  for  your  life, you  appreciate  the  protection  mail  gives.  I'm  surprised  you  don't  have  at  least  a leather jerkin. That might turn a dull knife. Perhaps." 

"I've worn leather before," Jake admitted, "and I agree. It's some protection." He spared a thought for his perfectly broken-in leather coat that was now keeping some medieval opportunist warm. 

"Did you lose that when your gear was stolen?" Miles asked. 

"Yes, among other things." 



Miles  shook  his  head  sadly.  "You  shouldn't  travel  alone.  Not  even  the  most skilled knight goes about without a man to guard his back." 

"You did," Jake pointed out. 

"Well,"  Miles  said  with  a  small  smile,  "I'm  not  exactly  the  most  cautious  of souls." 

Jake laughed. There Miles stood, a medieval knight with all the skills necessary for the execution  of  knightly duties.  He  had  no  doubt  spent  many  years  perfecting  his skills  in  quite  rigid  ways.  But  despite  what  had  to  be  a  very  serious  bit  of self-discipline, Jake could see that Miles had a good dose of the same wanderlust he had himself. He imagined that if Miles had found himself in the twenty-first  century, he would have been traveling all over  the  world,  possibly  in search  of  the  rare,  the unique, and the ridiculously expensive. 

Jake  smiled  to  himself.  Too  bad  he  couldn't  have  traded  places  with  Miles.  It would have solved several problems for the both of them. 

"Let us make for the table," Miles said. "For all we know, Amanda will be  there, waiting to display her chatelaine skills and pour our wine." 

"I've known your sister less than  a  month  and  I'm  positive  she  isn't  going  to  be standing there with a bottle in one hand and a plate of fine meats in the other." 

"Probably not," Miles agreed. "Nevertheless, we should at least take our ease for a moment or two before we return to our labors." 

Jake  nodded  and  walked  with  Miles  to  the  great  hall.  He  had  almost  stopped thinking about the complete improbability of what he was doing, but it caught him at odd times. 

Like now, when he was crossing a medieval courtyard  wearing chain  mail with a sword slapping against his thigh as he walked. He squeaked a little, he sweated a lot, and he was actually looking forward to eel under sauce. 

Who would have thought it? 

He wondered what the people he'd left behind—or ahead as the case might be—

were thinking at the moment. Or doing, for that matter. Was time passing in the same manner there? Had a month gone by, leaving Gideon's father without his paperwork and Jackson III grinding his teeth at a missed deal? 

Had Gideon done any investigation into Jake's disappearance, or had he chalked it up to irresponsibility? 

He couldn't have said and today he didn't care. Today he was  going  to  continue with his plan to remake himself into a medieval knight—minus the title, of  course—

so  he could protect Amanda until one of her older brothers got home. And  then  he would go home and take back up his own life. 

His own dull, flat life. 

He walked into the hall and  the  first  thing he  saw,  once  his  eyes  adjusted  to  the gloom, was Amanda standing near the high table, talking to one of Artane's servants. 



And  he  wondered  if  he   could  go  back,  back  to  that  life  in  the  future  when everything that sparkled was here in the past. 

He walked  across  the  floor  with her  brother  and  found  that  he  simply  couldn't take his eyes off her. And when she finished speaking, turned, and looked at him, he had the most absurd feeling of pleasure wash over him. 

And then she smiled. 

And he felt like he'd been winded. 

"Steady," Miles murmured. 

"Shut up." 

Miles  tsk-tsk ed.  "You  shouldn't  be  rude  to  your  sword  master,  especially  when your work for the day isn't finished." 

"I'm older than you are. I can take you." 

"So the little lads claim. Not with the sword, surely." 

"Surely not," Jake agreed. "But with my bare hands? Definitely." 

Miles hesitated only briefly. "Will you show me?" 

Jake smiled at him. "Of course. Tomorrow, though, and without mail." 

"Done."  Miles waved  an  expansive  hand  Amanda's  way.  "You  may  moon  over my sister all you like," he said loudly. 

Jake  gave  him  a  friendly  pat  on  the  back  that  was  firm  enough  to  make  him stumble,  smiled  warningly,  then  turned  his  attentions  to  the  really  interesting occupant of the great hall. He stopped in front of her and made her a small bow. 

"My lady." 

She wrinkled her nose. "You need a bath." 

"Knights don't bathe," Miles said from behind Jake. 

"They do in this house." 

"We're not finished with our training for the day," Miles argued. 

Amanda  pursed  her  lips.  "Very  well, you  may  stink  now.  Bathe  before  supper, else you won't eat. At least not at my table." 

Miles  made  her  a  low  bow,  then  hopped  around  the  table  and  made  himself comfortable in a chair. Jake smiled at Amanda. 

"Shall I sit downwind?" 

"I'll hold my nose. Come and eat, so you'll have strength for your afternoon." 

So he came, and he sat, and he ate. And the entire time he  was  acutely  aware  of her  sitting  next  to  him,  sparring  verbally with Miles,  trying to  repair  the  twins'  bad manners. 

Saying very little to him. 



He finished, then sat back—as comfortably as a man  can  sit  back  while wearing chain mail—and simply watched her. She pointed a final wagging finger at John, then looked at him and frowned. 

"What?" 

He shook his head, unable to stop a smile. "Nothing. I'm just watching you." 

"Why?" 

"I  can't  help  myself.  You  are  without  a  doubt  the  feistiest,  mouthiest,  most fascinating woman I have ever had the pleasure of meeting." 

"Mouthiest?" she echoed. 

He made a quacking motion with his hand. 

She blinked for a moment or two, then one corner of her mouth twitched. "I think I should be offended." 

"It's a compliment." 

"Robin  says  my  vile  tongue  drives  all  sensible  men  away,"  she  said,  quite casually, looking down at her hands. 

"I'm still standing." 

She  went  still. It  was  that  same  stillness  she'd  had  in  the  chapel,  only  this  was something that covered not only her, but the rest of the occupants of the dinner table as well. Miles no longer grumbled;  the  twins  stopped  chewing.  It  was  as  if they  all held their breath, waiting for whatever was to come. 

"Are you?" she asked quietly, still looking down at her hands folded tightly in her lap. 

"Not  that  it does  any  good,"  he  said,  just  as  quietly.  "But  for  what  it's  worth, nothing you've said has made me run for the front gate." 

She was silent for a very long time. 

John  belched  loudly,  then  clapped  his  hand  over  his  mouth  and  looked  at  Jake with wide eyes. 

"Sorry," he stammered. 

"The emotion was too much for him," Miles said dryly. "My thanks, brother, for saving  us  all from  Jake  falling to  his  knees  and  professing  undying  love."  He  rose suddenly. "Let us be about our work again, Jake. We've much to do and little time in which to do it." 

Jake had to agree. He drained his cup, then rose. He  would  have  followed  Miles around  the  end  of  the  table  if he  hadn't  felt  a  light  touch  on  his  hand.  He  looked down. Amanda was looking at her fingers touching his, then she put  her  hand  back in her lap. 

"Why?" she whispered. "Why are you doing this?" 

He pushed his chair back and went down on one knee next to her. 



"Ah, by the saints," Miles groaned. 

Jake shot him a glare over  his  shoulder,  then  turned  back  to  Amanda.  "Because anything I can do to keep you safe, I will do." 

She met his gaze. 

He was floored to see tears in her eyes. 

"So much effort," she murmured. 

"So worth it," he replied. He  reached  out  and  touched  her  face,  looked  into  her turquoise eyes for another endless moment, then rose suddenly and  turned.  He  had to  shepherd  Miles in front  of  him to  get  out  from  behind  the  table  and  out  of  the great  hall, but  that  was  actually  a  good  thing,  because  in  the  shepherding  he  held onto Miles's shoulder and kept himself upright. 

"You poor fool," Miles said as they walked down the front steps together. 

"Thank you," Jake said politely. "Do  you  have  anything else  useful  to  say,  or  is that it?" 

"Give me time and I feel certain I'll manage something else," Miles said cheerfully. 

Jake let him have his think and while he  did,  he  cursed  himself a  thousand  times and a thousand ways. He couldn't have her. He couldn't  flirt with her.  He  probably shouldn't  even  stay  within a  hundred  yards  of  her.  She  was  going  to  marry  some bloody medieval guy with gold stars on his shirt and a kingly stamp of approval  on his forehead, and that guy wasn't going to be him. He was going to have to go home, get back on with his life, and make the best of it. 

Make  the  best  of  life  without  that  mouthy,  feisty,  amazing  woman  who  really deserved  a  twenty-first  century  kind  of  guy  who  could  let  her  be  herself  without being so threatened he would beat the spirit out of her. 

Which he was quite certain Lord Ledenham wouldn't be able to do if he ever got his hands on her. 

They  continued  on  their  way  through  the  courtyard  and  into  the  lists.  Miles hummed pleasantly, then came to a halt. He turned and looked at Jake. 

And the look on his face made Jake freeze. 

Damn it, what was it with this place? Either Fate had a horrible sense of humor, he was stuck in some kind of relentless time warp, or he was going through some kind of withdrawal from junk food. He couldn't say. But what he could say was that if he didn't stop having these kinds of déjà vu moments that threatened to knock him flat, he was, well, he was going to have something to say about it. 

To the proper paranormal authorities. 

Whoever they were. 

He clasped his hands behind his back. "All right, Miles, spill it." 

Miles considered for another eternal moment. "I have," he said slowly, "a tale you might be interested in." 



If it had anything to do with the waves of Something Monumental that seemed to be washing over him, Jake knew he would be very interested indeed. "Go ahead." 

"Well,  you  may  or  may  not  have  known  him,  but  my  mother's  father  was  very powerful," Miles said.  "Her  widowed  mother  still is.  When  it came  time for  her  to wed, there was no question of my mother going to anyone not her equal in station." 

"Typical," Jake noted. 

"Aye, well, this is where the tale becomes interesting." Miles paused. "To you." 

The way he said it sent renewed chills down Jake's spine. "I'm listening." 

"I hope so. You see, my father, as you also may or may not know, was not born the immensely powerful lord he is today." 

Jake really had no frame of reference for Rhys de Piaget's life, but he was willing to take Miles's statement on faith. "Wasn't he?" 

"He was a mere knight," Miles continued. "But landless. Even worse, he was, and still is, related to a band of quite vile souls. All this contributed to him being looked upon  not  only  as  simply  a  knight,  but  a  most  undesirable  one."  Miles  paused. 

"Completely, utterly, thoroughly unsuitable." 

Jake felt, quite suddenly, as if the whole world had suddenly paused as well. 

As if it waited with him. 

"And?" Jake asked. 

"And he loved my mother. The exact details are unimportant, but suffice it to say that  when  the  time  came  that  my  mother  was  free  to  wed  him,  he  had  amassed enough skill and enough power that he went to the king and bargained for what was required to wed with my mother." 

"And what was that?" 

Miles paused, then smiled. "Land and a title." 

Jake closed his eyes briefly as the world around him shuddered. 

Land and a title. 

All that  was  necessary  for  a  man  to  offer  for  someone  he  never  in  his  wildest dreams would have thought he could have. 

 Amanda…

"I see," he managed. 

" 'Tis not only strength of arm that will win a man what he needs," Miles said with a shrug. "Buy the land and the title comes, or purchase the title and the land will be given. They are connected." 

Jake  turned  and  walked  away.  He  shoved  his  hands  in  his  nonexistent  pockets, cursed, then clasped his hands behind his back and paced in front of Miles a time or two. He came to a stop and turned to look at Amanda's brother. 



"How much?" 

"Likely all you have." 

Jake had absolutely no idea how much that might be, if he could convert modern money into medieval coin, if he could get back home to do it, or if he could manage to get back to medieval England once he did. 

But the thought that it might be possible was absolutely staggering. 

He took  a  deep  breath.  "I  could  buy  her  a  castle,  but  I  probably  couldn't  feed her." 

"She doesn't eat much anyway." 

Jake suddenly felt so lighthearted, so full of disbelief, so racked with a feeling of absolute unreality that he laughed. If he hadn't  been  not  altogether  sure  he  wouldn't have impaled either himself or Miles, he would have thrown  his  sword  up  in the  air for sheer joy. 

"It couldn't be that easy," he said. 

"Nay, it won't be," Miles agreed. "Gold you may take  to  the  king,  but  'twill take more than gold to win her in my father's hall." 

"I sense I'll be spending much more time in the lists," Jake said. 

"If it is worth the effort." 

Jake  clapped  Miles on  the  shoulder.  "Are  you  crazy?  This  is  your  sister  we're talking about." 

"You'd best be sure," Miles said seriously. 

"It  is  one  thing  to  love  something  because  it's  beautiful  and  mesmerizing,  but know you'll only  have  it near  you  for  a  short  time,"  Jake  said  slowly.  "It's  another thing entirely to think you might have it forever." 

"She is not an easy woman," Miles said quietly, "and I say this though I love her well." 

Jake looked up and saw Amanda coming down the stairs from the great hall. She was  wearing  her  brother's  clothes,  obviously  off  to  do  some  bit  of  business  she probably  wasn't  supposed  to.  One  of  the  twins,  Montgomery  likely,  opened  the door  and  flew down  the  stairs  after  her.  He  caught  up  to  her  and  she  put  her  arm around him and hugged him as she pulled him along with her. And then she slowed. 

And stopped. 

And looked at him. 

And he knew. 

Jake had to lean his forearm on Miles's shoulder to remain standing. 

"Whatever it takes," he said, with feeling. 

"Good.  Then  let us  work  whilst we  may.  We'll  stop  in time to  bathe,  else  we'll have no supper. We'll be at it again at first light. I'll leave it to you to determine how









you'll fetch your gold." 

"It will take me awhile to put together a plan," Jake said, "but I will." 

"Until you do, we'll use our time wisely." 

"Evenings free," Jake insisted. "I have a chess date with your sister I won't miss." 

"The more time in the lists, the better." 

"Even the sun goes down." 

"Briefly." Miles looked at him, then shook his head. "I hope you know what your life will be like." 

Jake could just imagine. 

If  he  had  money  and  he  had  some  skill,  he  might  be  able  to  put  himself  in  a position to ask Amanda of Artane to marry him. 

He thought he might be able to someday forgive his sorry father for sending  him to AE, Inc. 

The  details,  the  what-ifs,  the  impossibilities  and  improbabilities  of  the  situation were lurking in the wings, but he ignored them. He would deal with them later, if and when they arose for real. 

Right now, he would use some of his renowned self-discipline and concentrate on what he could do something about, on the tasks that were right in front of him. 

Rhys de Piaget had done it. 

So could he. 



Chapter 16

 Amanda started  down  the  path  toward  the  front  gates,  desperate  for  a  distraction. 

She  had  been  watching  Jake  and  Miles  off  and  on  in  the  lists  for  well  over  a fortnight. Jake trained with a desperation that was  almost  frightening and  Miles was no better in indulging him in it. They were mad, the two  of  them,  and  she  could  sit no longer on the edge of the lists and watch them engaging in their madness. 

So she had decided  that,  no  matter  what  peril there  might have  been  from  Lord Ledenham,  she  would  take  a  small  walk  through  the  village.  She  might  even  veer toward  the  seashore  if the  weather  were  amenable.  It  was  a  beautiful midsummer's day and who knew how much longer the cloudless skies might oblige her? 

"My lady, wait!" 

She sighed and paused. Her gaggle of guardsmen thundered up behind her. John and  Montgomery  came  hard  on  their  heels,  hollering  her  name  loudly  enough  that most of Scotland likely heard it. 

Unfortunately, that attracted more attention than she would have  liked.  Miles and Jake were sauntering down the way with an ease that belied the hours she knew they had already passed in the lists. 

Damn them all. 

She put her hands on her hips and stared at the men facing her. "I appreciate the companionship, lads, but must you all come?" 

Her  guardsmen  only  waited  patiently,  without  comment.  The  twins  looked indecisive, but they took heart when her guardsmen remained firm. They folded their arms over their young, manly selves and stuck their chins out stubbornly. 

Jake and Miles merely continued on their way until they came to a quite easy and unremarkable halt on either side of her. 

"Going somewhere?" Jake asked pleasantly. 

"Aye, out the front gates, damn you." 

He was apparently unimpressed by the fierceness of her response. "We'll come." 

"I want to go alone." 

"No doubt you do." 

She scowled. "You've spent too much time with my brothers." 

He laughed. "Probably. But why don't you let us come with you  anyway?  You'll be safer." 

She blew her hair out her eyes. "Very well," she said in exasperation. "I daresay I haven't a choice." 

"Are we such poor company?" he asked, his damnably beautiful eyes twinkling. 

And how was she to answer that? She turned toward the gate. "Come along, then. 

I can see I have no choice." 

"Where are we going?" Miles asked as he fell in on her other side. "To the village? 

Foraging for herbs? To wreak havoc on the countryside?" 

"We're  going  out,"  she  said  crisply.  "I  have  no  destination  in  mind  save  away from the inside of the keep's walls, where I might breathe easily for a change." 

"We bathed day before yesterday," Miles offered. 

She  hadn't  meant  that  and  he  knew  it.  What  she  had  wanted  was  a  bit  of  quiet without people talking at her, her brothers talking continually to each other, or more discussions about the perfect balance  of  a  sword  and  how  that  balance  might best be applied to keeping one's head atop one's shoulders. 

"You may come," she announced. "Silently." 

And they did. They followed  her  through  the  village, silently. They  followed  her out  into  the  countryside,  just  as  silently.  And  when  she  came  to  a  halt  a  short distance into her father's best grain field, they halted with her. 

Silently. 

A dozen men who stood in a circle, waiting for her to decide what she would do next. 

And then Miles sniffed. "I smell something." 

Amanda did as well and it wasn't just the wholesome smell of earth and herb. She turned  herself  about  until she  saw  a  strangely  colored  smoke  coming  out  from  the roof  of  a  hut  on  the  very  edge  of  the  village.  The  hut  was,  from  her  experience, generally  uninhabited,  though  she  supposed  that  the  odd  freeman  might  use  it  to shelter in when needful. 

She started  in that  direction,  ignoring the  murmured  protests  of  the  overanxious males trailing after  her.  She  continued  on  her  way  until she  stood  before  the  hut's door. She drew the smoke deeply into her  lungs,  finding it to  be  not  an  unpleasant smell, but  rather  a  healing one.  Herbs  on  the  fire,  apparently,  though  she  couldn't have said which ones. 

The  door  opened  and  before  her  stood  none  other  than  Berengaria  of  Segrave, lately of  Artane,  and  even  more  lately of  a  place  Amanda  didn't  know.  Berengaria, who was in reality not more than eight or nine years older than she, smiled widely. 

"My lady Amanda," she said, looking pleased. "You are looking well." 

"And  you,  Mistress  Berengaria,"  Amanda  said.  "You  have  returned  from  your travels?" 

"For the moment," Berengaria agreed. "It matters little where I travel, for it seems that ever I must come back to Artane to feel at home." 

"We are happy to have you." She peeked  inside  the  hut.  "It  isn't  as  if you  must remain outside the gates. Surely we have room enough for you in the hall." 

Berengaria inclined her head. "I appreciate the invitation, but I don't think I will be lingering very long." She smiled faintly. "I have other places to visit yet." She looked at  the  men  surrounding  Amanda.  "You  have  your  keepers,  I  see.  And  your  fine brothers. And—" 

She looked at Jake and froze. 

Amanda understood. He was  an  extraordinarily  handsome  man.  Amanda  looked at  him and  tried  to  see  him with fresh  eyes.  Aye,  he  was  indeed  quite  handsome, even in clothing that was older, boots that  were  scuffed  and  worn,  and  a  mail shirt that had seen better days.  He  looked,  if possible,  like a  man  of  impeccable  lineage who  had  suffered  a  bit  of  bad  luck  and  was  making  do  with  less  than  he  was accustomed to. 

There were times, Amanda had to admit, that she had a hard time remembering he was a mere merchant. Looking  at  him now,  she  would  be  even  more  hard  pressed not to consider him an equal with her brothers. 



Berengaria seemed to be under the same impression, for she nodded to Jake with the  same  deference  she  would  have  used  with  any  of  the  Artane  lads.  Well,  save Robin  of  course,  but  Berengaria had  spent  too  many  years  at  Artane  to  do  much besides smile behind her hand at Robin's grumbles. 

"My lord," she said to Jake, "I think we have things to discuss. Would  you  care for something tasty from the fire?" 

"I  know   I  would,"  Miles  said,  elbowing  Jake  aside.  "If  I  might,  Mistress Berengaria?" 

Berengaria was  uncharacteristically  hesitant.  "Of  course,  my  lord  Miles.  Let  me fetch you aught to quench your thirst, but there are things I must discuss alone with our fine lord here." 

Miles suggested, "Discuss with him the necessity of more time in the lists." 

"He has no more time to  give in the  lists,"  Amanda  said  tartly,  "unless  you've  a mind to take candles out in the mud and fight during the night. Mistress  Berengaria, this is Jackson Alexander Kilchurn IV. He is a traveler." 

"Aye," Berengaria said with a smile. "From a long distance, I daresay." 

"London," Montgomery supplied. 

"He's a merchant," John offered. "A very rich one." 

"He was robbed," Montgomery added.  "We've  been  looking  after  him.  Amanda especially." 

Amanda  hated  to  elbow  her  favorite  brother  so  hard  in the  belly,  but  what  else was she to do? A substantial  oof came out of him. Amanda made certain he was still breathing before she turned back to the conversation with no lingering remorse. She started  to  tell Berengaria more  about  Jake,  but  when  she  saw  how  pale  Jake  was, words failed her. 

"Jake?" she asked. "Are you unwell?" 

Jake  blinked,  as  if  he'd  been  suddenly  woken  from  sleep.  "A  drink,"  he  said hoarsely. "Perhaps something to drink might be nice. It's hot outside today." 

"It isn't," Amanda pointed out. "In fact, 'tis quite lovely for this time of year." 

"Come in," Berengaria said, standing back from the doorway. "Sit." 

Jake started across the threshold, then paused. He looked at  Amanda,  then  back at Berengaria. 

"I wonder," he began slowly. 

"You likely should," Berengaria said  with a  knowing  nod.  "I  think I  can  tell you things that will aid you. But they are things which could be quite… well…" 

Amanda  found  them  both  to  be  studying  her  quite  seriously.  She  took  a  step backward. "I will remain without, if you like." 

"No,"  Jake  said.  He  reached  for  her  hand.  "No.  Come  with me."  He  pulled  her into the hut with him and shut the door behind her. 

Amanda  was  offered  a  stool,  she  took  it,  and  waited  for  something  to  drink.  It was, when it came, quite tasty and she found herself very much soothed by it. 

And rather baffled by the conversation going on in front of her. 

Of course, being able to hear Miles grumbling about the condition of his parched throat on the other side of the rather frail door did nothing but add to the confusion. 

"You have come a long way," Berengaria was saying. 

"Very," Jake agreed. "I'm a little confused at how to get home." 

"Use a road," Amanda suggested, then bit her tongue. It wasn't as  if she  wanted him fleeing any time soon. 

Not at all. 

But Jake only smiled at her, then turned back to Berengaria. "Are you a midwife, or a witch?" 

"A midwife, of course," Berengaria said easily. "A healer. A brewer of things that are tasty. I might have another skill or two that comes in useful." 

Jake appeared to consider his words. Amanda watched him carefully choose what he was saying and that made her wonder why. Was Berengaria so untrustworthy? 

Or was she? 

"Have you seen the road I traveled to come here?" Jake asked finally. 

Berengaria stared off into nothing for a moment or two. "I see Seakirk castle," she said slowly, "and mailed knights who told you things you hadn't known before. I see a  black  cart,  spinning  endlessly.  Other  things  I  see  that  I  deem  aren't  important enough to speak of now." 

Jake bowed his head, sighed, then looked at Berengaria. "How do I return home?" 

"Do you want to return home?" 

Jake clasped  his  hands  together  and  paused  for  a  moment  or  two.  "Briefly,"  he said finally. 

Amanda listened to the exchange and wondered  if she  was  hearing things  aright. 

Was Jake leaving? 

Would he be coming back? 

She looked at him sitting next to her in the dim light of the little cottage and found herself  growing  far  too  accustomed  to  the  sensation  of  him sitting  next  to  her.  He seemed perfectly at ease with a woman others called a witch, yet he seemed equally at ease  with her  grumbliest  brother,  and  her  younger,  most  rambunctious  brothers. 

Indeed, the more she thought about it, the more she realized that he was at ease with whatever company he found himself in. 

Not like a great many men she had met over the long and weary course of her life who only found nobility of their same station to be tolerable. 



"—fairy rings, or perhaps a clutch of rocks that seem to be a bit unusual." 

"And what of the timing?" 

Berengaria was smiling. "Try again,  my  friend,  when  your  need  is  the  greatest.  I have no experience with such things myself, but I have heard tales.  There  are  many things in this world that do not come  into  our  hands  until the  moment  in which  we simply cannot do without them." 

Jake nodded thoughtfully.  Amanda  shook  her  head,  wishing she'd  done  a  better job at listening. Fairy rings? Clutches of rock? 

"What are you talking about?" she asked. "Rocks? Rings?" 

Jake  smiled.  "Places  I  might have  lost  things  I  need  to  have  to  get  home."  He handed Berengaria his cup. "Thank you very  much,  Mistress  Berengaria.  You  were here at the right time." 

"I try to be," Berengaria said with a smile. She looked at Amanda. "And you, my lady? Is there aught I can do for you?" 

"Short of ridding me of annoying suitors?" 

"Perhaps your Jackson here can do that." 

"He'll need more time in the lists." 

Jake only laughed and stood, holding out his hand  for  her.  "I'm  working  on  it.  I think I'll head back there right now. Are you coming?" 

"I had best do so," she said with a sigh. "I don't dare  keep  the  little lads  out  by themselves, even with my guard here." 

Jake thanked Berengaria again for whatever advice she seemed to have given him, Miles was allowed in for a drink and advice on how to improve his disposition, and then they were on their way back to the keep. 

Amanda  walked  silently next  to  Jake  for  some  time,  until they  reached  the  inner bailey gate. Then she looked up and swore. 

"What?" Jake asked. 

She  pointed  to  the  clutch  of  noblemen  standing  near  the  front  door.  "Lord Jedburgh." 

"Another one?" 

"Less vile than  Ledenham,  but  no  less  crafty.  Obviously  he  knows  my  father  is gone, else he never would have come to the keep without sending word a day or two ahead of his arrival." She looked up at him. "It would have been polite." 

"Maybe he isn't interested in being polite." 

Miles held out his arm for her. "We'd best have you locked inside, then. Time to trot out my lord-of-the-castle mein." He looked at her archly. "How is this?" 

"So like Father I tremble in my boots." 



"You mock me now, but watch me at supper and see if I don't save you a goodly bit of grief,"  he  said.  He  looked  over  her  head  at  Jake.  "Come  with me,  Jake,  and look fierce. Jedburgh is no fool, and I daresay he will wonder why  you  are  so  near Amanda yet not wearing Artane's colors like the rest of her guard. 'Tis best you pose as one of my mates." 

"Whatever you think," Jake said. 

Amanda  sighed,  found  herself  guided  through  the  press  of  Jedburgh's  retainers, and up to her chamber. 

Pleading pains in her head was not a lie, and it did excuse her from supper. 

Of  course,  her  ability  to  endure  confinement  only  lasted  until  she  heard  the watchman cry midnight. She dressed in something  of  John's  and  opened  her  door, fully intending to  have  some  peace  on  the  roof.  She  ran  into  someone's  back  and screeched in spite of herself. 

Jake turned around and smiled. "Only me." 

"What, by all the saints, are you doing here?" 

"What does it look like?" 

"It looks as if you'll be skewering yourself on Miles's sword tomorrow when you fall asleep on your feet," she retorted. 

He only smiled. "You're welcome for the guard." 

"You're daft." 

"And you're beautiful." 

She smoothed her hand over her tunic. "Dressed for court, as usual." 

"Are you dressed for a walk on the roof?" he asked. 

Did the man know her very thoughts? She reminded herself to give more thought to  Montgomery's  contention  that  he  was  a  fairy—but  later,  when  freedom  wasn't beckoning. She nodded. 

He held out his hand. "Want company?" 

She put her hand in his as easily as if she'd been doing it the whole of her life. 

But it was no less overwhelming a feeling than it had been every time—and those times would number three, for she  could  call each  brief  touch  effortlessly  to  mind. 

She held his hand and walked with him down passageways and up stairs and finally out onto the parapet.  He  followed  her  around  to  the  seaward  side  of  the  keep  and leaned with her on the wall. 

"Magnificent," he said. 

" 'Tis, truly," she said, looking out over the sea. "I never tire of the view." 

"I can see why not," he said. Then he looked at her. "But how do I choose? You or the sea. Bewitching, the both of you." 



She turned her head to return his  look.  "Do  you  think Berengaria's  a  witch?  Are you a fairy? Were you asking her questions to find out how to return to your home?" 

"What do you think?" 

"I think you have secrets," she  said  honestly.  "You  appear  to  be  a  normal  man, but there are things about you that make no sense to me." 

"Can you trust me? Will you trust me?" 

"Haven't I so far?" 

He  took  her  hand  again  and  held  it  with  one  of  his,  resting  atop  the  wall.  He caressed her fingers gently, then looked up at the sky. "The stars are beautiful here. 

You can see so many more of them here than you can in London." 

"When the sky is clear," she amended. "Which is, I might add, not often." 

"They are like diamonds," he said, still looking up. "Diamonds scattered  through the sky like Stardust." 

"Diamonds?" she asked. 

"A  clear,  icy  stone  that  is  much  prized  in  my  business,"  he  said,  looking  back down at her. "Very expensive in its rarest form.  But  it looks  a  great  deal  like those stars." 

"How can you bring something down to the earth from the sky and wear it?" she asked. "It seems impossible. Much like this," she added softly. 

He took  her  hand  in  both  his  own  and  leaned  his  elbows  on  the  wall.  "It  isn't impossible." 

"You are a merchant. I am a lord's daughter." 

He straightened and looked down at her intently. "And  if I  were  something  else? 

Someone  with  a  title,  lands,  bags  of  money  in  my  fists?  Would  that  make  it possible?" 

She shivered. But it wasn't from the cold. "Titles, lands, and gold mean nothing to me." She looked up at him. "Nothing." 

"They mean something to your father." 

"Aye, they do." 

"I could make this happen." 

"How?" she asked, then she shook her head. " 'Tis nothing  but  dreaming.  There is no point in even thinking on it." 

"What kind of faith do you have in me?" He waved to the stars littered like dust in the  sky.  "For  all we  know,  it just  might be  possible  to  pull  some  of  that  Stardust down and turn it into something besides a dream, something real, something lasting. 

If," he said and he paused for a long moment, "if it is something you want." 

She looked down. "I fear that wanting." 









"Amanda…" he said quietly. 

Damnation, where was that vicious tongue of hers, that hardened heart, when she truly had need of them? She looked up at him and savagely wiped the tears from her cheeks. 

"If you've no intentions of offering for me properly, then I've no mind to answer you properly." 

"And if I did?" 

"Offer, then see." 

He  only  laughed  again.  She  was  pleased  to  be  able  to  provide  him  with  such splendid amusement. But even as he laughed, he lowered his head toward hers. She closed her eyes, lifted her face, and thought she might have a bit of her own splendid amusement by having her first kiss be from this man. 

Her first in what she could only hope would be a very long succession of  kisses from just this man. 

And no other. 

He kissed her cheek. Then he kissed her other cheek. 

She opened her eyes and glared at him. "Damn you!" 

But then he gathered her into his arms and somehow, the feeling of coming home, of  being  wrapped  in the  embrace  that  had  been  made  just  for  her,  was  enough  to leave her comfortably speechless. 

"I'll kiss you at the altar," he promised. 

"Ha," she said, resting her ear against his chest where  she  might have  her  mouth free to more easily comment on his words. "You assume that I'll be there to receive it." 

"A man can dream." 

"And  you  think a  man  can  pull Stardust  out  of  the  sky  and  put  it  in  his  purse. 

Those are mighty dreams." 

"Trust me, Amanda." 

The saints preserve her, she did. She put her arms around him and held on tightly. 

The saints preserve her, she certainly did. 



Chapter 17

 Jake  walked  around  the  inner  bailey  and  enjoyed  the  cool.  Dawn  was  already lightening the  sky,  but  the  sun  had  not  yet  risen.  Miles would  be  loping  down  the steps soon, but for the moment, Jake had peace for thinking. 

And he had plenty to think about. 

He wasn't sure how long he had stood there with Amanda de Piaget  in his  arms, feeling something  that  told  him  that  she  was  the  right  woman  for  him.  Forget  the centuries that separated their births. He'd never honestly dared hope  it before.  He'd never allowed himself to actually imagine himself as being allowed to want her, or to think that somehow she might be his. 

He was imagining it now. 

His conversation with Berengaria,  as  brief  and  sketchy  as  it had  been,  had  been most  instructive.  Not  that  she  was  a  time  traveler  herself—of  that  he  was  fairly certain, though who could be sure, given the way they had danced around that topic in deference to Amanda—but she seemed to have her fingers in the paranormal pie. 

Either that or she had a store of old wives' tales that would shame an old wife. 

To think, he might get back to the future, then back to Artane. He might be able to buy a title and some land. He might be able to offer for Amanda. 

After  all, Rhys  de  Piaget  had  started  with little more  than  his  wits  and  a  handy sword. 

He walked across the courtyard, staring at the flagstones, at the cobblestones,  at whatever was being used from time to time to pave the dirt. Could  he  do  it? Could he move back in time eight hundred years and survive? 

He considered  his  modern  conveniences.  All right,  he  loved  his  Jag,  but  it was, after  all, just  a  car.  He  didn't  care  about  ice,  fast  food,  or,  heaven  help  him,  pints down  at  the  pub.  He  wasn't  opposed  to  camping,  lack  of  running  water,  or  the occasional bug in his bed. He had no lover waiting for  him; no  family to  grieve his loss;  no  friends  to  speak  of,  at  least  none  who  would  spend  the  rest  of  their lives pining for him. His life was his work and vice versa. 

He paused. Work was something he had to admit he would miss. He would miss traveling in airplanes  to  arrive hours  later at  exotic  and  dangerous  destinations.  He would miss slogging through forgotten swamps  and  the  absolute  thrill of  stumbling on something missed, something that could be cut into soaring shapes. 

But could he not take that passion, and transfer it to life instead? 

Besides, why couldn't he hunt for gems in the past? Men still traveled, even in the thirteenth century. He supposed that men still designed pieces of jewelry, cut  gems, sold them at a profit. 

He supposed the man that wed with Amanda de Piaget might also find himself too busy to worry about any of that. 

To think he might actually be that man…

Mind-blowing. 



"Did you sleep?" 

Jake jumped a foot. He was almost certain of it. He spun around and found Miles standing there with his arms over  his  chest,  grinning in a  most  unsettling  way.  Jake decided then that he liked Miles better when he was smirking. 

"Yes, I slept," Jake said, shrugging off his lack of it. 

"You're dreaming." 

"I'm plotting. There's a difference." 

"Plot later; work now." 

Jake made him a low bow. "Lead on, MacDuff." 

"Who?" 

"Never mind. Just go." 

Jake wondered, several hours later, how it was that Miles seemed to have such an inexhaustible supply  of  energy.  Oh,  to  be  eighteen  instead  of  thirty-two,  and  have had a full night's rest on a bed that was long enough. 

But  who  was  he  to  complain?  He'd  spent  an  hour  holding  the  most  amazing woman  he'd  ever  met  on  the  roof  of  a  medieval castle  in  the  light  of  hundreds  of stars.  Who  cared  if every  muscle  screamed  for  relief  and  he  thought  nothing  had ever  sounded  as  good  as  a  cup  of  sour  wine  and  some  rough, still-had-a-bit-of-the-millstone-embedded-in-the-flour-kind of bread? 

Miles  seemed  to  instinctively  know  that  Jake  was  thinking  about  something besides  the  flashing  sword  coming  at  him  because  he  pressed  his  advantage mercilessly. Jake found himself continually falling back until he realized he was within feet  of  the  bailey  wall.  He  dredged  up  what  little  skill  he  had,  but  it  wasn't  really enough. 

And then he realized how close he was to giving up. 

It surprised him. 

He cursed and fought back. It was tempting to dump his sword and take care of Miles the old-fashioned way, but he knew the rules of the game and he wasn't one to cheat. 

He held his ground. 

And then Miles fell back a pace. 

By the time the sun was standing overhead, both he and Miles were dripping with sweat, and had mutually called peace.  Jake  dragged  his  sleeve  across  his  forehead. 

Miles did the same, then sheathed his sword. 

"Drink. Food." 

"I'm with you." 

Miles paused. "That was good work." 



"You just about killed me." 

"I needed to." 

"Apparently," Jake said dryly. 

Miles started back to the keep with him. "Perhaps this afternoon we would benefit from  a  change  in  our  training.  We  could  do  more  of  your  business  with  just  the hands." 

"If  it means  I  can  take  this  mail off  for  a  few  hours,  I'm  there,"  Jake  said,  with feeling. 

"Done," Miles said, clapping Jake on the shoulder. 

Jake walked back to  the  hall thoughtfully,  surprised  at  how  hard  he  had  worked and apparently how little he had gained. 

Obviously, he was going to have to work harder. 



 He spent the afternoon with Miles on the beach, which seemed, oddly enough, the most private place to be. 

Amanda  was  under  heavy  guard  inside  the  castle.  Well,  Jedburgh  was  under heavy,  if  not  accommodating  and  fawning,  guard  inside  the  castle.  Miles  was suspicious and Jake had  to  admit  he  was  too.  Jedburgh  was  slick,  but  he  honestly seemed  to  have  very  little  interest  in  Amanda  personally.  He  seemed  far  more interested in the weight of Artane's tapestries and the solidness of their goblets  than he was the true prize. 

Idiot. 

Miles was a quick learner and  within hours  Jake  found  himself having deposited the  sum  total  of  all  his  knowledge  on  that  sponge.  It  would  take  practice,  but  he doubted Miles would ever find himself backed into a corner  without  his  sword  and subsequently done in. 

They walked back to the castle slowly, Miles wondering aloud just how the skills he had recently acquired might serve him in the future. Jake was so busy listening to him contemplate  miraculous  escapes  from  blind  alleys  in  seedier  parts  of  London that he completely missed the hoofbeats bearing down on him from  behind  until he had almost been run over. He leaped aside with a curse, then gave Miles a hand back to his feet. Miles hurled a hearty curse at the rider's back. 

"We should do something about him," Jake said with a frown. 

"We've been trying to for years," Miles said, brushing off his clothes. "That was my brother Nicholas. He's in a tearing hurry. Maybe he  caught  wind  of  our  visitors and decided he'd best be coming home to take charge." 

"Does  he  take  charge?"  Jake  asked.  The  Artane  brothers  just  seemed  to  get tougher as they ascended the hierarchical ladder. 

"Not usually," Miles said. "He's more inclined to  sit  back  and  let others  cause  a ruckus. Well, unless Robin's home. Then they fight like two rabid dogs." 

"Interesting." 

"Oh, they love each other well, but their fists do  tend  to  do  a  great  deal  of  their speaking for them." 

That was heartening, at least. Jake supposed if Nicholas  said  hello with his  fists, he might be able to answer in like manner and not completely embarrass himself. 

"Thank you," Miles said suddenly. 

Jake smiled. "For what?" 

"For the lessons." 

"Any time. It was nice to be the one who has all the answers, for a change." 

"Aye, no doubt," Miles said with a smile. 

Jake  walked  with  him  up  the  way  to  the  inner  bailey,  feeling  altogether  rather content  with his  life and  the  way  things  were  going.  It  would  take  more  work,  but someday he might actually impress Amanda's father.  Amanda's  brothers  seemed  to be good sorts. Friendly. Willing to help when needed. 

Nicholas  looked  to  be  no  different  from  his  brothers.  He  was  standing  near  the stables, chatting amicably with the stable master. When he saw Miles, he came over to him, slung an arm around his neck, and gave him a  manly hug  with several  back slaps. 

"I see the keep is still standing," Nicholas said, pulling back and smiling at Miles. 

"Amazing, isn't it?" Miles asked. 

Jake watched Nicholas act the part of the quintessential older brother: teasing him about his lack of girlfriend and checking up on his activities over the past couple of years. It gave Jake the opportunity to size up a full-fledged medieval knight in all his glory. 

It was, he had to admit, impressive. 

Nicholas de Piaget was tall, easily as tall as Jake was, and Jake  was  a  handful  of inches over six feet, built, and very tough looking. If Jake had been the kind of  guy to intimidate easily, he might have been intimidated. Fortunately for him, he had dealt with all kinds of men who thought they were tough, and he was not intimidated. 

But this  was  Amanda's  brother,  after  all,  and  it  would  behoove  him  to  make  a good impression. 

Nicholas held out his hand toward him. "Nicholas de Piaget," he said. 

"Jackson Kilchurn," Jake said, taking Nicholas's hand in a firm grip. 

Nicholas  nodded  easily,  then  he  paused  for  a  moment  and  looked  Jake  up  and down.  He  frowned,  as  if  something  just  wasn't  quite  right  in  that  vision.  Then  he shrugged. "So, is it Sir Kilchurn or Lord Kilchurn?" 

Jake smiled. "Just Kilchurn." 



"He was waylaid by ruffians," Miles said easily. "We gave him refuge." 

"You gave him refuge?" Nicholas asked. "I assume he is a friend of yours?" 

Miles shook his head. "He is now, but I knew nothing of him at first." 

Nicholas's friendly demeanor changed immediately. 

Jake understood. It was the same antennae  that  went  up  in his  own  life when  he smelled danger. 

"Let me see if I understand things aright," Nicholas said, folding his arms over his chest and looking at Miles sternly. "You gave a man you did not know refuge in the same keep where Amanda resides, protected only by you and the wee babes?" 

"Actually,  Amanda  gave  him  refuge  before  I  arrived,"  Miles  said,  apparently feeling  no  compunction  about  throwing  his  sister  to  the  wolves.  "But  John  and Montgomery were here to protect her." 

Jake thought Nicholas might soon have apoplexy. If the  easygoing  guy  the  twins had talked about existed, he was buried deep. 

"She also gave him your clothes," Miles said mildly. 

Jake wanted to punch him. 

Nicholas took a deep breath. "My ears are failing me," he said evenly,  the  twitch in his cheek belying his fury. "This man was allowed inside our keep and neither you, nor the lads, nor Amanda thought to make certain he wasn't a ruffian, or a spy, or a man  who  might  want  to  steal  Amanda  and  hold  her  for  ransom."  He  pointed  an accusing finger at Jake's sword. "He's armed, by all the bloody saints!" 

Miles shrugged. "He's not all that dangerous with a sword. He is  with his  hands, though. You should see him, Nick." 

The apoplexy neared its zenith. 

"He's a merchant," Miles added, delivering the killing blow. 

Nicholas made inarticulate noises of fury. Miles only stood there, either oblivious or possessing nerves of steel, and Jake knew Miles wasn't oblivious. Jake shook his head. He might have laughed  if he  hadn't  had  the  underlying desire  not  to  make  an enemy  of  Amanda's  older  brother.  Miles  only  stood  there,  placid  and  smiling pleasantly. 

Nicholas glared  at  Jake.  "Stay  away  from  my  sister,"  he  snarled,  then  he  turned and strode angrily away. 

Jake turned to Miles. "Thank you." 

Miles grinned. "How could I resist?" 

"Oh, I don't know. You could have kept your mouth shut." 

"And miss that?" Miles chuckled. "Never. But do not hold it against him. His roof leaks and that irritates him. He's been trying to  repair  it for  the  last  pair  of  months. 

Apparently, it leaks still." 



"Apparently." 

Miles clapped a hand on Jake's shoulder. "You should continue to work on your swordplay. Make it much better very quickly. Your path to Amanda lies through my older brothers and Nick will not be kind." He looked toward  the  keep.  "He  doesn't like you. I can't imagine why not." 

"Maybe it's because he thinks I've been plundering his wardrobe." 

"Perhaps,"  Miles  agreed.  "We  should  go  eat.  Perhaps  he'll  even  let  you  in  the hall." He continued to laugh all the way to the great hall. 

Jake  wasn't  so  certain  it was  funny,  but  who  was  he  to  argue?  He  walked  in  to find Amanda being  hovered  over  by  her  elder  brother.  Nicholas  yelled at  her  for  a handful of moments, she yelled back,  then  he  hauled  her  into  his  arms  and  hugged her as tightly as Jake ever wished he could have. 

Well, that was brotherly love for you. 

Nicholas took charge of Amanda for the rest of the evening. 

Jake kept as low a profile as possible. He stayed in the background and watched as Nicholas repeatedly put Lord Jedburgh in his place. Jake had to admire his skill in doing

so. 

Jake

wasn't

sure

where

he'd

learned

that

look, 

that

you-bug-stop-looking-at-my-sister-before-I-crush-you-under-my-shoe look

that

seemed to reduce Jedburgh to a quivering bit of Jell-O, but it was effective. 

After dinner, Jake sought refuge on the roof and had a very peaceful evening there until he found himself joined by Montgomery. He ruffled the kid's hair and smiled. 

"How are things?" 

"Unpleasant," Montgomery said, with a shake of his head.  "Too  much  shouting. 

Nicholas is full of foul humors tonight." 

Jake didn't doubt it. He had seemed to be extremely upset that evening. 

Far more upset than a brother would normally be. 

Jake had given it a great deal of thought over the past couple of hours and found that Nicholas was entirely too possessive for a man merely looking after his sister. 

Entirely. 

"So, Montgomery," he asked casually, "what are the marrying rules these days?" 

"How do you mean?" 

"I  mean,  are  there  any  degrees  of  separation?"  He  looked  at  Montgomery.  "I believe the word is consanguinity?" 

Montgomery  stared  at  him,  slack-jawed,  for  a  moment  or  two,  then  realization seemed to dawn. "Ah," he said, drawing it out for a very long time. 

"Yes, ah," Jake agreed dryly. 

Montgomery looked around, as if he made sure they weren't being eavesdropped upon.  Then  he  leaned  in  and  looked  at  Jake  seriously.  "Amanda  and  Nick  aren't brother and sister." 

It was Jake's turn to try to retrieve his jaw. "They aren't?" he managed. 

Montgomery shifted. "There is a bit of a tale involved." 

"I'm all ears." 

Montgomery looked at his ears, then shrugged. 

Jake made a mental note to not translate any more idioms word for word. 

"Go ahead," he encouraged. 

"Well, you see it happened this way. My eldest brother Robin belongs to both my mother and father because, well, on the eve of my mother's nuptials to the evil Alain of Ayre—and do not repeat that business of him being evil to Amanda because Alain of Ayre is her blood father, though she would feign cut  his  blood  out  of  her  if she could—but on that eve, well, my mother and father… er…" He stopped and looked quite miserable. 

"I get the picture, Montgomery." 

Montgomery nodded, relieved. "Ah, but the interesting bit is that during that same night after  my  mother  was  wed  to  Alain of  Ayre,  my  father  was  dragged  away  by mates  of  his,  encouraged  to  imbibe,  and…  well…  with  Nicholas's  mother…"  He stopped again and looked at Jake. 

Jake nodded. "I get the picture on that as well." 

Montgomery nodded miserably. "So, now you see. Robin and Nicholas share the same father,  but  not  the  same  mother.  Amanda  and  Robin  share  the  same  mother, for my mother was wed to Ayre long enough for Amanda to be born, but  Nicholas and Amanda share neither." 

"I see," Jake said. 

And he did. 

"And the rest of you?" Jake asked. 

"We all belong to my mother and my father." 

"Interesting." 

"Many  find  it so."  Montgomery  hesitated.  "So,  you  see,  Amanda  and  Nicholas aren't  related  by  blood.  But  there  are  many  who  have  no  idea  about  Amanda  and Nicholas's parentage. So for them to ever… well…" 

"I understand." 

"It  might be  for  that  reason  that  Nick  doesn't,  well, seem  to  care  overmuch  for you." 

"You noticed?" 

"He  was  very  uncomplimentary  about  your  parentage  below,"  Montgomery admitted. 



"Hmmm," Jake said. "Interesting." 

And  it was.  He  was  going  to  have  to  give some  thought  to  Nicholas  de  Piaget. 

Either he was going to have to bend over backward to befriend him, or he was going to have to sidestep him. Time would tell, he supposed, which approach would work best. 

He slung his arm around Montgomery's shoulders. "Let's go downstairs. It's  late and I have an early start in the morning." 

"Are you going to stand guard before Amanda's door again?" 

"I will." 

"I'll relieve you during the second watch," Montgomery offered. 

Jake  smiled.  "If  you  want,"  he  said,  but  he  had  no  intention  of  allowing Montgomery to stand outside Amanda's doorway with strange men in the castle. He walked with Montgomery down the stairs  and  sent  him off  to  bed.  He  took  up  his post in front of Amanda's room, leaning back against the wood with his arms folded over his chest. 

He thought better that way. 

The door opened behind him, interrupting  what  he  was  certain  would  have  been useless thoughts anyway. He turned to find Amanda  standing  there,  a  candle  in her hand. 

Damn that Nicholas de Piaget. 

Jake smiled. "Can't sleep?" 

She sighed. "I will sleep better when Jedburgh has taken his sorry self and his lads and departed for a different pasture." 

"I'll keep watch." 

"You're losing sleep." 

"Sleep can be made up." 

"Aye, when you're abed in the healer's house because Miles has run you through by mistake." 

He smiled. "I'll be careful." 

She nodded, but she didn't go back inside. 

Jake waited, wondering if she were gearing up to tell him that though  it had  been an interesting month or so, she was really in love with her brother and he should just mosey on down the road and try to get himself back home. 

Assuming he could get back home, which was something he  didn't  dwell on  too much. The thought of potentially being stuck in the Middle Ages without the woman standing in front of him to ease the pain was too much. 

But the possibility of her being in love with the brother she wasn't related to  was very real as well, and Jake supposed he couldn't blame her. If Nicholas was as nice as  everyone  claimed  he  was,  and  it  was  easy  to  tell  from  looking  at  him  that  he possessed all the important knightly skills necessary to make him a good catch in the thirteenth century, then she really would have been crazy not to want him. 

And then she stepped out of her room. 

She leaned up on her toes, pulled his head down toward her with one hand, and…

he closed his eyes in anticipation. 

She kissed him on the forehead. 

He looked at her in surprise. "But—" 

"Ha," she said with snort. "Now you see how it feels." 

But then she smiled, took a step back into her room, and shut the door with a soft

"good e'en to you." 

Well, at least she hadn't started heaving. She hadn't looked displeased. 

But had she looked like a woman who was in love with her brother? 

Hard to say. 

"Come here, my pretty wench," said a slurred voice from down the passageway. 

Jake backed up against the door, trying to give himself some cover and more fully guard  Amanda's  door  at  the  same  time.  He  heard  some  scuffling,  the  sound  of  a woman  in distress,  and  low  laughter.  He  hesitated  at  leaving  Amanda  unprotected, then heard the sound of boots coming his way. Miles and Nicholas seemed to be hot on the trail of the apparent accoster. 

Miles stopped and looked at Jake. "I'll stay here," he volunteered. "You and Nick go take care of our good Lord Jedburgh." 

Nicholas said nothing, and Jake had no  reason  not  to  go,  so  he  left Miles in his place and walked alongside Amanda's elder, well, brother, he supposed. The tension emanating from the man was palpable. 

"How's your roof?" Jake asked pleasantly. 

"Leaking,"  Nicholas  replied  curtly,  not  breaking  stride.  He  shot  Jake  a  rather unfriendly look. "Who are you? In truth?" 

"Jackson Alexander Kilchurn," Jake said. "The Fourth. As opposed to my father, who is the Third." 

Nicholas grunted. "A merchant." 

"Yes," Jake agreed. 

"My sister will never be given to a merchant," Nicholas said very deliberately. "If you think she will be, you're not only without skill, you're without wit." 

"She thinks I'm without both, so perhaps she's safe." 

Nicholas didn't seem to be very impressed with that answer. Jake had no better to give him, so he walked with him quickly but quietly down the passageway, following the  faint sounds  of  a  struggle.  It  didn't  take  long  to  reach  the  goings-on  that  were going on in a little alcove off the passageway.  Nicholas  cursed  and  started  to  draw his sword. 

Jake put his hand on Nicholas's arm. "Are you going to kill him? What is the point of that?" 

Nicholas shook off his hand. "And what do you suggest?" 

"Let me take  care  of  him.  We'll  put  him in the  stables.  He'll wake  up  tomorrow with a splitting headache and wonder how he got there." 

Nicholas folded his arms over his chest. "Be about it, then, if you can follow your brave words with actions." 

Jake could, and he did.  He  made  good  use  of  a  pressure  point  or  two  that  first made Lord Jedburgh scream in pain, then pass out from the lack of important bodily substances,  like air.  Jake  deposited  the  man  in  the  hallway  and  pulled  the  terrified serving girl to her feet. 

"What do we do with her?" Jake asked. "She looks roughed up, but I don't think he accomplished his main purpose." 

Nicholas  looked  at  the  girl, then  took  her  hand  and  gave  her  a  smile.  "Are  you well, Agnes?" 

"Aye, my lord," the girl said, her teeth chattering. 

"The  hie  yourself  off  to  bed  and  tell  Cook  that  I  said  you  were  to  rest  for  a handful of days. I will remind  her  myself  tomorrow.  I  apologize  for  the  distress  of this." 

"Thank you kindly, my lord," the girl said, bobbing a curtsy before fleeing down the hall. 

Jake watched the exchange and marveled at the  change  in Amanda's  brother.  So he could be nice. It was no wonder Amanda liked him. 

But then Nicholas turned to Jake and it was business as usual. He looked Jake up and  down  with  a  look  of  scorn.  "Meet  me  in  the  lists  in  the  morning,"  he  said. 

"You're going to have to do better than that to have my sister." 

Jake didn't bother denying his end goal. He nodded to Nick. "I'll be there." 

"I'll stand  watch  by  Amanda's  door,"  Nicholas  said.  "You'll  likely  want  all  the sleep you can have." 

"I've been watching half the night already," Jake pointed out. 

Nicholas scowled and waved him away. 

Jake went. Nicholas was right. He would need whatever help he could get. 











Chapter 18

 Amanda winced at the sound of sword screeching down the length of sword. There were curses,  threats,  and  more  screeching  and  clanging  of  swords.  The  two  men fighting there looked as if they had every intention of making certain the other would leave the field in the back of a knacker's cart. 

One  of  them  was  Jake.  He  was  almost  coming  close  to  holding  his  own.  She supposed  he  wouldn't  last  much  longer,  but  at  least  he  wouldn't  go  down  having completely shamed himself. 

Of  course  the  one  who  would  be  sending  him  down  in  flames  was  none  other than  her  brother  Nicholas.  He  was  fighting with a  ferociousness  that  was  generally lacking in his more nonchalant stays in the lists. Indeed, he had been in a foul humor since he'd returned to Artane. 

Perhaps his roof still leaked. 

The  contest  continued,  far  longer  than  she  suspected  it would.  She  would  have assumed  that  Nicholas  would  have  defeated  Jake  within  moments.  That  Jake  had stood this long—

"He's not bad." 

Amanda came close to jumping out of her boots. She whipped around to glare at Robin. "By the saints," she exclaimed, "when did you return?" 

"A few moments ago. I was drawn to the excitement in the lists." 

"I  wish  you  would  announce  yourself."  Robin  was  like  an  unpleasant  waft  of cesspit odor, always popping up when a body least expected it. 

She chose not to share that observation with him. 

"I thought you would have heard me tossing Jedburgh out the front gates. By the saints, he is a useless bit of refuse. Now,  who  is  that?"  he  asked,  pointing  to  Jake. 

"Needs  a  goodly  bit  of  work,  of  course,  but  he's  large  of  stature  and  seemingly strong enough." 

Montgomery appeared on Robin's far side. "He's Amanda's merchant." 

"Amanda's  merchant?"  Robin  looked  at  her  with  one  eyebrow  raised.  "Is  that so?" 

"He's more than a merchant," she said. 

"You mean he's a titled one?" 

"There's more to a man than a title," Amanda said defensively. 

Robin only stroked his chin thoughtfully. "Interesting." 



"What will be interesting is if he manages to leave the field with his head still atop his neck," Miles remarked, coming to stand on her other side. "I  trained  him,  you'll notice," he said to Robin. 

"A passable job," Robin said, bestowing high praise. He looked at Miles closely. 

"How kind of you to return from points unknown." 

"I  wasn't  in  points  unknown,"  Miles  said,  unperturbed.  "I  was  having  a well-deserved  bit  of  amusement  after  the  excruciating  ordeal  of  being  knighted  by Whittenburgh." 

"You've been amusing yourself for almost two years!" 

"What else was I to do?" 

"You  could  have  come  home  sooner  so  I  didn't  spend  all my  time at  Fenwyck being tormented by thoughts of my sister being abducted and forced  to  wed  a  lout of no character because my younger brother couldn't be bothered to return home in a timely fashion!" he finished with a shout. 

Miles only smiled. 

Amanda pushed them both out of her line of vision so she could  concentrate  on the important matter at hand—namely whether Nicholas would  kill Jake  before  Jake could go home. 

And procure that Stardust he was so enamored of. 

"She would have fallen for him even if I had been here," Miles said over her head. 

"Look you how she moons." 

"She  won't  have  much  to  moon  over  if Nick  doesn't  cease  with his  attentions," 

Robin  remarked.  "I  think he  actually  means  to  do  your  merchant  in.  By  the  way, what is his name?" 

"Jackson Alexander Kilchurn." 

"Is he Scottish, then?" Robin asked. "Then why can he not fight? I don't know a Scot who isn't a credit to himself in battle." 

"He can fight," Miles said, stepping in front  of  Amanda  to  more  easily speak  to his  brother,  "but  just  with his  hands.  You  should  have  him show  you.  'Tis  a  very useful kind of  skill when  you're  without  a  blade  and  death  is  near.  Indeed,  I'm  not quite sure why he's allowing Nick to beat on him so. Jake could kick the sword from Nick's  hands  and  render  him  senseless  within  a  matter  of  moments  with  but  his hands." 

Robin  looked  very  interested.  Amanda  pushed  them  both  out  of  her  way  yet again, and moved closer to the fighting. If it looked like Nicholas might truly do Jake in, she would have to execute a rescue. 

Jake  leaped  out  of  the  way  suddenly  and  only  narrowly  avoided  finding himself skewered  on  Nicholas's  sword.  Even  Robin  took  a  few  steps  forward  at  that.  His arms were no longer folded over his chest and Amanda could see by  the  set  of  his shoulders that he had ceased to find this an entertaining bit of sport for the morn. 



Apparently, Nicholas was thinking the same thing. 

It  was  then  that  Amanda  realized that  Nicholas  had  only  been  toying  with  Jake. 

She should have known it, of course, but after all, the man had only been in the lists a pair of fortnights. How was he to stand against a man who had spent the whole of his life with a sword in his hands and Rhys de Piaget as his master? 

In a matter of three or four blows, Jake was  falling back,  only  managing to  fend off Nicholas's attack by holding onto his sword with both hands and trying to use it as a shield. 

"Why is  he  allowing Nicky  to  do  this?"  Amanda  asked  Miles in horror.  "Surely

'tis not necessary." 

"I daresay, sister, that Jake is allowing himself only to fight in a knightly fashion." 

"And if Nicholas kills him?" she demanded. 

Miles shrugged. "At least Jake will have died nobly." 

Amanda  watched  with increasing  alarm at  the  contest  before  her.  Nicholas  was relentless  and  merciless,  beating  on  Jake's  sword  as  if  he  had  every  intention  of reducing  it  to  shards.  With  one  mighty  blow  that  lacked  every  bit  of  finesse  that Amanda had always seen him use and instead spoke of raw fury, Nicholas knocked the sword from Jake's hands. And instead of declaring himself the victor, he swung down with his sword, straight toward Jake's unprotected head. 

"Nay!" she cried out, leaping forward. 

But before she could reach Jake, a sword had come  from  nowhere  and  stopped Nicholas's in its downward arc. 

Amanda  stared,  open-mouthed,  at  Robin  who  now  stood  between  Jake  and Nicholas. 

She  thought  she  might  have  to  dredge  up  a  few  nice  things  to  say  to  him  in thanks. 

"Stand aside," Nicholas snarled. 

"I will not," Robin said calmly. "Nick, your passions have gotten the better of you

—" 

Nicholas  slapped  Robin's  sword  from  his  hands  and  brought  his  sword  down again,  but  this  time  it  was  Robin's  hand  that  stopped  him.  Jake,  quite  wisely  to Amanda's mind, took a step or two back. Robin stood facing Nicholas, holding his brother by the wrist. 

"Cease," Robin said clearly. "This is madness." 

"I do not like him," Nicholas said, his words clipped. 

"Is that any reason to kill him?" Robin asked. "Do not continue down a path you will regret tomorrow." 

Amanda watched Nicholas resheath his sword with a curse, glare at  Robin,  glare at Jake, and then glare the most furiously at her before he turned  and  strode  across the lists toward the hall. 

"Interesting," Miles murmured. 

"Be silent, you fool," Amanda snapped, giving him a shove for good measure. 

"I'll say no more." 

"You've said too much," she said. 

"Do you ever wonder if Nicholas loves y—" 

Amanda turned on her younger brother and apparently there was something in her heart that was showing on her face because, mercifully, he decided against whatever else foolish he was intending to say. 

"Forgive me," he said instead. "Forgive me, Amanda. This is no fodder for jest." 

"Nay, it is not," she said, feeling the hideous sting of tears begin behind her eyes. 

Miles  put  his  arms  around  her  and  hugged  her.  "I  am  an  evil  brother,"  he whispered. "Forgive me." 

"Never." 

He  pulled  back  to  look  at  her.  "He  loves  you,  you  know,"  he  said  quietly. 

"Nicholas." 

"And I him," she said, dragging her sleeve across her eyes. 

"Nay," he said slowly. "I mean, he loves you." 

"Dolt, do you think I don't know that? And what am I to do about it?" She turned to  look  for  Jake  who  was  currently  retrieving  his  sword.  "And  look  you  there: another man I cannot have." 

"Poor wench," Miles said affectionately. " 'Twill sort itself out eventually." 

"I should become a nun." 

"The saints preserve them," Miles said with a laugh.  "You,  a  nun.  It  boggles  the mind." 

"Why?" she asked stiffly. "Think you I haven't the spine?" 

"I  think the  poor  sisters  haven't  the  spine.  Every  man  in  the  country  would  be making pilgrimages to your nunnery, just to look at you whilst you prayed. Nay," he said with a final chuckle  and  shake  of  his  head,  "nay,  Amanda,  you  would  make  a terrible nun and a wonderful wife. Give your poor merchant a chance to make good on his promises." 

"If he survives my elder brothers," she said darkly. 

"Well, he's only had one of them try to kill him. Look you there. Robin is actually being pleasant to him. That counts for something." 

And 'twas true. She watched her  eldest  brother  talking to  Jake  and  there  was  an ease about them both that bespoke good tidings. Miles took her hand and pulled her over to where Montgomery and John had already clustered themselves next to Jake. 



Jake looked at her. 

"I was overconfident. There for a minute or two, I thought I could hold my own." 

"You're witless," she replied promptly. "Whatever else his faults, Nicholas knows how  to  wield a  sword.  He's  trained  his  entire  life  to  do  just  that.  What  were  you thinking, you fool, to try to stand against him!" 

She  realized  she  was  shouting,  but,  the  saints  preserve  her,  what  else  was  she supposed to do? 

"He could have killed you!" she added, with no small bit of enthusiasm. 

Robin only stroked his chin thoughtfully. 

Jake,  that  great  oaf,  only  smiled.  And  so  she  did  the  only  sensible  thing  she'd done all morning. 

She burst into tears. 

Jake put his arm around  her  and  drew  her  close.  She  wept  all over  his  patched, inherited tunic. And as she stood there with her arms around him, drenching him with the kind of tears she had certainly never bothered to shed for any  other  man  of  her acquaintance, she realized that she might very well indeed love him. 

Poor fool that she was. 

"You've been at this how long?" Robin was asking. 

"Less than a month," Miles supplied promptly. 

"We began his training," Montgomery added brightly. "I think we did a marvelous job, don't you?" 

"Marvelous," Robin conceded. 

"We even had to teach him to speak  when  he  first  came,"  John  put  in.  "And  he couldn't ride, could he, Mandy?" 

"But he can fight, can't he, Mandy?" Montgomery asked. "We saw him vanquish eight ruffians with but his hands as his weapons. It was very exciting." 

"So  Miles  reports,"  Robin  said,  sounding  quite  interested.  "I  can  see,  Master Kilchurn, that  there  is  much  we  should  discuss.  If  my  sister  would  cease  with  her attempts to rust your mail, we could  repair  somewhere  more  comfortable  and  have speech together." 

"Go away, Robin," she said, wishing her eyes weren't blinded so she could have seen him to have given him a shove as well. 

"She never weeps," Montgomery said in hushed tones. 

"Never," John agreed. "She must be powerfully undone." 

"Watching the spectacle  of  Nick  trying to  do  Jake  in must  have  been  too  much for  her,"  Miles  said.  "I  say  we  leave  her  to  the  drenching  of  Jake's  mail  and  go ourselves into the house for something strengthening.  When  she's  finished,  she  can bring her love in." 



 I do not love him was on the tip of her tongue, but  she  couldn't  even  muster  up the energy to spew it out. 

"I'm  Robin,  by  the  way,"  Robin  was  saying.  "The  eldest  of  this  rabble.  Come with me  and  I'll introduce  you  to  my  lady,  Anne.  Then  we'll  repair  to  my  father's solar and talk. Privately," he said pointedly. 

Amanda listened to her younger brothers make their protests,  but  she  knew  they wouldn't prevail. Robin was  very  much  like their father  in that  when  he  determined his  course  of  action  there  was  nothing  that  would  stop  him.  A  trait  he  apparently shared with Jake. 

"I will be in the solar as well," Amanda sniffed. 

Robin  looked  prepared  to  say  her  nay,  but  she  supposed  she  looked  undone enough that she frightened him into acquiescing. So  when  Robin  started  off  across the lists with Jake, Amanda went with them, followed by her younger brothers. 

She  distracted  herself  whilst the  men  ate  by  seeing  to  Anne,  making  certain  her sister-in-law  had  food  and  drink  enough.  She  tended  Robin's  son,  Phillip,  for  a goodly  part  of  the  afternoon,  finding  his  two-year-old's  chatter  to  be  a  welcome diversion from the strain of the morning. 

And all the while, Jake and Robin spoke pleasantly together at the high table. 

As equals. 

Amanda finally turned Phillip over to his mother and sent them both upstairs for a long-overdue  nap.  Jake  and  Robin  had  been  eating  for  most  of  the  afternoon  so instead  of  further  decimating  Artane's  larder,  they  moved  to  Rhys's  solar  with  a bottle of wine and a basket of things to soothe and sustain them, should their speech exhaust  them.  She  followed  them,  then  made  herself  as  inconspicuous  as  possible on a stool in a darkened corner. 

"Chess?" Robin asked. 

"Absolutely," Jake agreed. 

They  settled  down  to  a  game,  drawing  lots  for  white,  and  immediately commenced battle. 

Amanda  chewed  on  her  fingernails  in  a  most  uncharacteristically  womanly fashion.  She  was  not  accustomed  to  fretting  thusly.  She  would  much  rather  have been out in the lists with a sword in her hands, or moving stealthily about the castle, leaving her suitors scratching their heads as to her whereabouts. Sitting was  not  her preferred activity. 

Not at all. 

She put her hands in her lap and cursed herself. What did it matter if Robin found Jake to his liking? It wasn't as if it mattered. It wasn't as if Jake could offer  for  her. 

And it wasn't as if she would accept if he did. 

She sighed. Damn, more time on her knees for lying. 



She focused her attentions not on the cold chapel floor that would greet her come morning, but on Jake and Robin sitting before  her  at  the  chess  board,  battling with their wits and not their swords. 

Jake won the first game. 

Robin won the next. 

And so it went, far into the afternoon. Amanda excused herself periodically, to the accompaniment of yawns from  the  other  occupants  of  the  chamber,  which  left her wondering if she was beginning to lose her charm. She brought more food and wine, and received grunted thanks. She hovered anxiously but was ignored. She frowned. 

Jake was starting to behave like one of her brothers. 

She wasn't sure that boded well for her. 

Robin  sat  back,  after  the  shadows  had  grown  long  and  the  chamber  had  been lighted with a torch and several candles. He tipped his king with a satisfied sigh. 

"The game is yours, Kilchurn," he said. "And gladly so. You play very well." 

"So do you," Jake said magnanimously. 

"I  think we  are  most  evenly matched,"  Robin  continued.  He  shook  his  head.  "I can hardly  believe you  are  but  a  merchant,  but  I  suppose  even  in merchantry,  you must rely on strategy." 

"I do," Jake said with a nod.  "Especially  in my  business.  People  are  quite  taken by gems and there are some who will resort to bloodshed to have them if they think they can sell them for a large profit." 

"And your business is in London?" 

"My shop is in London. My business takes me all over the world." 

Robin leaned forward. "Dangerous locales?" 

"Of  course.  As  often  as  I  can  manage  them."  He  smiled  at  Robin.  "You  have traveled?" 

Ah,  Robin's  second  favorite  thing  to  discuss,  or  perhaps  third,  after  his swordplay  and  the  intricacies  of  battle  and  before  the  delights  of  being  a  husband and father—though she supposed he didn't  discuss  the  latter  two  all that  much.  At least  with strangers.  She  heard  the  occasional  comment  which  was  inevitably filled with pride he couldn't disguise and deep and abiding affection for both his lady and his son. 

"Venice," Jake was saying with a contented sigh. 

"Nay,  the  isle  of  Sicily,"  Robin  corrected.  "Hot  sun,  delicious  food,  drinkable wine. Long stretches of strand just made for a man to lie in the sun in his altogether and have a well-deserved rest." 

Amanda  sat  on  the  bench  under  the  window  and  listened  to  them  argue  in  a friendly fashion the delights  and  detriments  of  all the  locales  they  had  both  visited, and as she did, she had a great longing rise up in her to see such places for herself. 



She  should  have  dressed  as  Miles's  squire  and  gone  with  him  on  a  few  of  his journeys. Maybe there was something to be said for being a merchant, if that was the content of his life. 

Especially a merchant who carried himself as Jake did. 

The evening wore on. Jake sat  with her  eldest  brother,  laughing and  talking as  if he'd known Robin for years and had always found himself in Robin's closest  circle of companions. 

If Jake only knew how truly unheard-of that was. Amanda herself had never found her  sweet  person  taken  into  Robin's  confidence.  She  suspected  no  one  found themselves there save  Anne  and  Nicholas.  Aye,  Jake  should  count  it a  compliment indeed. 

She  realized,  quite  suddenly,  that  she  was  being  observed  by  both  men.  Robin was stroking his chin. Jake was leaning back in his chair, looking at her with a small smile, his hands behind his head as if he had not a bloody care in the world. 

"What?" she demanded. "Am I to be scrutinized now, like a bloody battlefield?" 

"I'd say you were the prize," Robin remarked. 

She glared at him. "Do you realize how many nights I've sat here being discussed by you, father, and every other bloody male in my family as  if I  were  a  mare  to  be sent  to  market?  I  have  sentiments  of  my  own!  Tastes  of  my  own!  I  might  like  to actually love the man I'm to marry." 

"Well, do you?" Robin asked. 

"Do I what?" 

"Do  you  love  him?"  For  good  measure,  Robin  nodded  casually  in  Jake's direction. 

Amanda  gritted  her  teeth.  "And  why  should  I  say  as  much  when  he  hasn't revealed any of his heart?" 

"Haven't I?" Jake said, looking surprised. 

"I've  seen  no  bended  knee,  no  fistfuls  of  flowers,  no  sonnets,  no  lays  to  my beauty and sweet temperament. How am I to know how you feel?" 

"My  grandmother's  doing,"  Robin  whispered  loudly.  "When  I  was  about  the wooing of my sweet Anne, I was subjected to all manner of that sort of foolishness." 

He looked forlornly at his hands. "I fair ruined my  poor  fingers,  placing  them  at  all hours and in all positions upon a lute, merely to satisfy a womanly fancy." 

"You can be certain 'twas not your lute playing that  won  you  the  day,"  Amanda pointed out tartly. 

Jake folded his arms over his chest and smiled. "Name your price, Lady Amanda, and I will gladly pay it." 

"Fool," Robin said with a smile. "You've done it now. She'll have you at all sorts of labors, day and night, without ceasing, just to please her." 



"I can think of worse ways to pass the time," Jake said. 

Amanda  sighed  and  put  her  face  into  her  hands.  "  'Tis  impossible,"  she  said wearily. "Naught but a dream." 

"She dreams of you," Robin noted. "A promising sign." 

Amanda  heard  someone  stand,  then  felt  herself  being  pulled  to  her  feet.  She looked at Jake who stared down at her gravely. 

"I know what I must have to offer for you," he  said.  "How  can  I  ask  you  to  be mine, when all I have is my heart in my hands and no title to my name?" 

She sighed. "You cannot. I suppose I must content myself with knowing that the thought has occurred to you." 

"From  the  moment  you  rescued  me  from  the  dungeon  with  soot  all  over  your face," he said seriously. 

"I  hope  you've  thought  on  what  wedding  this  wench  will  mean,"  Robin  said. 

"Never another moment's peace, I daresay." 

"I've had enough peace," Jake said with a smile. "I think I could do with a bit of turmoil." 

"You'll have it," Robin assured  him.  "Now,  let's  be  off  to  bed.  If  you  intend  to make any respectable showing before my father, we'd best be at it at first light." 

"You're very generous," Jake said. 

"You've  no  idea,"  Amanda  said.  "He  rarely trains  anyone.  His  squires,  aye,  but very, very few grown men." 

"Then I am extremely honored," Jake said. "And grateful." 

Robin rose and walked toward the door. "Come along, you two. I'd best see Jake to bed lest Nick decide a little murder in the dark would be good sport. I don't know what troubles him so. You'd think he would be pleased at the thought of seeing you finally wed so he could be about his own nuptials." He looked at Jake.  "He  spends all his  time tormenting  Amanda's  suitors.  I've  no  idea  why.  I  think  'tis  much  more rewarding to torment Amanda herself." 

"Aye,  you  would,"  Amanda  said,  suppressing  the  urge  to  roll  her  eyes.  Robin was,  as  others  had  no  doubt  noted  as  well, a  canny  warrior,  but  when  it  came  to matters of the heart, he was a dolt. 

Jake and Robin both walked her to her chamber. Robin watched  with interest  as Jake kissed her very chastely on the forehead. 

Damn him. 

Robin  did  shake  his  head  at  that.  "You  should  kiss  the  wench,  Jake.  See  if wedding her's going to be worth it." 

"I'm  saving  myself  for  the  ceremony,"  Jake  said,  with a  wink thrown  Amanda's way. 









She slammed the door on the pair of them. Fools, both. She crawled into her bed, pulled the covers up over her head, and cursed them to oblivion. 

Temporarily, in Jake's case. 

She closed her eyes and prayed with all her heart that he might be able to manage what he planned to do. 

She didn't want to think what would be left of her heart if he couldn't. 



Chapter 19

"  Is this right?" 

Jake looked down at Montgomery's artwork, which he had to admit had promise

—what he could see of it through the sweat that was dripping down into his eyes. He was  trying to  learn everything Robin  of  Artane  could  teach  him  about  sword-play and  satisfy  Montgomery  of  Artane's  desire  for  art  lessons.  Concurrently.  He wondered how many boys had learned to draw in the lists. 

Not many, he suspected. 

Montgomery was drawing Amanda as she stood on the side of the lists,  hugging herself and looking quite anxious. Montgomery's rendering was actually quite good. 

"Just  remember  what  I  taught  you  last  night  about  perspective,"  Jake  said,  "so you can make the lists look like they're receding into the distance behind her. You're doing very well." 

"My thanks for taking the time to look," Montgomery said. 

"My  pleasure,"  Jake  said,  with feeling. And  it  was  his  pleasure—anything  for  a break in the action. 

"Another drink?" 

Jake had to blink a time or two more to convince himself that it was Robin asking him  that  question  and  not  someone  out  of  an  exhaustion-induced  hallucination wondering about his state of thirstiness. 

And, heaven help him, it was only noon. 

He nodded. "Yes." 

"Then have one. And you'd best remind Amanda that you live still,"  Robin  said, resheathing his sword with gusto. "Before we begin again," he added. 

Jake nodded and dragged his sorry backside over to Amanda, but he didn't dare sit down on the bench there. He might never get back up. 



"How do you fare?" she asked, looking worried. 

"Very well, thank you." 

Robin came over and slapped him heartily on the back. "Aye, he's a rock. Let him have  another  look  at  his  prize,  then  we'll  be  about  our  work  again.  We'll  eat  in another hour." 

"Absolutely," Jake said, thinking privately that Robin of Artane would  have  been the answer to many of the social ills of the twenty-first century.  Act up and this man has you at his mercy for a week. 

Everyone would have behaved perfectly. Jake was certain of it. 

Amanda handed Jake a cup. "If it eases you any, he's being  very  hard  on  you.  I daresay he wouldn't be if he didn't believe you could bear it." 

"I'm  flattered,"  Jake  said,  downing  his  cup  of  watered-down  wine  and  feeling quite  flattered.  Now,  if only  he  didn't  feel  quite  so  flattened,  he  would  have  been doing just fine. 

It had been two solid weeks of dawn to dusk tête-à-têtes with Robin de Piaget in the lists. Jake ached in places he hadn't known he had muscles, as well as  in all the places he'd been certain he did. He went to bed  every  night shaking  with weariness and rose before dawn to start the process all over again. 

Medieval boot camp was hell. 

Robin, on the other hand, looked so damned perky each and every day that it had been all Jake could do not to slug him. He appeared each morning, fresh as a daisy, and retired each night looking as if he'd  been  out  riding casually,  seeing  to  the  less taxing matters of the realm. 

At the  moment,  he  was  humming, smiling, and  rocking  back  and  forth  between heel and toe with his hands behind his back, looking for all the world as if he'd  just hopped out of bed  and  was  waiting for  his  valet to  fix him eggs  Benedict  on  cold toast. 

It made Jake want to go take a nap. 

He  had  no  trouble  admitting  that  he  was  nowhere  near  Robin's  league  when  it came to swordfighting. He could definitely keep up with the twins now and keeping Miles at bay was possible—for a brief time, at least. Robin hadn't pulled out any of the  stops  yet,  and  already  Jake  knew  he  was  in  deep  trouble.  He  could  have practiced with Robin for a year and still not been his equal. 

Then  again,  he  suspected,  based  on  one  small  bit  of  sparring  in  the  lists,  that Nicholas wasn't Robin's  equal  either,  though  he  doubted  either man  discussed  that very often. 

Nicholas  had  been  incognito  for  the  better  part  of  the  past  two  weeks.  He appeared for meals, watched Jake with a quiet, deadly sort of scrutiny, then headed for parts unknown while Jake headed back to the lists with Robin. 

Amanda had spent her time either praying for him in the chapel  or  sitting  on  that bench against the wall as if her life depended on her keeping good watch. 

He wondered sometimes if it did. 

He  took  another  swig  of  his  wine,  then  looked  at  Robin.  "Does  anyone  win against you?" he asked. 

"Not a soul," he said modestly. "My father, perhaps, when he's feeling spry." 

Amanda snorted. "He can still thrash you when it pleases him.  He  fears  to  injure your enormous ego, so he doesn't please very often." She looked at Jake. "Robin is famous  for  the  hours  he  has  spent  in  the  lists  the  whole  of  his  life.  You  cannot compare yourself to him." 

"I never would," Jake said, with feeling. 

"You'll  manage  well  enough,"  Robin  said,  setting  down  his  cup.  "You  have  a knack for this business. With enough training, you'll see to my sister well enough." 

Jake looked at him seriously. "Will it be enough?" 

"It  had  better  be,  hadn't  it?"  Robin  said  pleasantly.  "Let's  be  about  our  work. 

We've much left to do this day." 

Jake put his cup down, gave Amanda his most gung-ho smile, and tried to match Robin's bounce back out onto the field. When that took too much energy, he simply walked and left the bouncing for another day. 

And then he had no more time for the analyzing of his stride because Robin was again about the business of making him over into a medieval knight and Jake wasn't about to waste any time on distractions that could be examined later—say in a  year or so when he'd recovered from Robin's school of sword mastery and torture. 

But the thought came to him, at some point during that  very  long  afternoon,  that he should try to go home. 

Soon. 



 The feeling didn't leave him that afternoon, or the next day, or the next. He put it on the back burner until a week later when he couldn't ignore it any longer. 

He  and  Robin  were  having  a  breather  in  the  middle  of  the  field  when  Jake broached the subject. 

"I should leave," he said. 

Robin looked at him in faint surprise. "Now?" 

Jake wondered how much he  could  tell Robin,  how  much  he   should  tell Robin, given that he'd told Amanda nothing of his background. He considered for a minute or two, then decided that honesty was the best policy. In the past three weeks, he'd grown to have an enormous amount of respect for Amanda's eldest brother, not only for  his  skill  as  a  warrior,  but  for  his  level-headedness.  Amanda  thought  he  was dense, but Jake suspected that was a sham Robin perpetrated for his sister's benefit. 

Robin de Piaget was far shrewder than he let on. Jake thought that if Robin could get past the  shock  of  Jake's  birth  date,  he  might have  no  trouble  believing quite  a  few more things. 

"I need to go now," Jake said. 

Robin resheathed his sword and studied Jake. "I think there are many things  you haven't told me." 

"There are." 

"Are  you  going  to  tell  them  to  me  now,  or  after  you  have  returned  from  your journey to London?" 

"Some now, others later," Jake said. 

Robin nodded. "Fair enough. Have you shared these things with Amanda?" 

"No,  I  haven't.  And  I  think it would  be  best  if she  didn't  know  anything  until  I returned."  If I return was his next thought, but he didn't entertain it long.  He  would come back if he had to move heaven and hell to do it. 

"When will you go?" 

"This afternoon." The words were out of his mouth before he gave them thought, but when he heard them, he knew they were the right ones. He would have to go. He almost felt as if even the elements were set to  converge  for  the  express  purpose  of executing a bit of time-travel with him as the traveler. 

"I hesitate to  interrupt  your  training,"  Robin  said  slowly,  "but  I  can  see  you  are determined." 

"The time is right," Jake said. "But I would like it if you would come with me, at least into the countryside. I'll explain on the way." 

Robin studied him for several moments in silence. "Montgomery thinks," he said very seriously, "that you are a fairy." 

"I'm not a fairy." 

"Then  how  does  a  man  find  himself  three  miles  from  Artane,  without  clothing, without  sword  skill, without  horse  skill, without  a  knowledge  of  the  local  tongues, and with no better explanation than that he was robbed?" 

"I have a good answer for that." 

"Do  you?  I'm  anxious  to  hear  it."  Robin  paused  and  frowned.  "You  know  my sister will be grieved." 

"I can't marry her until I have a way to," Jake said. "Your father isn't going to give her to a merchant, is he?" 

"Nay, he will not." Robin sighed. "I see there is nothing else to be done. But you leave me, my friend, to listen to her weeping for hours on end until you return." 

"Keep  her  in  the  lists.  She  won't  be  crying  if  she  thinks  she  can  cut  you  to shreds." 

Robin laughed. "Aye, you have that aright.  Nothing  would  please  her  more."  He paused, then smiled. "She had a sword made for you, you know. It was finished last night." 

Jake blinked. "Did she?" 

"She did. 'Tis a plain one, of course, but markings can be added later. When you have secured the king's favor." 

Jake was stunned. "I don't know what to say." 

"Say, 'You have excellent taste in blades for a wench,' kiss her,  then  be  on  your way before she takes your sword and clouts you over the head with it." 

"Good  advice,"  Jake  said  with a  smile.  He  looked  at  Robin.  "Thank  you.  You have been a good friend and a peerless teacher." 

"I haven't finished with you yet." 

"I'm honored by that as well. I will be back to continue." 

"Do,"  Robin  said  simply.  "Else  you  leave  me  with  that  irascible  woman's complaints for the rest of my days." 

Jake walked with him back to the great hall, wondering how  in the  world  he  was going to  tell Amanda  what  he  was  up  to.  He  didn't  see  her  in the  hall, so  he  went upstairs  to  the  boys'  room  to  get  what  little stuff  he  had  together.  He  left  the  mail shirt lying on the bed. He would use it again when he got back, but it certainly wasn't anything he would need in the future. Out of necessity, he kept the clothes  Amanda had found for him. The pound coin in his boot felt oddly out of place, but  it might serve him later. At least he could use it in a phone. 

He stood for a moment, looking at the bed that was too small, and smiling at the sight.  It  was  hard  to  believe that  he  had  slept  on  that  blasted  thing for  almost  two months. 

Harder still to believe that he had  found  his  heart's  desire  eight hundred  years  in the past. 

He steadfastly refused to entertain the thought that maybe, just  maybe,  he  wasn't the one she was supposed to marry. No, he  would  tidy  up  his  affairs  in the  future, make preparations for his life in the past, then get on with it. 

He sighed,  then  turned  to  head  for  the  door.  He  almost  jumped  at  the  sight  of Amanda standing there, silent and watchful. 

She had a sword in her hands, sheathed, point resting on the floor. 

"I didn't know you were there," he said with a smile. 

She wasn't smiling in return. "You're leaving today," she said quietly. 

"Robin told you?" 

She shook her head. "I knew." 

"I will return." 

"Aye." She took a deep breath. "This is yours." 



He crossed the room and put his hands over hers as she held the sword. 

"I don't know how to thank you," he began. 

"Do  not,"  she  said  sharply.  "Do  not  thank  me.  That  makes  it  sound  as  if  I'm giving you a gift of parting, which I am not." 

"I will return," he said softly. 

Tears  began  to  roll down  her  cheeks.  She  dragged  her  sleeve  across  her  face. 

"Damnation, but I am a blubbering fool. I do not care if you come back." 

"Liar," he said with a smile. "You'd better plan on some chapel time tomorrow." 

She  looked  up  at  him,  her  cheeks  tear-stained.  "I  do  not  care,"  she  said desperately. "I tell you, this thing between us is mad—" 

He kissed her. He really hadn't intended to, not until he'd managed to get himself, by  medieval standards,  in a  position  to  ask  her  to  marry  him.  But  he  just  couldn't help himself. 

And once he started kissing her, he found that he just couldn't stop. 

If he hadn't been lost before, he was now. 

When the sword boring into his ribs finally became uncomfortable enough that he couldn't ignore it any longer, he lifted his head and took a few deep breaths. Then he looked down at her. 

"It isn't madness," he said. "I will come back." 

Her eyes swam with tears. "I hardly dare hope." 

"I will come back. I will wrest a title from the king and I will satisfy your father's demands." 

She gave him one last searching look, then put her arms around  him and  hugged him tightly. 

"Hurry," was all she  said  before  she  released  him and  ran  down  the  hallway for points unknown. 

Jake suspected she had headed for the roof. He didn't dare follow her because if he did, he would never dare leave. 

He looked  at  the  sword  she  had  shoved  into  his  hands.  It  was  beautiful,  with a place for a gem to be set into the hilt. That place was empty. He suspected he might have something in his vault at work that might fit there. 

He took his sword in his hands  and  made  his  way  down  to  the  great  hall. Miles was waiting for him. 

"Ready?" 

"Yes," he said. 

"Robin's at the  stables."  Miles looked  at  him serenely.  "You'll  hurry  about  your business." 



"I'll do my best." 

"Amanda will be impossible to live with until you return." 

"Poor you." 

"Exactly," Miles said with a small smile. 

Jake  found  Montgomery  and  John  waiting  with  Robin  outside  the  stables. 

Montgomery gave him an impulsive hug and John clasped hands with him in a manly fashion. 

"Soon," Montgomery said. "We'll see you soon." 

"If the fairies let me go," Jake said dryly. 

Montgomery's  eyes  widened  and  his  mouth  hung  open.  Jake  reached  over  and ruffled his hair. 

"I was joking, Montgomery," he said. "I'll be back soon." 

Montgomery nodded, but Jake suspected he would be digesting the fairy thing for quite some time to come. 

He mounted, with surprising ease if anyone cared, and followed Robin down the cobblestone path, through the  gates,  and  through  the  village. It  was  only  after  they had left the village behind that Robin reined in and looked at him. 

"Very  well, we  have  reached  the  countryside.  I  am  ready  for  whatever  it is  you have to tell me." 

Jake handed him the pound  coin  he'd  taken  out  of  his  boot  before  he  mounted. 

Robin took it, studied it, then looked at Jake. 

"Interesting." 

"Look at the date. Those numbers there." 

Robin studied it, then looked at Jake. "2005?" 

"The Year of Our Lord 2005." 

Robin shook his head. "I don't understand." 

"You're going to have  to  take  some  of  this  on  faith,"  Jake  said.  "Think  about  it after I'm gone."  Assuming I go, he added to himself. "Before I found myself outside Artane's gates, I was living in the year 2005. That's where the coin came from.  When it came from." 

Robin was silent. He merely looked at Jake and waited patiently. 

"I was living in the year 2005," Jake continued. "I was traveling in a… a horseless cart,  at  great  speed,  when  I  slid  off  the  road.  I  remember  spinning,  then  the  next thing I knew, I was waking up in your father's solar and the year was 1227." 

Robin looked down at the coin, then fingered it for a bit. Then he looked back at Jake. "Go on." 

"That's  why  I  didn't  know  your  language,  or  how  to  ride,  or  how  to  wield  a sword. In my time, I am a gem  merchant,  but  in my  day  that  isn't  a  business  for  a peasant. I have studied many years to learn my craft and I have made a great deal of money  in that  business.  It  is  a  very  skilled  profession  and  I  have  made  pieces  of jewelry for royalty. I have traveled the world to find things that others  simply  could not." 

"Do you live in London?" 

"Yes, the London of 2005." 

Robin considered, then smiled faintly. "Is it still crowded, noisy, and filthy?" 

"Yes," Jake said. "And bigger than you can imagine." 

Robin  looked  up  at  the  sky  for  several  moments  in  silence,  then  back  at  Jake. 

"This coin is a mystery I will have to think on." He paused. "I could dismiss this as the rantings of one who is mad—and I likely should—but I have watched you for the past three se'nnights." 

Jake waited. 

"And I daresay  you  aren't  mad.  But,"  he  added  seriously,  "this  is  very  hard  for me to believe." He held up the pound coin. "Even this." 

"I understand." 

"I assume any other proof you might have had was conveniently stolen." 

Jake nodded. "Or inconveniently, it might be argued." 

Robin looked at the coin again, then put it into a bag at his belt. "I will keep  this safe  for  your  use  when  you  return.  I  will  endeavor  to  keep  my  sister  from  killing herself in the lists. And I will think on  what  you've  said."  He  rubbed  his  hand  over his  face,  then  took  a  deep  breath.  "And  how  will  you  return  to  London?  Your London?" 

"I think there is a gate where I was found. A gate through time." 

"In the grass?" 

"Where else?" 

Robin  pursed  his  lips.  "It  sounds  suspiciously  like one  of  the  tales  my  father's healer used to tell to the lads when they were small." 

"Those tales had to come from somewhere." 

Robin grunted. "I daresay. Well, let us be off to your gate and see what it has in store for you. I daresay I've seen odder things than this." 

Jake sincerely hoped so. He rode with Robin to the place where he had found the pound coin, where Lord Ledenham had tried to ambush them, where Berengaria told him he might find a portal. 

He dismounted, took his sword off the saddle, and handed the reins to Robin. 

"Thank  you,  my  lord,"  he  said  formally.  "For  the  training.  And  for  the friendship." 



Robin reached down and clasped his hand. "Come back," he said simply. 

Jake nodded, took his sword in his hand  and  walked  away.  He  felt nothing,  and wondered  if he  might look  like the  biggest  jackass  in history—and  he  had  a  lot  of history to compete with. He stopped for a minute, wondering how he could possibly explain to  Robin  that  the  gates  weren't  working  without  sounding  like  a  complete madman, then gave up. Maybe he was going to be stuck in the Middle Ages, without money, without means of making money, without means of  asking  Amanda's  father for her hand in marriage. He wasn't a defeatist by nature, but he was looking at some pretty impressive odds stacked against him. 

Damn it anyway. 

He took a deep breath, sighed, and turned around, fully intending to tell Robin—

But Robin was gone. 

Jake  looked  around  him.  The  trees  were  different.  There  was  a  stone  fence  not fifty feet from him that hadn't been there a minute before. 

He could hardly believe it. He'd made it. 

But was it 2005? 

He was tempted to indulge in a little panic over the possibility that it might not be. 

It  was  also  tempting  to  stand  there  for  an  endless  moment  and  wonder  about  the complexity  that  was  Amanda  of  Artane.  Would  she  wait?  Would  he  return  to  the proper time—if he returned at all? Would Rhys give her to him or tell him to  take  a hike? 

He shook aside his thoughts. What he had to do  now  was  find  a  phone  and  get on  with  his  future.  He  would—hopefully—have  all  the  time  in  the  world  to  think about it while he was standing again in Rhys de Piaget's study trying to convince the man to give away his daughter. 

He took  a  moment  to  get  his  bearings,  then  struck  out  for  the  east.  It  took  him little time to run into a cluster of cottages. 

Modern cottages. 

Jake jogged toward them, trying to come up with a good story as to why he was carrying  around  a  medieval  broadsword.  Re-enactment  society  seemed  the  most logical choice. Maybe he had fallen asleep on his sword and been left behind by his mates. That made perfect sense. 

He stopped  at  the  first  likely house.  An  elderly man  came  to  the  door,  looking quite unsurprised by Jake's outfit. 

"You  silly  re-enactment  buggers,"  he  said,  opening  the  door.  "No  pockets  for your mobile?" 

Jake laughed. "Exactly. Mind if I use your phone?" 

The  old  man  shook  his  head.  "Don't  mind  at  all.  Don't  suppose  you  have  any coins to pay for the call in those nonexistent pockets of yours, do you?" 



"Have a Good Samaritan moment," Jake suggested. 

"Bugger  that,"  the  man  said  cheerfully,  and  went  back  in  to  whatever  he  was watching on the telly. 

Jake  made  a  mental  note  to  send  him  something  nice  for  his  wife  who  was commiserating  with  him  about  the  odd  things  that  happened  when  a  body  was unfortunate enough to live so close to Scotland. 

When Jake heard that,  he  supposed  he  could  have  just  hoofed  it to  present-day Artane, but  he  just  couldn't  bring  himself to  land  on  the  modern  earl's  doorstep  in hose  and  a  tunic.  Maybe  he  had  lived  in  England  too  long.  He  was  beginning  to suffer from a decidedly British sense of propriety. 

He stood in front of the phone for a minute or two. It was a thirty-year-old phone, but was it a thirty-year-old phone or brand new? The faint noise from the telly gave him no clues. He took a deep breath and took the  plunge.  He  picked  up  the  phone and called his office. His  assistant  probably  wouldn't  still be  there  this  late,  even  if the year was right, but—

"Kilchurn, Ltd.," said an unfamiliar voice. 

Jake heaved a sigh of relief that came straight from the depths of his gut. Then he frowned. "I'm looking for Penelope Cleary. Is she available?" 

"I'm sorry, this is the service. Ms. Cleary had a collapse and is in hospital. We're the answering service she engaged before she left. Can I help you?" 

"Really?" Jake asked, surprised. "Why—oh, never mind." There was no point  in trying to get details out of an answering  service.  He  would  get  to  London  and  find out the details tomorrow. "This is Jake Kilchurn.  I'm  stuck  here  in Northumberland and  I  was  hoping  Penelope  would  arrange  a  car,  or  find  me  a  bank—"  Well,  he wasn't exactly sure what he'd been thinking. Too much time-travel and not having his assistant waiting by the phone had thrown him. 

"Where are you?" the service asked. "We'll have a car sent immediately." 

"How nice." Jake obtained the address from his host, then relayed it to the service and hung up. He popped his head into the salon. "I'll just sit out front." 

"Suit yourself," the man said. 

His  wife,  however,  apparently  couldn't  bear  the  thought  of  Jake  sitting  outside without  something  strengthening.  He  waited  for  his  car  in the  comfort  of  a  folding chair with a little folding table in front of him, laden with tea and cookies. 

He wasn't  sure  he  could  say  he  missed  eel  under  sauce,  but  he  wasn't  sure  he wasn't going to miss Tesco cookies, either. 

It  was  quite  dark  when  a  black  Mercedes  pulled  up  in front  of  the  house.  Jake called his thanks inside, having long ago deposited the tea things  inside  the  kitchen, and walked toward the car. The chauffeur got out, along with another man in a dark suit. Jake wondered if the police had come to make certain he was really who he said he was. It occurred to him then that he should have asked inside for the  date.  Who









knew how long had passed since he'd been in the past? 

"Mr. Kilchurn?" the dark-suited passenger asked. 

"That's me," Jake said cheerfully. "I don't mean to trouble you both—" 

"No trouble at all," the man said, taking Jake by the arm. 

Very firmly by the arm. 

Jake looked at him, startled. "Hey—" 

The  sting  of  a  needle  was  only  the  briefest  of  sensations  before  complete darkness descended and he knew no more. 



Chapter 20

 Amanda  ran  along  the  perimeter  of  the  lists,  wishing  there  was  a  bit  of  rain  to perfect the misery of her morning. Instead there was nothing but blue sky above and what promised to be, for a change, a beautiful summer day. 

She cursed, just on principle. 

It seemed like the only thing she  could  do.  Her  choices  for  other  activities  were sorely limited. She couldn't walk along the shore. If she did, she would  be  faced  at each step with the ghost of Jackson Kilchurn, his twinkling eyes and easy smile. She couldn't go  to  the  chapel.  There  too,  she  would  have  his  ghost  sitting  next  to  her, stealing looks at her from under his eyebrows whilst he  should  have  been  attending to his eternal welfare. 

If  she  hadn't  been  so  desperate  to  outrun  her  traitorous  heart,  she  would  have stayed  away  from  the  lists  as  well. She  could  scarce  watch  Robin  and  Miles  train without seeing Jake there as well, trading parries and jests with Robin, driving himself with a ferociousness that even Robin had admired. 

So instead, there she was, running as if her very soundness of mind depended on it. 

Robin swung suddenly into place beside her. She jumped, as she always did, and gave him a glare. Damn the man, would he never cease with this suddenly appearing without warning? 

"Save your breath," he advised cheerfully. "You'll need it for another lap or two." 

She saved her breath, but made a search for something truly nasty to say to him. 

Unfortunately, she was distracted by the fact that she'd already made five laps about the lists and apparently that was taking a toll on  her  poor  form.  Or  that  could  have been worry that Jake would never return. 



It was hard to say. 

She ran with her brother in companionable silence for quite a while longer before she managed to spit out the words she'd been chewing on since Robin had returned very late the previous evening. He had come home, quite silent, gathered his wife and his son, and gone straight to bed without comment. His look had warned her that he had much on his mind and she would be wise to leave him be. So she'd chewed on her questions and her curiosity for the whole of the night only to drive herself to the lists  at  first  light.  She  should  have  known  Robin  would  appear  later  rather  than sooner. 

She looked sideways at Robin. "He left, then," she said. 

"Aye." 

She  waited,  but  Robin  seemed  content  to  simply  bounce  along,  serene  and humming in an annoyingly off-key fashion. She finally smacked him in the belly with the back of her hand. 

"Dolt, give me tidings." 

"I didn't think you cared." 

"Perhaps you shouldn't think so much." 

Robin smiled and slowed to a walk. He didn't look at her, however. He seemed to find the distant blue sky to be quite fascinating. 

"Aye, he left," he said, finally. 

"But you brought back two horses." 

He shrugged,  but  continued  his  study  of  the  sky.  "He  managed  to  find  another way back to London and didn't need the mount." 

She put her hands on her  hips.  "Well?  How?  Did  he  cast  his  lot  in with others? 

Did  he  walk?  Did  he  sprout  wings  and  fly?"  By  the  saints,  Robin  could  be closed-mouthed! 

Robin looked at her. "Aye," he said. 

"Aye what, you imbecile," she exclaimed. " 'Aye' is no answer!" 

"I'll  let  him  tell  you  about  his  mode  of  transportation  when  he  comes  back," 

Robin said, reaching over to ruffle her hair. "You'd best be about your  training and then off with you for some stitching and other womanly work. You mustn't let your skills slide south, you know." 

"You are infuriating," she stated. 

"I know," he said pleasantly. "Now, are you up for another bit of a run, or shall I have Christopher fetch our swords?" 

"Swords," she said promptly. "It would give me great pleasure to cause you a bit of irritation as well. Perhaps in the form of a great, gaping wound in your belly." 

"By the saints, Amanda, you are possessed of foul humors today," he said with a laugh.  "I  think  you  might  actually  provide  me  with  a  bit  of  sport  this  fine  morn. 

Christopher! Fetch us the tools of death, lad!" 

Amanda  was  tempted  to  try  to  inflict  some  of  that  on  her  sibling,  but  then  he would  be  unable  to  answer  her  questions  and  she  thought  if  she  vexed  him  long enough, he might give her a better answer than aye. 

Aye? 

That told her nothing. 

"He'll return," Robin said easily. 

"I don't care if he does." 

"Ha," Robin said, "of course you do, you cruel girl. You want him back and then you'll spend years punishing him for going away." 

"It does me no good to have him," she said wearily. "He has no title." 

"He'll buy one." 

"Father will not be impressed." 

"That won't be because I didn't give him all the aid I could." 

She looked at her brother and had a rare feeling of gratitude to him wash over her. 

"Then you favor him? In truth?" 

"Amanda, I passed three se'nnights with the man in the lists  from  dawn  to  dusk. 

Why, by all the saints, would I waste my precious time with a man I did not favor?" 

"You've done more foolish things than that," she reminded him. 

He dredged  up  patience;  she  watched  him do  it.  He  pursed  his  lips  and  spoke very deliberately. "When a man can show me his character in such a short amount of time, when he has so little to hide of himself or his motives that I can easily see what he believes, then that is a man I can vouch for." 

She hesitated. "Nicholas hates him." 

Robin put his hand on her shoulder. "Unlike me, Nick is very concerned that you be happy. I couldn't care less if you were miserable." 

"You are a great oaf, Robin de Piaget," she said tartly, but in truth, her heart was greatly  eased  by  his  words.  She  certainly  wasn't  accustomed  to  living  her  life according  to  her  brother's  opinions,  but  it  was  somehow  reassuring  to  know  he wasn't opposed to the man she loved. 

"What an affectionate wench you are," he said with a smile. "Jake no doubt looks forward with great relish to a lifetime of such kind words." 

"And he'll have them," she muttered. She accepted her  sword  from  Christopher, then paused and looked at Robin. "Tell me he didn't walk back to London." 

Robin  opened  his  mouth,  then  stopped  and  shook  his  head.  "Amanda,  he  is  a man of mystery and I will tell you no more than that. I think in this instance, you will simply have to trust him." 



"The saints preserve me." 

"Aye, well, you'll likely need their aid as well. And in the  end,  I  daresay  you  will know a great deal more about Jackson Alexander Kilchurn than I do." He shook his head.  "Jake.  We  should  find  another  title  for  him  than  that.  It  hardly  sounds  of modern usage." 

"He has Scottish ancestors," Amanda pointed out. "And you know what sorts of strange things come from the north." 

"There  is  that,"  Robin  agreed,  taking  his  own  sword.  He  pointed  it  at  her  in  a friendly fashion. "Let's be about our work. I daresay we both need the distraction." 



 Unfortunately,  the  distraction  of  the  lists  could  only  last  so  long  because  she was, unlike Jake, unwilling to drive herself until the sun set. She called peace at noon, handed her sword to Christopher, and set off for the house for a well-deserved rest. 

She snatched a hunk of bread and a bottle of wine off the high table  and  continued on her way upstairs, ignoring protests and questions from the little lads and Miles. 

She gained her mother's solar only to find her sister-in-law there before her. Anne looked up from her sewing and smiled. 

"The conquering hero returns," she said. 

"Ha,"  Amanda  said  with a  snort.  "The  exhausted  one,  rather."  She  cast  herself down into the chair across from Anne and leaned her head back, closing her eyes. "I daresay I could sleep for a fortnight." 

"Why don't you?" 

Amanda opened her eyes. "Because I fear if I sleep, he will not return." 

Anne smiled. "He will. Robin thinks so." 

"Did he tell you aught? Anything of his last words with Jake?" 

"Nothing  more  than  that,"  Anne  said.  "And  you  know  Robin  isn't  one  to  keep secrets,  at  least  from  me.  But  he  said  nothing  more  when  he  came  home  and  his silence this morn told me that he intended to say nothing else." 

"I don't suppose he'll change his mind," Amanda said glumly. 

"Nay, sister." Anne paused for a moment. "I'm sorry, Amanda. I suppose all you can truly do is trust that Jake loves you and that he will return." 

"Unless he was merely passing the time with me," Amanda said grimly. 

Anne laughed  and  for  some  reason  it was  as  beautiful  as  sun  breaking  through clouds.  "Amanda,  how  could  he  possibly  have  endured  all Robin's  torture,  all  the humoring of the little ones, and Nicholas glaring daggers at him at all hours if he had no other purpose in mind than to idle away his days with you?" 

"I suppose," Amanda said quietly. 

"Besides,  I  saw  the  way  he  looked  at  you."  Anne  smiled  reassuringly.  "He  isn't nearly as hard to read as Robin was when I was not his wife." 

"Robin  is  still impossible,"  Amanda  said  darkly.  "I  vow,  Anne,  I  do  not  know how you bear him." 

Anne only smiled serenely. "You are very much like him, you know." 

"I am not!" 

"Aye, you are," Anne said. "Blustering to hide your true, tender feelings.  It  is  so much easier just to show them." 

"Easier?" Amanda asked. "More frightening, I'd say." 

"That  too,"  Anne  agreed.  She  continued  to  stitch  in  a  most  contented  fashion. 

She looked periodically at Phillip who had fallen asleep in a nest  of  blankets  on  the floor near her feet. 

Amanda  envied  her  her  peace,  but  Anne  had  certainly  earned  it.  She  earned  it anew each  day  by  virtue of  the  fact  that  she  was  wed,  poor  woman,  to  Robin  of Artane.  Amanda  wondered  how  she  managed  it.  Love  turned  spines  to  mush, apparently. 

She  contemplated  that  for  the  remainder  of  the  afternoon,  content  to  merely  sit across  from  Anne  and  watch  her  work.  Anne  offered  her  a  bit  of  mending,  but Amanda politely declined. Besides, no one wanted her to do  their sewing  for  them. 

Her skills lay in strategy and subterfuge. 

Indeed, she would have been better off as a man. 

She slapped her hands on her knees and rose. "I need air." 

Anne laughed up at her. "I told you: you should stop thinking so much." 

"I should. It never serves me. I'm going for a  walk on  the  roof.  Mayhap  the  sea breezes will blow sense into my poor empty head." 

"Will you come down for dinner?" 

Amanda  shook  her  head  as  she  walked  to  the  door.  "Best  that  I  don't.  I'll  filch something  from  the  kitchens  later.  I've  no  mind  for  speaking  with  anyone  and  no stomach for pretending I'm cheerful." 

"As you will." 

Amanda left the  solar  and  made  for  the  roof  of  her  father's  castle,  trying not  to remember  the  last  time  she'd  stood  there,  which  had  been  yesterday  morning  as she'd watched Robin and Jake ride off through the village. She'd watched them until she could see them no longer. 

Or, more precisely, she might have been able to see them longer if she hadn't been blinded by her tears. 

She chose a different part of the roof, the one that overlooked the sea, and cursed herself for a sniveling fool. He was only a man. She knew many of them herself and had  never  found  one  worthy  of  her  tears.  Jake  was  no  exception.  He  would  likely begin to forget about her somewhere between Artane and York, and finish the chore by the time he'd reached London. 

Besides,  he  was  merely a  merchant.  He  sold  goods  to  earn  his  bread.  He  likely spent horrible months at sea  on  his  travels  with little to  eat  and  no  decent  place  to sleep so he could bargain for more gems to bring back to London and do with them what he did with them. 

She  sighed.  Damnation.  Now  she  was  not  going  to  be  able  to  look  at  the  sea either. 

"How do you fare?" 

She  almost  fell  off  the  parapet  in  surprise,  not  only  because  of  the  voice,  but whom  it belonged  to.  She  dragged  her  sleeve  across  her  tear-stained  cheeks,  then looked up at her brother. 

"Well, enough," she said. "And you?" 

Nicholas paused for a moment or two, then nodded. "Well enough, I suppose." 

She stood next to him in silence for a very long time. He seemed to have no more taste for speech than she did, but she supposed that was a man's habit. Finally, she sighed and looked up at him. 

"You've been powerfully unpleasant since you returned." 

"My roof still leaks." 

"I see." 

She fell silent. 

So did he. 

And then he spoke. "He left, then." 

"He did." 

Nicholas took a deep breath. "I behaved badly, Amanda. Forgive me." 

She shook her head. She didn't want to  discuss  this,  or  anything else  of  serious import with her brother. So she put her arm around his waist, leaned her head against his shoulder and sighed. "Please, don't speak of it.  Don't  speak  of  anything,  if you have any mercy in your soul." 

"Amanda—" 

"Nicholas, please," she said quietly. "Please." 

He sighed and put his arm around her shoulder. "As you will." He was  silent  for several moments. "As you will," he repeated softly. 

Amanda  had  thought  her  life  could  not  worsen.  Endless  suitors  who  were unsuitable. A man she had lived with her entire life to whom she was not related but unable  to  have  nonetheless.  And  now  a  man  she  could  love  and  thought  she  just might love very much who had left and given only a promise of returning. 

She stared, now dry-eyed, at the sea and attempted to allow the ceaseless roar of









it soothe her. 

Unsurprisingly, it failed. 



Chapter 21

 Jake  woke  to  spinning.  He  would  have  groaned  out  loud,  but  he  was  afraid  that groaning would make the spinning worse, so  he  lay perfectly  still, concentrating  on the pattern of his breathing until his head cleared. 

It took a very long time. 

Time traveling was apparently quite hard on the body. 

He tried to ignore how perfectly ghastly he felt by forcing himself to produce the memories  of  his  last  twenty-four  hours  from  the  depths  of  his  alarmingly  foggy brain. 

He  remembered  talking  to  Robin.  He  remembered  telling  Robin  about  himself, about where and when he'd come from, and where he intended to try to get back to. 

He remembered looking at the grass and wondering what it took  to  get  back  to  the future he'd left behind. He remembered looking behind him and finding Robin gone. 

The memories thereafter were a little more difficult to produce. 

He remembered  tea  on  a  front  stoop  and  a  dark  car  pulling  up  in  front  of  the semidetached  house.  He  remembered  the  stick  of  a  needle.  And  then  he  could remember nothing else. 

Where in the  hell was he? 

"Is he awake?" 

There  was  a  pause  and  Jake  sensed  someone  leaning over  him.  He  gave  thanks for what minuscule bit of survival training Thad had taught  him during  forced  stays in hotels waiting out bad weather. It was almost easy to keep his breathing slow and deep, talk his heart into remaining on a steady rhythm. 

"He's still asleep, Doctor." 

"Give him another jab anyway." 

"But, Dr. Andrews, that might be dangerous!" 

"I don't think our wealthy patron cares, nurse. He's to remain sedated. Our duty is to see that he does." 

Jake's  first  instinct  was  to  leap  up  and  fight,  but  he  suppressed  it viciously.  He would wake again, and hopefully have more time to determine where he  was  before he acted. 



A wealthy patron who didn't care if he died? 

There  was  a  prick,  and  then  he  slid  helplessly  into  unconsciousness  before  he could decide if that might be his father, and why. 



 He woke again, foggy  and  disoriented.  The  memories  flooded  back  much  more quickly  this  time.  He  waited  for  what  seemed  an  eternity,  struggling  to  remain motionless and relaxed, until he was certain there was no one else in the room and no kind of monitor attached to him. 

He was, however, attached to something else. 

He opened  his  eyes.  He  was  in a  sort  of  hospital  room.  A  garish  night-light  of some  kind  spilled  out  from  the  bathroom.  He  was,  amazingly enough,  strapped  to the  bed.  He  felt  astonishingly  bad,  but  at  least  this  time  his  head  was  marginally clearer. Maybe they were giving him fewer drugs, or maybe his system was cleaning them out more quickly. 

His eyes adjusted to the semi-dark and he determined that he was indeed in some kind of hospital-like room and, yes, he was certainly tied down. The why escaped at him at the moment, but he supposed he would find that out as well in the end. 

Assuming he didn't meet his end first. 

He examined his bonds and found that they were much looser than he would have assumed. Maybe his jailers had more faith than they should have had in their drugs. 

Maybe they wanted him to try to escape so they could shoot him and be justified. 

Maybe he really did deserve to be in a madhouse, because none of it made sense and he was beginning to wonder quite seriously if he were losing his mind. 

He decided  he  would  give that  more  thought  later.  For  now,  the  most  sensible thing he could do was try to escape. He wiggled and shoved and pushed his calves down into the ankle bindings until he could  get  his  teeth  near  one  of  his  hands.  He supposed he would have been willing to gnaw his own hand off, but fortunately all it required was a  few  good  tugs  that  he  hoped  wouldn't  require  dental  surgery  down the road to repair. He reached  over  to  free  his  left hand,  then  froze  when  he  heard footsteps  stop  outside  his  door.  He  kept  his  right  hand  motionless  by  its  former bond as the door opened and light steps came his way. 

"Oh,"  a  female voice  said  in  dismay.  "Thrashin'  about  he  is.  I'd  best  give  him another jab whilst I can—" 

Jake  grabbed  the  needle  and  had  jammed  it  into  the  woman's  thigh  before  she managed  a  squeak.  She  slumped  over  him  without  so  much  as  a  peep.  That  was enough to give him pause, but he would work that out later, when he had the luxury of determining the strength of the narcotics he'd been given. He sat up and undid his other  hand.  He  ripped  out  the  IV  line,  then  shifted  far  enough  to  get  out  from underneath  Nurse  Hatchett.  He  sat  up  and  freed  his  feet  only  to  find  that  he  was missing his clothes. Well, that would be something to solve straightaway. 



He  got  out  of  bed,  but  had  to  stop  and  clutch  his  head  as  the  room  spun violently. He felt like he hadn't eaten in days. 

He probably  hadn't eaten in days. 

He  waited  until  the  pounding  subsided  a  bit,  then  looked  around  to  get  his bearings. His medieval gear was laid out on a table, including his sword. That was a boon,  at  least.  He  turned  back  to  the  bed,  secured  the  nurse  there,  then  went  to retrieve his clothes. He put everything on, strapped his sword around his waist, then paused.  There  was  no  sense  in not  knowing  a  little more  about  where  he  was  and what he'd been given. 

He found his chart, which contained lists of medications he knew nothing about. 

But that wasn't what blew his mind. 

It was that he'd been out for almost a month. 

A month? 

No wonder he felt like hell. 

He put the chart down and considered as best he could with his extremely foggy brain. He could only hope that time passed at the same rate in the past. The last thing he wanted to do was pop back to the Middle Ages and find Amanda a grandmother. 

He scrubbed his face with his hands, then gathered what was left of his wits about him. Escape was his first priority. He would worry about the rest when he  was  free of wherever he was.  He  retrieved  the  syringe.  There  was  a  bit  of  it still to  hand.  It would surely serve him at some point. He opened the door. It occurred  to  him that he should have put on the nurse's uniform, but he realized with equal  clarity  mat  he was  obviously  not  thinking  straight  because  it  never  would  have  fit.  He  didn't  do drugs and it showed. 

He eased out into the hallway, picked a direction, and sprinted in it. 

A nurse tried to stop him. He treated her to the rest of his shot. 

A  very  large  bouncer-type  with  a  billy  club  tried  to  stop  him  as  well.  With apologies, Jake dispatched him to temporary oblivion. 

A doctor with a lab coat  appeared  in the  hallway, carrying  another  syringe.  Jake pretended  to  freeze  with  fear,  even  allowing  the  needle  to  come  within  striking distance, before he faked right, retrieved the drug  and  administered  it without  delay to the man seemingly willing to do whatever it took to make a buck. 

Jake nipped into the good doctor's office, locked the door behind him, and made good use of a functioning window, pinching the man's keys as he did so. 

People really shouldn't leave their car keys just laying about. It led to bad things. 

He was letting himself into the car that beeped in response to the  keys  before  he realized that he wasn't entirely compos mentis. The bobbies wouldn't come after him for being detained without cause, but they certainly could pick him up for grand theft auto. 



He shut the car door, then disappeared into the night with the keys, hoping to buy himself  some  time  before  things—people  or  his  unfortunate  stay  in  la-la  land—

caught up with him. He would keep the keys for a while, then ditch them and change directions. Or maybe he would bury them deep enough that the man who so casually spoke of his demise would at least  have  the  hassle  of  wondering  if someone  might find them and use them. 

It was the least Jake could do. 

He walked until dawn. By then he was almost incoherent with weariness and with the aftereffects of the drugs in his system. He found himself a likely briar patch in the far corner of a farmer's field and lay himself underneath it. 

He hoped he'd wake up to thorns, not needles. 



 Sunlight  woke  him.  He  lay completely  still as  he  tried  to  come  to  a  conclusion about whether that was really sunlight or a very bright lamp designed to torture him. 

No, that was definitely sunlight and that was also definitely a root in his back. He shifted  just  the  slightest  bit,  but  didn't  move  from  his  hiding place.  Sunlight  meant daytime and that meant potential discovery. 

He was beginning to get a very minute glimpse into Thad's special ops mentality. 

He let himself wake fully and quietly before he felt around for weeds he was fairly sure wouldn't kill him if he ate them. And he sat  right where  he  was  and  waited  the day out. It would have helped to have known where he was, but he  didn't  dare  risk any exploration. He had obviously been held illegally, unless  someone  had  had  him declared insane, but  who  could  have  done  that?  No  one  had  known  where  he  was until he called his office. 

 Ms.  Cleary  had  a  collapse  and  has  gone  to  hospital.  We're  the  answering service she engaged before she left. 

Jake  turned  that  over  in  his  mind  and  found  two  things  wrong  with  those statements. One, Penelope  was  a  tank,  a  Mercedes  850  with no  dings  and  a  frame that  could  withstand  the  broadside  of  a  truck.  A  collapse  was  not  something  she would have permitted herself. The other was the idea of anyone else taking over her post. It simply wasn't possible. 

So who had had her locked up? 

Jake spent the morning going down the list, examining from  every  angle the  men and women he dealt  with.  It  was,  he  determined  in the  end,  impossible  that  any  of them could have cooked up a scheme like this. 

He  turned  next  to  importers,  gem  cutters,  people  he'd  haggled  with  in  other countries. Several of those might have wanted him dead, but they would have killed him outright,  not  locked  him up.  There  were  the  gypsies  to  consider,  those  of  the aquamarine that shouldn't have been cut, but he suspected a pithy curse would have sufficed them. Committing him to an asylum was not their style. 



It was late afternoon before Jake finally arrived at the mental destination he'd been avoiding all day. 

His father. 

It  was  possible,  but  why?  Because  Jake  had  neglected  to  deliver  papers  to Artane? Surely Gideon would have called Jackson III when Jake didn't arrive. And it was  possible  that  such  a  phone  call could  have  put  events  into  motion.  But  why? 

What possible reason  could  his  father  have  had  for  getting rid  of  his  assistant  and then shutting him up in a nuthouse? 

Money  was  the  only  thing  Jake  could  come  up  with  and  that  seemed  too pedestrian a reason, even for his very unimaginative parent. 

Once it was dark, he set out again. He avoided civilization, crossed roads quickly, and  searched  in  vain  for  landmarks  he  recognized.  He  ran  until  he  could  run  no more, then he walked, but quickly. 

The night passed. 

He thought  he  heard  dogs  in the  distance,  but  chalked  that  up  to  no  food  and residue of knock-out drugs. 

He stopped  hearing dogs,  but  started  hearing horses,  or  those  could  have  been medieval thugs, or maybe just a flock of birds. 

He began to wonder, at dawn, if he really was losing his mind. 

He almost gave up. 

And  then  he  saw  it,  in the  distance,  rising up  from  the  surrounding  countryside like a headstone. 

Seakirk. 

He ran. He stumbled. He wasn't sure how many times he fell, or how many times he drove himself back to his feet. All he knew was that  he  would  find  safety  within those  walls.  If  nothing  else,  Worthington  would  let  him  in  and  Jake  would  retreat immediately to  Seakirk's  study  and  have  a  short,  pointed  conversation  with  a  few ghosts. 

He made  it to  the  gates.  He  hadn't  lifted  his  hand  to  knock  before  they  swung inward. He stumbled inside and they closed behind  him as  if unseen  hands  were  at the helm. He supposed they probably were. 

He  staggered  across  the  courtyard  and  up  the  steps  to  the  front  door.  It  was appallingly early, but Jake didn't  care.  He  banged  on  the  door  with all his  strength. 

He had  to  get  out  of  the  open.  He  was  hearing dogs  again and  he  had  the  feeling these  were  quite  real.  He  banged  again.  The  door  opened  so  suddenly  that  he  fell over the threshold and went sprawling. 

He lay there  for  a  moment,  stunned  and  grateful.  He  probably  would  have  lain there for the rest of the day with his  face  against  that  cool  stone  floor,  but  a  voice brought him back to himself. 



"May I help you?" 

Not Worthington. Jake considered the accent, then realized it sounded like English with a  sort  of  Norman  French  twang.  He  took  a  deep  breath,  then  heaved  himself with a Herculean effort to his feet. He looked at his rescuer. His first impression was of height, breadth, and dark hair. Upon closer inspection, he found that the man had green eyes, much like his own. 

But in all other respects, he looked so much like Robin of Artane that Jake sucked in his breath involuntarily. 

The  man  shut  the  door,  then  looked  at  Jake  with  a  polite  smile.  "In  a  spot  of trouble, are you?" 

Jake thrust out his filthy, bleeding hand. "I'm Kilchurn. I need sanctuary." 

The other man shook his hand and smiled again. "Kendrick, lord of Seakirk,"  he said. "Sanctuary is yours." 

Jake would have laughed, but he'd had a rough few days. 

Instead, he took back his hand and wished desperately for pockets. "Thank you," 

he managed. "I'm being hunted." 

"Why?" Kendrick asked. 

"Beats  me."  Jake  hesitated.  "This  may  not  make  you  feel  any  better,  but  I  just escaped from the loony bin up the street." 

Kendrick looked at his sword. "Delusions of medieval grandeur?" 

"Something like that." 

Kendrick folded his arms over his chest in a gesture Robin  had  made  dozens  of times. Jake didn't consider himself overly  sentimental,  but  he  almost  wept.  It  might have  been  tempting,  after  four  weeks  of  being  stoned  out  of  his  mind,  to  have believed that his whole trip back to the past had been an  outlandish  fantasy.  But  as he stood there, with his hand clutching the cold steel of his sword, facing a man who looked  so  much  like Robin  de  Piaget  that  Jake  could  hardly  stand  it,  he  knew  he hadn't lost it. 

"I have a question or two for you," Jake said. 

"Cheeky of you," the lord of Seakirk said with a cheeky smile. "Shouldn't I be the one asking the questions?" 

"How about a trade? You go first." 

"Very well," Kendrick said. "What is your full name?" 

"Jackson Alexander Kilchurn IV," Jake said. "Call me Jake. I own Kilchurn—" 

"Ltd.," Kendrick finished for him. "I know. I've bought  a  piece  or  two  of  yours for  my  wife.  Lovely  bits,  those."  Then  he  reached  out  and  put  his  hand  on  Jake's shoulder. "You look fair to falling down. Why don't you make yourself comfortable and have a bite to eat? I take it your hunters are still outside?" 



"Could be." 

"I'll go see to them. Worthington!" Kendrick bellowed. "Guest for breakfast!" 

Jake watched as Worthington appeared,  looking  no  less  immaculate than  he  had the last time Jake had seen him. He approached, then inclined his head. 

"Master Kilchurn." 

"Worthington." 

Kendrick looked at them both with one raised eyebrow. "You know each other?" 

"Master Kilchurn's beautiful Jag broke down in front of the gates  whilst you  and the  mistress  were  away  with  the  children  and  I  offered  him  shelter."  Worthington looked at Kendrick placidly. "I told you as much, my lord." 

"Slipped  my  mind,"  Kendrick  said  easily,  "though  anything  to  do  with  a  '67

probably shouldn't. You know," he said, turning to Jake, "there was a '67 burning up in a field not far from here a few weeks ago. No driver inside, though." He  paused. 

"Very odd." 

Jake listened to him talk and thought that there might be more than one odd thing going on  there.  He  couldn't  have  said  why,  but  unless  there  was  some  very  weird generational  thing  going  on,  he  would  have  bet  his  right  arm  on  Kendrick  being related to Robin. 

"You look like someone I know," Jake said suddenly. 

"Who?" 

Jake took a deep breath. "Robin de Piaget." 

Kendrick didn't blink. Jake wondered briefly if he was barking up the  wrong  tree in the wrong forest, then decided he wasn't. The similarity was too striking. 

"Do I?" Kendrick asked. 

"Against all odds, yes, you do," Jake said. "Know him?" 

Kendrick  smiled  and  nodded  toward  the  table.  "Eat,  my  friend,  then  we'll  have speech together. I believe I'll have a bit of a look outside  and  see  what  yammers  at my front gates." 

"Want help?" Jake asked. 

"I have retainers," Kendrick said with another smile. 

"You certainly do," Jake said with a snort. "I met them  when  I  was  here  the  last time. They got me into more trouble…" 

"No doubt. I'll join your shortly. Worthington, see to his comfort." 

"Of course, my lord. Master Kilchurn, let me see to your  luggage.  Ah,  you  have no luggage. Breakfast, then." 

"Breakfast would be superb." Jake started to follow him, then paused and looked at  Kendrick.  "You  know,  I've  been  drugged  for  a  solid  month.  I  could  be hallucinating the guys following me." He paused. "I could be hallucinating you." 

Kendrick clapped a hand on his shoulder.  "I'm  quite  real,  and  so  is  that  table  at the other end of the hall." 

Jake  nodded,  then  walked  wearily  across  the  great  hall,  too  tired  to  protest Kendrick fighting his battles for him. He sat down, put his head down on the wood, and thought he might have heard himself snore once or twice. He realized he'd fallen asleep only because Worthington gave him a discreet tap on the shoulder. 

"Food, sir?" 

Jake  sat  up  straight,  rubbed  his  eyes,  then  nodded.  "Food,"  he  rasped.  "Then maybe a nap in a bed that's long enough." 

"I will return to take you upstairs," Worthington said, then he headed back to the kitchen. 

"I'm tempted to head up myself," Jake muttered to himself, "but maybe  I  should wait politely until someone comes to fetch me." 

"I should hope so," a voice muttered from behind him. 

Jake was past being surprised by most everything. He looked over his shoulder to see one of the ghosts from the study. Jake struggled for a  name  to  put  to  the  face. 

He smiled briefly. 

"Sir Stephen," he said, inclining his head. 

"Aye," said the ghost, "and His Lordship's most loyal retainer, if you please." 

"I please," Jake said. "I won't help  myself  to  a  bed  and  I  promise  not  to  poach any of His Lordship's trinkets." 

"Harrumph," Sir Stephen said, looking unconvinced. "I'm not at all sure of you." 

"If it makes you feel any better, I'm not sure of me either." 

But he was sure that he was starving. He helped himself to a very large breakfast and  didn't  argue  when  Worthington  showed  him  upstairs  to  the  room  he'd  had before. He managed to get his sword and his boots  off  before  he  collapsed  on  the bed. His head was filled with questions, but he didn't have the energy for any but the two most pressing ones. 

Who wanted him dead? 

Why did Kendrick of Seakirk look so much like Robin of Artane? 

He yawned  hugely.  The  first  would  take  some  investigation.  The  second  would take some imagination and a look at that portrait above Kendrick's desk, the one with Robin, Anne, and four children. 

Was Kendrick one of those children? 

After the summer he'd had, Jake wouldn't have doubted it at all. 











Chapter 22

 Genevieve de Piaget walked down the hallway with her baby in her arms, on the hunt for a rambunctious three-year-old who had escaped while she'd been unable to chase him. Young Christopher was almost as fast as his older brothers and that was saying something,  given  how  much  shorter  his  legs  were.  She  peered  ahead  and  saw nothing, which inspired her to hurry the more.  Who  knew  what  sort  of  mischief  he could have gotten into? 

She  slowed  when  she  saw  a  mailed  knight  standing  in  front  of  the  guest  room door. "Sir Stephen?" 

"Not  to  worry,  my  lady,"  Sir  Stephen  said.  "I've  everything  well  in  hand  here. 

We've a rogue sleeping off the saints only know  what  inside  the  chamber  here.  My lord  has  no  worries,  but  I've  met  this  one  before,"  he  said  with  a  knowing  look. 

"Trouble." 

"Nothing you can't handle, of course," Genevieve said politely. 

"Of  course, my lady," Sir Stephen assured her. "And I've the garrison waiting to aid me if need be." He nodded toward the baby. "How is the wee one?" 

"Fine," Genevieve said with a smile. "Though I'm thinking she howls louder  than any of her brothers ever did." 

"Not our Mistress Adelaide Anne," Sir Stephen said with a vigorous shake of his head. "Why, she's simply perfect and I defy any man to gainsay me." 

"Well,  let's  hope  they  don't.  I  would  hate  to  see  what  you'd  leave  of  them otherwise." 

Sir  Stephen  puffed  out  his  chest  and  looked  appropriately  fierce.  Genevieve smiled  to  herself  as  she  bid  him  a  good  morning  and  continued  on  her  way.  She probably  should  have  asked  Stephen  if  he'd  seen  Christopher,  but  then  again,  it wasn't as if her children could really get into trouble. 

That was the upside of living in a haunted castle. Not much went unobserved. 

Actually, there weren't many downsides. She and Kendrick had  privacy  when  he bellowed for it. She knew it distressed her  husband  that  they  were  only  seventh  on Britain's  most  haunted  list,  but  she  suspected  that  was  only  because  he  never  let anyone  who  made  up  those  sorts  of  lists  inside  the  front  gates.  If  the  paranormal squad  responsible  could  have  gotten  a  good  look  at  the  majority  of  Seakirk's inhabitants, Seakirk would have leapfrogged to Number One overnight. 

She  continued  down  the  hallway  and  made  her  way  down  to  the  great  hall. 

Worthington was there, tidying up things that were already gleaming. 

"Worthington, have you seen Christopher?" 



"In the lists, my lady, with the rest of the rabble." 

She laughed. "I suppose he's safe enough." 

"Actually, His Lordship has the lad well in hand." Worthington smiled. "And how is the wee one?" 

"Sleeping. It won't last long." 

"It never does, my lady," Worthington said with a long-suffering sigh. 

Genevieve  only  smiled  and  made  her  way  out  of  the  keep  and  across  the courtyard.  She'd  made  such  a  walk  eight  years  ago,  only  then  she  had  been something  of  an  interloper  at  Seakirk  and  Kendrick  had  been…  well,  he'd  been something less than he was today. 

But the lists looked no different. There had been flowers and trees, as there were now,  as  well as  a  very  large field of  dirt  where  manly men  went  to  do  their  manly duty—which duty today seemed to be learning how to  heft  swords  and  wave  them about as if the wavers meant business. 

Even young Christopher held a sword and made motions with it as  if he  thought he just might be able to do some damage. 

Genevieve shivered as she walked across the lists to a handy bench that had been pushed  up  against  the  wall  for  just  such  an  occasion.  It  was  summer,  true,  but already there was a hint of fall in the air. She sat down and watched her husband, the captain of his guard, his sons, and a few other choice souls continue their exercises in medieval studies. She wrapped Adelaide more snugly in her  blanket  and  cuddled her  close,  grateful  for  the  warmth  and  for  the  security  of  living in a  time when  her husband didn't have to go out to battle with his sword every day. 

Said husband strode over to  her  a  few  minutes  later,  his  sword  slapping  against his leg. He wiped his forehead on his shirt, then sat down next to her and smiled. 

"How fare you, my love?" 

"Very well, thank you," she said, finding it just as chill-inducing to have him sitting next to her as it had been eight years earlier. "How are you?" 

"I'm in the lists with my sons," he said. "How can I not be content?" 

She laughed. "All I can say is it's a good thing we don't have six daughters." 

"And you think my little Addy won't have her own sword as well?" he asked, his dusty green eyes twinkling. 

"Over my dead body." 

He laughed.  "Sword  skill is  never  a  bad  thing,"  he  said.  "You  have  some  of  it. 

Why shouldn't she?" 

"Later,"  Genevieve  said.  "Later,  when  she's  out  of  diapers."  She  smiled  at  him. 

"So, who's in the guestroom?" 

"Somebody named Kilchurn." 



"Kendrick," she said warningly, "you aren't entertaining strangers again, are you?" 

"  Moi?" he said, with his hand over his heart. "Allow hapless strangers into my hall where they might be terrified at night by restless spirits?" 

"Kendrick…" 

"Very well, let me tell you a bit about our guest," he said in a more serious tone. 

"I  think he  was  the  one  whose  black  Jag  rolled  earlier this  summer.  Apparently  he was thrown from the car." 

"Where did he land?" 

"In medieval England." 

Genevieve blinked. "How do you know?" 

"He told me that I greatly resemble Robin de Piaget." 

"That would do it," she agreed with a weak laugh. "And you said?" 

"I told him to have a rest and we would talk later." 

Genevieve smiled. "Kendrick, how do you know he didn't know you as well?" 

"Because he implied as much. He said I looked like my father. I assume he had to have  known  my  father  and  that  would  put  him  in  those  glorious  early  thirteenth century years. Before my time," he said modestly. 

"A bit," she agreed. 

"I suppose he'll have questions for me," Kendrick mused. 

"I  suppose  he  will." She'd  had  questions  for  Kendrick  as  well, when  she'd  first met him. She reached out and took his hand. "Be kind to him." 

"Why would I be otherwise?" 

She pursed her lips. "Because you have an awful sense of humor." 

Kendrick brought her hand to his lips and kissed it gallantly. "You  seem  to  have survived and look what I put you through when first we met." 

"You've made up for it since." She sat back and looked at him. "Has it been eight years?" 

"Eight glorious years," he said, his dimple peeking out of his cheek as he smiled. 

"Add that to those years I waited to make your acquaintance and I have quite a tally in regards to your sweet self, don't I?" 

"You do," she agreed. "Are you going to tell this Mr. Kilchurn the whole story?" 

"I  have  no  reason  not  to."  He  smiled.  "You  know,  I've  never  really  believed  in time travel." 

She  snorted  so  loudly,  the  baby  began  to  fuss.  She  clapped  a  hand  over  her mouth, then  looked  at  him in disbelief.  "You  live in a  castle  filled to  the  brim  with ghosts.  You  have  had  your  own  brush  with  ghosthood.  All  these  things  seem normal, yet time travel is out of the question?" 









"We're  comfortable  with what  we're  familiar with,"  Kendrick  said,  with a  shrug, his  eyes  twinkling. He  leaned  over  and  kissed  Genevieve  softly.  "I'm  being  called back to the fray. If you're chilled, go in, my love. I'll keep an eye on the lads." 

"And if not you, a dozen other of their keepers will," she muttered. 

"Ah,  but  they  are  my  sons,"  Kendrick  said  with  a  smile,  "and  I've  an  especial interest in them. They'll be safe enough." 

"I  know,"  she  said.  "I  don't  worry,  really.  It  was  just  a  good  excuse  to  come watch you." 

Kendrick  rose,  made  her  a  low  bow,  then  returned  to  the  field  with  his  most arrogant swagger. Genevieve laughed to herself and nestled her baby more closely in her arms. 

A sword in this girl's hands? 

Again, over her dead body! 

Though  she  had  to  admit  that  the  boys  didn't  seem  to  be  suffering  for  it.  They loved  their  time  with  their  father,  whether  it  was  in  the  lists  or  hanging  out  in Kendrick's study reading or playing chess. She supposed they could be doing worse things than being outside, learning to do damage with long bits of steel. 

She  shivered  again.  Summer  had  definitely  waned  without  her  truly  noticing  it. 

Time flew, she supposed. Perhaps it was time to ask Worthington to  do  something about the fire in Kendrick's study where she could go nurse her daughter in peace. 

Besides,  it would  give her  a  chance  to  get  a  good  seat  so  she  could  watch  the conversation between Mr. Kilchurn and Kendrick. She had the feeling it was going to be very interesting indeed. 



Chapter 23

 Jake sat in Kendrick of Seakirk's study in a very comfortable chair, mere  feet  away from  where  he'd  had  his  first  encounter  with  Seakirk's  ghosts,  and  enjoyed  the warmth of the fire. The castle was, unsurprisingly, as cold as a castle should be, and Jake was as grateful for a fire as he had been eight hundred years ago. Of course, the fire also  helped  to  stave  off  those  shivers  that  seemed  to  continually  travel up  and down  his  spine,  due  in  part  to  the  sight  of  Kendrick  of  Seakirk,  as  well  as  the incredible tale he was telling. 

"Let  me  get  this  straight,"  Jake  said,  for  the  third  time  that  night,  "you  were murdered downstairs." 

"Nay,  I  was  murdered  in the  cellar,"  Kendrick  said,  unperturbed,  "not  the  great hall." 

"And you were a ghost for how many years?" 

"Several." 

"Kendrick," Genevieve chided. "Tell him all the details." She sat next to Kendrick with  their  sleeping  daughter  in  her  arms,  looking  perfectly  at  ease  with  the conversation. 

Then again, she'd been married to the man for awhile. Maybe she was past being surprised by anything he said. 

"I told him all the details already," Kendrick said. "He slept through most of them. 

If he  truly wants  the  details  again,  he  can  go  downstairs  and  read  my  story  in that book you made me write. He might need another few days of sleep before he takes that on." He looked at Jake. "Suffice it to say  that  Robin  was  indeed  my  father,  as you guessed. And courtesy of events in 1260, I was a ghost at one time, but now  I am not."  He  gave  Jake  a  small  smile.  "The  details  of  my…  conversion  are  of  no import here." 

"That's your opinion," Jake muttered. 

Kendrick  shrugged.  "'Tis  the  truth.  What  does  my  past  have  to  do  with  your future?" 

What indeed, Jake thought to himself. Just the fact that Kendrick could, with one nod  of  his  head,  assure  Jake  that  he  actually  would  make  it  back  to  the  past,  get himself a title, and live out  his  life in bliss  with Kendrick's  aunt.  He  burned  to  ask, Will  I  become  your  favorite  uncle  or  is  there  some  other—he  had  to  take  a  deep breath to avoid an uncomplimentary term— guy who will have that pleasure? 

But if he found out the truth, would it change what he intended to do? 

Kendrick studied him for several moments in silence, but Jake didn't allow himself to wonder why. He wouldn't ask Kendrick if he recognized him. After all, the man's hall was full of ghosts. Maybe that look of  "wow  you  just  fell into  my  entry  hall in medieval gear" really meant  "my  ghosts  dress  better  than  you  do,"  not  "hey  Uncle Jake great to see you." 

"Well," Jake  said,  raising his  arms  over  his  head  and  marveling over  how  much easier  it was  to  do  in a  borrowed  sweatshirt  than  a  borrowed  mailshirt, "I  have  to agree. Your past doesn't make any difference to my future." 

"And  unfortunately,  I  know  nothing  of  time  travel,"  Kendrick  said  honestly.  "I daresay you aren't the only one who has done it. Indeed, I always suspected that one of my aunts was not of medieval birth." 

"Did you?" Genevieve asked in surprise. "You never said anything about that." 

Kendrick shrugged. "I suppose I never really connected the two until Jake arrived. 

But Abby was most definitely a woman ahead of her time." He looked at Jake. "She wed with my Uncle Miles. Quite a sporting wench, that one." 

"To put up with him, she would have had to have been."  Jake  said  with a  smile. 



"Though I liked him very much." 

"Aye, as did I," Kendrick agreed. 

Jake  rubbed  his  hands  together  and  decided  that  the  only  way  to  keep  himself from tackling Kendrick to the ground and beating the truth out of him was to distract himself. "I should probably make a few phone calls," he said. "As much as two days of  being  unconscious  in your  guestroom  has  helped,  I  think I  need  to  get  back  to real life. My secretary is apparently in hospital." 

"Drugged as well, do you think?" Kendrick asked. 

"I  hope  not,"  Jake  said  grimly. "But  I  can  say  that  she  never  would  have  gone willingly. I should try to find out…" 

And  then  it  occurred  to  him  just  how  incredibly  bad  that  could  be.  Alerting anyone to his whereabouts, that was. 

Very bad, indeed. 

He looked at Kendrick. "I think I have a big problem." 

"How  so?"  Kendrick  leaned  forward  and  rested  his  elbows  on  his  knees.  "You told  me  that  you  were  placed  in the  sanitarium against  your  will,  but  not  who  had done so. Have you any ideas on that?" 

"I think it was my father," Jake said slowly. "It's just a suspicion. Who else would manage to take over my company so fully that an innocent call to my assistant would end up with me being drugged for a month?" 

Kendrick stroked his chin thoughtfully. "I suppose there might be more than  one answer. I have lads who might be able to do a little investigating for you." 

"Could they eavesdrop for me?" Jake asked. 

Kendrick grinned. "They would consider it fine sport." 

"Then if you don't mind, I think I'd like to make a couple of phone calls." 

"Let me round up the reinforcements." 

Jake watched Kendrick rise and leave the  study  with a  spring  to  his  step  and  an off-key melody on his lips. Jake smiled at Genevieve. 

"He is a great deal like his father." 

Genevieve returned  his  smile.  "I  envy  you  having met  them.  Robin  and  Anne,  I mean." 

"I  can't  blame  you."  He  shook  his  head  wryly.  "Can  you  believe this?  Here  we are,  just  your  average,  run-of-the-mill  Yanks,  living  out  these  unbelievable adventures. Who would have thought it?" 

"Who  indeed?"  she  asked.  "But  think  your  adventure  has  been  a  bit  more interesting than mine." 

"I'm  not  living  with  ghosts.  I  think  I'll  take  the  flesh-and-blooders  over  your crew." 



"And I'll keep my Mini Mart," she said with a laugh. She patted her  baby  gently. 

"No, I don't think I could go back to the Middle Ages." 

"Not even for Kendrick?" 

"Unfair," she protested. 

"What  is  unfair?"  Kendrick  asked,  popping  back  into  his  study.  "My handsomeness, or my skill with the sword?" 

"Both,"  she  said  promptly,  taking his  hand  as  he  resumed  his  seat  next  to  her. 

"And I would have gone back to medieval England for you. Just for the record." 

"And given up chocolate?" Kendrick shuddered. "You must love me well." 

"I do." 

Kendrick put his arm around her, then looked  at  Jake.  "My  lads  are  ready.  Give me  a  list  of  where  to  send  them  and  you'll  be  able  to  make  your  calls  within minutes." He smiled. "Not even EasyJet is this efficient." 

Jake nodded and prepared to give Kendrick his list. 

He could hardly wait to see what turned up. 



 An  hour  later,  everything  was  in  place  for  at  least  the  first  foray  into  current events. Jake picked up the phone and dialed AE, Inc. 

"Gideon de Piaget, please," he said in his smoothest, diamond-buying voice. 

"Who is calling, please?" 

"I'm  an  old  friend  of  his,  from  Eton,"  Jake  lied.  "I'd  rather  surprise  him,  if  you wouldn't mind." 

The secretary protested. Jake insisted. She finally connected him with a muttered

"highly irregular" under her breath. 

Jake  went  through  two  more  secretaries,  each  more  inquisitive  than  the  last. 

Apparently two months in the Middle Ages hadn't diminished his ability to sweet-talk his  way  through  the  ranks  to  the  boss.  It  took  several  minutes,  but  finally  Gideon was on the line. 

"Yes?" Gideon said shortly. 

"Gideon, it's Jake." 

There  was  silence  on  the  other  end  of  the  phone  for  quite  some  time.  "Jake?" 

Gideon said in a strangled voice. "Jake Kilchurn?" 

"In the flesh." 

"I thought you were dead!" 

"I'm most definitely not, but it was a near thing." 

"Where  have  you  been?"  Gideon  asked  incredulously.  "Why,  we  looked…  we thought…" 



"It's a long  story,"  Jake  said.  "I'd  be  happy  to  tell you  the  whole  thing,  but  not over  the  phone.  I  just  need  to  know  what's  been  going  on  for  the  past  couple  of months. Can you fill me in?" 

Gideon blew out his  breath.  "This  is  just  such  a  shock.  I'm  still trying to  regain my balance." 

"Regain it in a hurry." 

Gideon laughed, but it was a shaky sound. "Well, when  you  never  arrived  at  the inn, I assumed… well, we  assumed  the  worst.  My  father  contacted  your  father,  of course. Mr. Kilchurn III flew over  immediately and  began  the  investigation  himself. 

He told us the local authorities said your car had burst into flames and that you had perished inside." 

"No, I survived. I've just been…"—he flashed Kendrick and Genevieve a smile—

"out of touch for a while." 

"Well, we thought you were dead." 

Jake considered. He had the gut feeling Gideon was on his side, and it was always best to go with his gut. He chose his next words  carefully.  "I've  been  in an  asylum for the last little while," he said slowly. "Drugged. Committed against my will." 

"Impossible," Gideon said, aghast. 

"Very  possible,"  Jake  corrected.  "It's  because  of  that  that  I'm  reluctant  to  trust anyone at present." 

"I understand," Gideon said. "Tell me what you need. If I can help, I will, and on your terms." 

"You should," Jake grumbled. "Fate. A trip to Artane. What rot." 

"You should still go to Artane," Gideon said, and Jake could hear the smile in his voice. "I'm  telling you  that  there  are  untold  goodies  there  for  a  treasure  hunter  like yourself." 

"I'll think about it." 

"Do. Now, what can I do for you?" 

"Do you know anyone discreet?" 

"My  sister-in-law  Iolanthe's  family  tree  is  simply  crawling  with  men  named Discreet. Name your task and I'll have answers for you as fast as humanly possible." 

"You'd better be careful," Jake said. "All I did was call my secretary and I wound up drugged out of my mind." 

"I'll be careful." 

"Then if you can do something else, make some quiet inquiries and see what  my father's been up to. If he's had me declared dead—" 

"The funeral was a month ago," Gideon said. "Didn't you know?" 

Jake found himself to be perfectly speechless. Well, his father hadn't wasted  any time, had  he?  If  Jake  hadn't  known  better,  he  would  have  suspected  his  father  of orchestrating his entire journey back into medieval England. 

But if his father had possessed any idea of  what  Jake  would  find  in the  past,  he would have no doubt orchestrated a trip into shark-infested waters instead. 

But to think that he was legally dead was unexpected. 

Unexpected and unsettling. What of his assets? 

What if he had no assets? 

"Jake?" 

"Sorry," Jake said, snapping back to the present. "That was a little shocking." 

"I thought it was premature," Gideon was saying, "and there were rumors that no body had been found, but your father is a powerful man, even here." 

Jake took a deep breath. "What happened to my company?" 

"As far as I know, he left it be. I haven't checked lately, though." 

Well, at  least  something  was  as  he'd  expected  it to  be.  "You  had  no  reason  to check. Damn my father to hell." He rubbed his hand over his eyes. "Did you finalize that first deal with him?" 

"Yes, more papers were provided and he delivered them to my father himself." 

"I'll just bet he did." 

"It's baffling," Gideon said. "He has made simply  buckets  of  money  in this  deal alone. I can't imagine why  he  would  have  needed  more—or  needed  your  business, for that matter. I thought he didn't like gems." 

"He doesn't, and he likes me even less." Jake sighed and dragged a hand through his  hair.  "I  need  a  few  more  details.  I  need  to  know  what's  happened  to  my accounts, if he has power of attorney for me, if my assistant is being sedated as well, or if she's even alive." 

"Did you have a will?" 

"I left everything to my assistant," Jake said simply. "Penelope knew the business and would have taken care of it. Besides, it would have cankered my father." 

"I daresay," Gideon said with a  laugh.  "I  have  a  thought.  I  have  a  cousin-in-law who is a very good attorney. I'll contact him to resolve the legal issues." 

"Is he discreet?" 

"Alex is not  only  discreet,  he's  frightening,"  Gideon  said.  "Besides,  he  knows  a few guys. He's your man." 

"If you say so." Jake considered for a moment or two, then issued another careful invitation. "We should meet." 

"Of course. Where?" 

Jake looked over the phone at Kendrick. "How about Artane?" he mouthed. 



He watched Genevieve reach over  and  take  Kendrick's  hand.  Kendrick  stared  at him briefly with no expression on his face, then he nodded. 

"I  have  a  place  in  mind,"  Jake  said,  "but  since  I'm  not  sure  your  phone  isn't bugged, I'll keep it to myself. I'll get a location and time to you soon." 

"You're paranoid." 

"You would be too if you were me." 

"Well then, 007, I'll await your instructions. I suppose this line is secure?" 

"One could hope," Jake said, with feeling. "I'll see you later." 

"Welcome back to the land of the living." 

"For  the  moment,"  Jake  said  as  he  hung  up.  He  looked  at  Kendrick  and Genevieve and smiled. "One down." 

"And your father?" Kendrick asked. 

"Well,  I  imagine he  wasn't  weeping  at  my  funeral,"  Jake  said  dryly.  "I  think  I'll wait until I have more information before I take him on." He studied Kendrick for  a moment or two. "You hesitated when I mentioned Artane." 

Kendrick pursed his lips, but refrained from comment. Genevieve patted his knee. 

"He hasn't been back," she supplied. "Not since, well, you know. And before, he couldn't leave Seakirk." 

"Really?" Jake asked, surprised. "You haven't been back?" 

"I wasn't sure how I should introduce myself," Kendrick said with a straight face. 

"I see." 

"No  sense  in  terrifying  my  great-nephew  several  generations  removed  without good reason." 

"I see that too," Jake said with a smile. "But I think it might be the safest place for me to meet Gideon. If there are unwholesome elements  out  there  gunning for  me,  I don't think I want to bring them here." 

"Despite my security?" Kendrick asked with a smile. 

"You  have  small  children,"  Jake  pointed  out.  "I  don't  know  that  His  Lordship does, and if he does, they are likely of age and not so vulnerable." 

Kendrick sobered. "You are taking this seriously." 

"I was unconscious for a month," Jake said. "I have no choice. Besides," he said, rubbing his hands together, "I have to get on with the business of getting on with my life, and that includes turning my business assets into those of the medieval kind." 

"Are  you  sure  you  shouldn't  leave something  intact?"  Kendrick  asked  carefully. 

"Just in case?" 

Jake paused. "I could just ask you if I should, couldn't I?" 

Kendrick sobered. "Do you want to know?" 



Jake considered it. He considered it very seriously. There, sitting in front of him, was a man who would know. 

Or would he? What if Jake could go back and change time, change the events that transpired? He wasn't bound to Kendrick's version of the past—and to hell with the sacred  space-time  continuum.  For  all  intents  and  purposes,  he  was  dead  in  the twenty-first century. It was entirely possible that he could live a very good life in the thirteenth. He would certainly be a better husband to Amanda than the two men he'd seen come courting her. 

Nicholas  was  a  different  story,  perhaps,  but  Jake  might  be  saving  them  both  a lifetime of turmoil if he married Amanda. 

Did he want to know? 

It wouldn't make any difference to his plans. 

"No," he said slowly, "I don't." 

"You would go ahead anyway," Kendrick said. 

"I would." 

"Then we'll wait for my eavesdroppers to return," Kendrick said. "And after that, we'll  do  some  more  investigating.  We  have  Internet  access  here,  you  know.  You could find out many things via computer. I have  much  knowledge  of  the  beast  and many favorite sites." 

"EBay,"  Genevieve  said  dryly.  "You'd  be  surprised  what  kind  of  medieval  gear people are  hiding in their garden  sheds,  just  waiting for  my  husband  to  hop  online and buy." 

Kendrick  had  no  defense  for  that,  so  he  merely grinned  and  shrugged.  "A  man adjusts to his time in history as best he can." 

Jake  leaned  forward.  "So,  what  was  it  like,  watching  eight  centuries  of  history unfold before your very eyes?" 

"Frustrating," Kendrick said, "given that I was a ghost and could not do as I liked to influence it. I am not accustomed to being an observer only." 

"An  observer  only?"  Genevieve  echoed  incredulously.  "Seakirk  has  lived  in infamy for  centuries  because  of  the  terrifying paranormal  presence  within its  walls. 

You don't think you influenced current events?" 

"I never said I didn't influence events," Kendrick said with a twinkle in his eyes. "I just said I couldn't influence events the way I wished." He trailed his fingers through Genevieve's hair. "Had you any inkling of Seakirk's  reputation  when  you  first  came here?" 

"You know I didn't," she said with pursed lips, "or I probably wouldn't have had the guts to come." She looked at Jake. "I was the last direct  descendent  of  Matilda of  Seakirk  available,  so  I  inherited  the  castle  while  I  was  happily  living  a  very successful life in San Francisco." 



"The last available one?" Jake asked. "I'm surprised. You would think there would be plenty of them." 

"There  were,"  Kendrick  began  with  a  modest  smile,  "several  who  were  quite unfortunately unable to claim their inheritance." He shrugged. "Insanity runs rampant in the  family, I  daresay.  Save  my  Gen,  of  course,  who  is  a  woman  of  remarkable good sense and excellent taste." 

Genevieve let him pull her close. She smiled up at him. "So very true." 

Jake smiled. "So, are you ready to head to Artane?" 

Kendrick took a deep breath. "Why not? I've  seen  photographs.  It  looks  as  if it hasn't changed all that much in the ensuing years.  A  few  additions,  but  nothing  too shocking. I can manage it." He looked at Genevieve. "The children will be interested, no doubt." 

"Do they know?" Jake asked. "About your past?" 

Kendrick  shook  his  head.  "We  decided  we  would  tell  them  when  they  reached their twelfth summer.  I  daresay  the  wee  ones  will learn it from  their elder  brothers, but that is to be expected. They  are  already  accustomed  to  the  ghosts,  so  perhaps the other tale won't be so upsetting to them." 

"A trip to Artane might be very instructive," Genevieve said. "After all, the triplets do know that you're related to the de Piagets. They just don't know that  the  Robin, Phillip, and Jason they're named for lived hundreds of years ago." 

Kendrick  nodded  at  Jake.  "We'll  go  with  you.  If  nothing  else,  perhaps  we  can pass the time pleasantly in the lists. I assume since you have a sword, you know how to use it?" 

"A  week  with your  uncle  Miles,  then  three  with your  father  to  my  credit.  Three weeks of pure torture." 

"I can imagine," Kendrick said with a grin. "He was my sword master as well. I'm surprised he was willing to train you. He was notoriously stingy with his expertise." 

"So I've heard. Repeatedly," Jake added. 

"It wasn't that he was unwilling to train others," Kendrick continued. "He was just very choosey. He wasn't about to train anyone who might, whilst bragging about the identity of his master, turn out to  be  a  complete  failure. He  must  have  thought  you showed some promise." 

"Either  that,  or  he  was  feeling  particularly  charitable,"  Jake  said  dryly.  "But  I accept your offer. I would be very happy to get in whatever practice I can." 

"We can start tomorrow, if you like," Kendrick offered. 

"I like," Jake said. "If you don't mind, could I use your computer? I think I could do some poking around without being too obvious." 

Or  he  could  call  Thad  and  have  one  of  Thad's  buddies  do  some  super-secret hacking for him. 









Kendrick rose. "The office is down the passageway. I'll show you where it is. Just let me  know  if you  need  help.  Or  a  nap."  He  smiled  pleasantly.  "I  am  my  father's son,  after  all,  and  my  swordplay  has  not  suffered  from  eight  hundred  years  of seasoning." 

"I'll just bet," Jake muttered. He thanked Genevieve for her hospitality so far and followed Kendrick to the office, where he was left to his own devices. 

He was momentarily tempted just to stare out the window at the countryside  and wonder  what  Amanda  was  doing  at  that  very  moment,  but  that  wasn't  useful.  He couldn't control the speed at which time passed and he had no idea how long it was going to take him to get back to medieval Artane. 

 If he got back to medieval Artane. 

That was another possibility—the possibility that he might  not  get  back—that  he had no desire to dwell on.  Kendrick  would  have  been  a  masterful  poker  player;  he gave nothing away. Jake was left to his own imaginings and those were not going to serve him. 

It struck  him again,  with a  sickening  flash,  that  he  might have  lost  everything of value he possessed: his business; his bank accounts; his trust fund. 

All the things he planned to use to buy Rhys de Piaget's favor. 

If his father had declared him dead, who knew what else was in the works? 

With  an  effort,  he  shook  aside  those  unwholesome  and  useless  thoughts  and focused on what he could do something about, which was  damage  assessment.  He would deal with the rest later. 

He picked up the phone and placed a call to the States. Thad was a good place to start. At least Jake was certain that Thad's phone wouldn't be bugged. 

And that seemed, right now, like the best news he'd had all day. 



Chapter 24

 Amanda stared down at the handful of papers scattered on  her  father's  desk.  They were full of attempts to draw as Jake had taught her to do. Unfortunately, they were also  full  of  horrible  mistakes:  blotches;  crooked  lines;  shapes  that  were  not recognizable. 

She took them into her hands and then, with great vigor, crumpled them into balls and cast them into the fire. She watched the flames lick at them, then consume them. 

Fitting. 

"Amanda?" 



She  spun  around,  feeling almost  guilty about  her  actions.  But  why  should  she? 

Certainly she was within her rights to destroy whatever she pleased, especially when it turned out to be so much less than it promised to be. 

Miles stared at her dispassionately. "What are you doing?" 

"Nothing." 

"Are you unwell?" 

She shook her head. 

"Waiting is difficult," he said simply. 

Amanda knew if she remained, she  would  weep,  so  she  brushed  past  Miles and ran  for  the  roof  before  he  had  the  chance  to  examine her  more  closely.  She  knew what  he  would  find.  He  would  find  a  woman  whose  heart  was  broken,  who  had waited in vain for a man who had obviously changed his mind about her. 

Even Robin had  begun  to  have  his  doubts.  She  knew  this  because  he  had  been uncharacteristically silent about the whole affair. He trained with her  still in the  lists, but his cheery disposition had deteriorated as time had worn on and his frowns had increased. 

It had to mean something. 

Even Nicholas's  mood  had  darkened  in direct  proportion  to  how  long  Jake  had been  away.  Perhaps  that  had  nothing  to  do  with  her.  Perhaps  he  was  anxious  to return to Wyckham and finish his repairs before winter. 

Perhaps  he  merely waited  to  tell her  that  she  had  been  a  fool  and  deserved  her heartache. 

She didn't think overmuch on that. 

What she had been thinking on, almost constantly since he'd gone, was Jake. She had wondered, at first, if he hadn't been waylaid. Even Robin had suggested the like. 

But Amanda had seen him, even without his sword.  She  had  no  doubts  that  unless he'd  been  shot  in the  back  with a  crossbow  at  close  range,  there  wasn't  a  man  in England  who  could  best  him  if  Jake  could  avoid  being  skewered  on  that  man's sword. 

Had he forgotten about her? 

Or had he changed his mind? 

She'd tried for days to convince herself that the latter wasn't true. But  now,  after so much time had passed with no word, no message, no indication that he loved her still, she had to concede that he had indeed changed his mind. 

Which left her where she'd been at the beginning of the summer. 

Ready to flee. 

She walked along the parapet wall and looked out over the countryside. She was no longer tempted to cast herself into the sea. Again, the sea was too far  away,  but that wasn't the reason. She knew that if she'd  tried  it,  she  likely would  have  injured herself seriously enough to ruin her life but not seriously enough to cause her death. 

She leaned her elbows on the rock wall and stared, dry-eyed, at the sea before it. 

It gave her no pleasure. 

It certainly gave her no peace. 

"Amanda?" 

Amanda  closed  her  eyes  briefly,  prayed  for  strength,  then  turned  to  look  at  her brother. The one with whom she shared no blood. She tried to smile. 

She failed. 

Nicholas took a step closer to her, then stopped  and  leaned  against  the  wall. He hesitated, then looked out over the sea. 

"The summer has waned." 

"Aye," she said hoarsely. 

He was silent for quite  some  time.  It  gave  her  ample  opportunity  to  look  at  him and struggle to see him with different eyes. 

He was beautiful. Even she could admit that. His fair hair only made the gray eyes he shared  with Robin  all the  more  startling.  And  to  be  sure  there  was  not  a  more pleasing set of features in all of England. His  form  was  manly and  powerful,  surely something any maid would have counted herself quite fortunate to gaze upon all her days.  If  it  had  just  been  the  outward  appearance  that  Nicholas  called  upon  to recommend  him,  he  would  have  been  far  and  away  the  most  desirable  man  in England and France both. 

But not only was Nicholas beautiful, he was  chivalrous,  skilled,  noble,  and  kind. 

Indeed, he was the embodiment of all knightly virtues. 

And he made her laugh. 

She closed her eyes briefly. There had been a time or two—more than that if she were  to  be  entirely  truthful—when  she  had  fancied  that  she  loved  him.  She  had wondered, at night in the quiet dark, if there might not be a way for it to come about. 

For her to be his. 

Had  she  not  in  her  heart  of  hearts  wondered  if  Nicholas  might  be  willing  to relinquish all to  have  her?  His  title, his  lands,  her  gold—all because  she  was  more important to him than those worldly things. 

Because if he wed her, he would most certainly be stripped of everything he had. 

It was, in truth, impossible. 

And so had seemed any chance of her finding a man to love. 

Until she'd seen Jake lying senseless in the grass. 

It  was  unfair perhaps  to  compare  him to  Nicholas,  but  they  were  much  alike  in temperament,  and  not  unequal  in the  beauty  of  face  and  form.  Jake  had  made  her laugh as well. He had stolen her breath and loved her in spite of herself. 



Or so she had thought. 

"Amanda?" 

And now this. She looked away. It was all she could do  not  to  break  down  and sob. 

He covered her hand with his own. "Amanda, I must speak." 

"Oh, please do not," she begged. "Nicky, I beg you." 

He put his hands  on  her  shoulders  and  turned  her  toward  him,  looking  down  at her with serious gray eyes. "Amanda, I will and you must listen. If you bear me any love at all, you must." 

"You know I do," she said miserably. "But there is no purpose in this." 

"He is not returning, Amanda. It grieves me to be the one to force you to accept it, but you must. Whether it is from his own will or something else, the truth is still he is not coming back." He paused. "Damn him to hell." 

Amanda  smiled  in spite  of  herself  and  the  tears  that  coursed  down  her  cheeks. 

"Ah, Nicky." 

Nicholas looked down at her seriously. "Wed me. Wed with me instead and I will make you forget him." 

"If  I  were,"  she  took  a  deep  breath,  "if  I  were  to  wed  with  you,  Nicholas  de Piaget, it would not be to forget him." 

Hope  filled  his  face.  She'd  never  seen  him  look  so  desperately,  so  painfully hopeful in her life. 

"Then you love me?" 

"Does it matter?" 

"Aye." 

She would have turned away, or gone into his arms, or bolted for the door, but he held her where she was, damn him. 

"I love him and I cannot have him. I love you and I cannot have you. What am I to do?" 

"Wed with me," Nicholas said fiercely. "Wed me and let the king go to the devil. 

There is no consanguinity between us." 

She closed her eyes and let the tears trickle down her face unchecked. It mattered not if there was no blood relation between them. They both claimed Rhys de Piaget as their father through adoption and that was all that would matter to the court and to everyone else in England with an opinion on the matter. 

Not  that  she  cared  about  the  opinions  of  others.  If  disfavor  with  the  king  and other nobles had been the extent of her troubles, she would have told them all to go to the devil and wed with Nicholas just the same. But the trouble lay deeper. 

Deep within her heart. 



Damn that Jackson Kilchurn to hell. He did not deserve her affection or her regard or any of her time. Nicholas did. A pity she couldn't give it to him. 

She  opened  her  eyes  and  looked  at  Nicholas,  ready  to  tell  him  he  would  find someone else, that he really didn't love her, that he would be  so  much  happier  with someone else—

Anything but the fact that she, in the end, could not love him as he wished. 

She took a deep breath. "Tomorrow. I will give you my answer tomorrow." 

"As you will," he said, looking less than satisfied, but perhaps he knew better than to press her. 

There  was  something  to  be  said,  she  supposed,  to  living  with  a  person  for  the greater part of your life. 

"I must go," she said, easing past  him carefully  and  hastening  for  the  door.  She slammed  the  guard  tower  door  behind  her  and  ran  for  her  bedchamber.  She slammed that door as well, then threw the bolt home. 

She  stood  there  with  her  chilly  hands  pressed  against  her  cheeks,  desperately unhappy and terrified by the choice she had been making for  the  whole  of  the  day. 

But what else could she do? 

She could not marry her brother. 

She would not wait for a man who wasn't returning. 

She had to run. 

Evening was falling when she slipped down  the  stairs  and  through  the  great  hall. 

Preparations  for  supper  were  commencing.  None  of  her  family  was  there,  which allowed  her  to  continue  quickly  on  her  way  to  the  stables.  She  wore  John's  worst clothes under her dress so  that  she  might more  easily discard  her  identity in a  stall and leave as just another peasant. Assuming she could get a horse out of the stables without question. 

She  made  her  way  inside  without  incident.  The  stableboy  she  had  given  a sovereign  to  during  her  last  escape  was  there,  but  he  quickly  turned  his  back  and busied himself with mucking out a stall. She flipped another coin in front of him and continued on her way. 

Her first choice of course was Jasper, but she knew he  would  not  serve  her.  He would be marked as he left the gates and if he were marked, she would be marked as well. Nay, she would have to choose a lesser mount and hope he would suffice her. 

She  shut  herself  in  with  one  of  her  father's  older,  less  spectacular  bits  of horseflesh, stripped off her gown, and donned a patched cloak. It took her even less time to saddle her horse and turn to let him out of the stall. 

She  jumped  when  she  saw  Montgomery  there,  looking  at  her  over  the  wooden door. 

"What are you doing?" he whispered. 



"You know what I'm doing," she said grimly. 

"Mandy, do not," he begged. "I will do anything—" 

"Give me your silence," she said. "Vow it." 

He balked. 

"Montgomery, I am for Seakirk Abbey. I will be safe there. You  may  come  visit me there. But I will not realize my dream," and here she had to take a deep breath to give herself courage to spew out the rest of her line, "of being a sister of prayer if I cannot leave today. Before things worsen here." 

He clutched the top of the door with white fingers. "But, Mandy, nay—" 

"Nicholas has offered for me,"  she  whispered  fiercely.  "What  am  I  to  do?  Ruin his life as well? Allow me the pleasure of ruining my own and leaving his be." 

"But Jake—" 

"Is not returning," she said shortly. "Now, your silence, Montgomery. Vow it." 

He closed his eyes briefly, then nodded. 

"Say it." 

He took a very deep, shaky breath. "I vow it," he whispered. 

She  opened  the  stall  and  pushed  past  him.  But  then,  suddenly,  she  turned  and threw her arms about him and hugged him so tightly he squeaked. 

"I love you,"  she  whispered,  then  she  turned  and  pulled  her  horse  along  behind her. 

She  left  the  keep  as  nonchalantly  as  she  could,  unwilling  to  draw  attention  to herself. Not a soul called out to her. Not a soul sought to stop her. 

She had, at best, the whole of the night to travel. 

Nicholas would think she was praying in her chamber. Anne wouldn't trouble her for the same reason. Robin seemed to avoid her except when he met her in the lists and he wouldn't be expecting her until sunrise, so she was certainly safe there. 

And Montgomery, hopefully, would be as silent as the tomb. 

She  rode  quickly,  without  pausing,  until sunrise.  Even  then,  she  only  paused  to water her horse, then continue on. She  had  no  choice.  They  would  know  now  that she  was  no  longer  in  her  chamber.  They  would  never  suspect  her  destination,  so perhaps she had more time than she thought. 

But there was no point in taking a chance. 

So she rode as hard as  she  dared,  making better  time than  she  had  dared  hope. 

Two days only had passed before she saw it in the distance. 

Seakirk Abbey. 

The  first  rays  of  the  sun  were  coming  over  the  hill  and  alighting  upon  the  bell tower. Surely that was an auspicious sign. 









Surely. 

It was her only hope. 



Chapter 25

 Jake  dragged  his  sleeve  across  his  sweaty  face  and  had  a  moment  of  déjà  vu  so intense  that  he  swayed.  It  was  hard  to  believe he  wasn't  standing  in  Artane's  lists, facing Artane's heir, and getting the crap kicked out of him. He blinked and looked at his  current  swordmaster  who  stood  there  in  biker  shorts,  an  NBA  tank-top,  and high-tops. Kendrick, not Robin. 

Though  when  it  came  to  the  matter  of  swordplay,  Jake  really  couldn't  tell  the difference. 

But at least this time he was in sweats and high-tops, not patched tights and boots that almost fit. He wiped more sweat off his face and smiled grimly at Kendrick. 

"When did you first pick up a sword?" 

"I was  three,"  Kendrick  said.  "I  might have  been  two.  For  all I  know,  I  was  an infant when I first held one. Honestly, I don't  remember  a  time where  I  wasn't  with one to hand." He smiled. "I have a few years practice on you and, as I said before, I am my father's son." 

"No kidding," Jake said, with feeling. 

"You'll make it," Kendrick said. "Sword  skill is  a  good  thing to  have.  It  doesn't matter the century; the ability to kill a man with a single thrust is always in fashion." 

Jake snorted, dragged his sleeve across his face a final time, then lifted his sword. 

"Okay, I'm ready. Let's keep going." 

"With pleasure," Kendrick said. "Now, as I was saying before, you want to keep the sharp end pointed away from you toward your enemy. This is very important." 

"Shut  up,"  Jake  said,  taking up  a  fighting stance.  And  it occurred  to  him  as  he sparred with Amanda's to-be-born nephew, that he was becoming used to the work. 

Admittedly,  he'd  been  sore  and  quite  weak  initially, but  after  several  days  of  good rest and exercise, he was almost completely back to himself. 

That same had given him, along  with a  chance  to  recuperate,  answers  to  several important questions. 

Was he dead? Legally, yes. 

Were the accounts his father knew of closed? Yes, quite. 

Was  his  business  in probate?  Yes,  with his  father's  lawyers  frantically  trying  to find  a  way  to  change  Jake's  will  so  Penelope  would  get  nothing  and  Jackson  III everything. 

And Jake's trust fund? In Jackson III's back pocket. 

Had his father been behind his incarceration? Absolutely. 

Were III's goons still looking for him? Furiously. 

Jake  knew  this  personally  because  they'd  been  at  Seakirk  the  afternoon  before. 

Kendrick had allowed the men  in the  gates  and  gone  so  far  as  to  meet  them  at  the door and invite them in. Kendrick had also allowed several of his own  lads  into  the great  hall for  a  little display  of  paranormal  action  that  had  left  even  III's  hardened punks  shaking.  Kendrick  had  ignored  any  and  all  activity  going  on  around  him, apparently giving the men the impression that they were out of their minds. 

They had left, unsatisfied and undone. 

Jake  knew  that  his  window  for  action  was  approaching  and  wouldn't  be  open long.  He  would  have  to  have  everything perfectly  planned  and  execute  it  with  like perfection  or  he  was,  as  one  of  Kendrick's  eldest  sons  continually  said,  "Toast, dude." 

Gideon's brother-in-law was set to arrive at Seakirk that afternoon with a briefcase full of  legal maneuvers  that  would  make  even  the  most  hardened  businessman  feel the specter of  jail-time looming  over  him.  Alexander  Smith  was  apparently  not  one you wanted to face over any kind of conference table. Jake was very grateful to have the man on his side. 

And speaking of sides, Jake had to jump sideways to avoid having his ribs tickled by Kendrick's blade. 

"Nice," Kendrick said approvingly. "But real knights don't jump; they anticipate." 

"I was distracted." 

" 'Distraction means death,' " Kendrick quoted. He smiled. "My father." 

"That sounds like your father." 

Kendrick rested his sword on his shoulder and looked at Jake thoughtfully. "What was he like? As a young man?" 

"Quite a bit like you, actually," Jake said honestly. "He was very funny, though  I don't suppose he meant to be. Impossibly earnest. Very confident." 

"Arrogant," Kendrick corrected. 

Jake shook his head. "Very cognizant of his abilities. And considering his abilities, I think he was actually quite modest. He couldn't help being the best in England." 

Kendrick laughed. "He indoctrinated you well, I see." 

"I  suppose,"  Jake  agreed  with a  smile.  He  paused  and  smiled  again.  "I  left  him with a lot to think about, but he didn't blink. He was, for the short time I knew him, a good  friend.  He  was  very  generous  with  his  time,  very  protective  of  his  younger siblings,  and  very  much  in love  with your  mother."  Jake  smiled  at  Kendrick.  "If  I could have chosen a brother, I would have chosen Robin de Piaget. He was a good man. Still is, depending on your perspective." He shivered. "Time is a strange thing." 

"It is," Kendrick agreed.  He  paused.  "Thank  you  for  that.  'Tis  not  necessary  to know, but welcome just the same." 

"My  pleasure,"  Jake  said,  then  he  jumped  as  Sir  Stephen  materialized  nearby. 

Damn it, would he ever get used to it? Probably not, which was why he was better at time-traveling than living with ghosts. 

He shook his head at the improbability of either. 

"What is it, my friend?" Kendrick asked. 

"The lawyer is approaching," Sir Stephen said. "Shall he enter?" 

"Aye,"  Kendrick  said,  resheathing  his  sword.  "Come,  Jake.  We'll  await  him inside." 

Jake  followed  Kendrick  into  the  house,  laid  his  sword  on  the  high  table,  and gratefully had a drink of cold, clear water. He supposed that might be something he would  miss  at  some  point.  Medieval  castle  water  wasn't  bad,  but  it  couldn't  have been  all that  great  or  they  wouldn't  have  made  so  much  of  it  into  ale  or  wine.  He finished his glass and poured more. Nice, but not necessary. 

Well worth the trade. 

The door opened a short time later and a tall, well-built, dark-haired  man  walked in, dressed in jeans and a polo shirt. The only concession to lawyerishness  was  the briefcase he carried. Worthington led him to the high table. 

"Alexander, Earl of Falconberg," he intoned. 

Jake blinked. "I thought your name was Alex Smith." 

Alex held  out  his  hand  to  Jake.  "Falconberg's  my  alter  ego,"  he  said.  "Call  me Alex. You're Jake, I assume." 

"I am." 

Alex turned to Kendrick. "My lord,"  he  said  with a  deferential  nod.  "I  feel quite privileged to be inside Seakirk's gates." 

"One of the chosen few, my lord Alexander," Kendrick said with a smile. "Come and take your ease with us. Worthington, something strengthening?" 

Jake  sat  and  watched  Kendrick  and  Alex  get  acquainted.  Falconberg  wasn't  all that far south, he supposed, and he wondered why the two had never met before at some sort of nobility function. 

Kendrick's boys ran over and around their father, finally obtaining  enough  of  his attention that Kendrick excused himself briefly to  give them  a  friendly  wrestle.  Jake was left with Alex at the high table. 

"Gideon says  you  have  an  interesting  story,"  Jake  said,  helping himself to  more water. "And that you're related somehow?" 



"His wife Megan is related to my sister Elizabeth's husband Jamie," Alex said with a smile, "through a rather convoluted family tree. We're a happy bunch in spite of it though." He pushed his briefcase back a little, had a drink, then turned to face Jake. 

"You seem to have yourself quite a legal tangle here to unravel." 

"Are you good at tangles?" 

"They're my specialty," Alex said. "We'll begin unraveling in a minute. First I want to know where you got such a nice sword." He nodded at Jake's blade, lying on the table. 

"A woman made it for me." 

"Not  many  women  these  days  have  a  good  eye  for  blades,"  Alex  said conversationally. "She must be something." 

Jake paused and wondered what he could say that wouldn't sound as if he'd lost his  mind.  He  hadn't  actually  talked  to  Alex yet;  they  had  conducted  most  of  their business  via  fax  and  Iliad's  secure  e-mail  connections.  He  had  given  Alex  all  the details  he  could  without  giving him the  most  critical  one  of  all, which  was  why  he needed to get himself back into the land of the living so he could travel back in time. 

To that woman who did indeed have a very good eye for a blade. 

Well, there was no time like the present to lay all his cards out on the table. 

Jake took a deep breath. "You know that my father had me declared legally dead, and when I showed up awhile later had me committed against my will." 

"So I gathered from your e-mails. He sounds like a great guy." 

"He's  a  real  prince,"  Jake  agreed.  "But  I  probably  should  explain  where  I  was during those weeks before he had his goons pick me up and medicate me." 

"That might be useful," Alex agreed. 

"You're  not  going  to  believe  this,"  Jake  said  slowly,  "and  if  I  hadn't  lived  it,  I wouldn't believe it either." He paused,  but  Alex only  continued  to  look  at  him with that polite expression of mild interest. Well, there was no time like the present to just plunge right in. "I ran off the road and woke up in 1227." 

Alex's expression didn't change. "I see." 

Jake waited, but Alex said nothing more. "Thirteenth century England," Jake said slowly and distinctly. 

"I heard you." 

"Well?" Jake demanded. "Aren't you going to question my sanity?" 

"Well," Alex said slowly, with a smile, "that  is an awfully medieval looking sword over there." 

"I went back in time," Jake said, trying again. "To medieval England." 

"I understood the first time," Alex said. 

"And you don't think I'm nuts?" 



Alex smiled. "Where do you think I got my title?" 

It took a moment or two to take in the full import of those words. Jake felt his jaw sliding south. He supposed he should have been used to the impossible by now, but apparently there was still room for surprise. "You're kidding," he managed. 

"My  sister  is  married  to  a  medieval  Scottish  laird  who  no  longer  resides  in medieval Scotland,"  Alex said  with a  deep  smile.  "I  was  wandering  around  on  his land, foolishly ignoring his warnings that  I  might find  myself  in another  century  if I weren't careful. I took a wrong step and wound up back in the late twelfth century." 

"You're kidding." 

"I never kid about time travel," Alex said seriously. 

"And your title?" Jake asked. No sense in not getting to the really pertinent part of the story as quickly as possible. 

"It was a tournament prize of sorts," Alex said. "Along with my wife, as well." 

"You fought in a tournament and  won,"  Jake  said,  torn  between  amazement  and dreadful hope. 

"It's not as miraculous as it sounds," Alex said with a shrug. "I'd trained with my brother-in-law  and  could  hold  my  own  fairly  well,  even  by  medieval  Scottish standards. I had to learn to joust, of course, and wearing mail was a royal pain in the butt. But it was doable." He looked at Jake. "I can't imagine you're just putting time in out in the lists for the fun of it." 

Jake  shook  his  head.  "Not  that  it isn't  fun,  but  I  have  a  more  serious  purpose. 

There is a woman—" 

"There always is," Alex said with a laugh. "The one who made you the sword?" 

"The  very  same.  And  believe  me,  she's  worth  some  agony  in  the  lists."  Jake paused. "I have a little problem, though." 

"Let me guess,"  Alex said.  "You  fell in love  with a  titled  woman  and  there's  no way you can have her unless you have a title yourself." 

"Well—" 

"And  to  get  a  title  you  either  need  to  impress  the  powers  that  be  with  your knightly prowess, or with a big bucket of gold sovereigns." 

Jake pursed his lips. "That about sums it up." 

"Been there, got lucky and didn't have to pony up any cash—which was  a  good thing because  I  didn't  have  any  with me.  Which  is  also  a  good  thing  because  my wife's ancestral home is a money pit and I need it all now to make the repairs." 

"Sounds expensive." 

"It is." Alex sat back in his chair, holding onto his mug of tea. "Your father must have been greatly surprised to have you show back up." 

"I'm sure he was. But he obviously had made preparations for the potential fly in the ointment." 

"He has good lawyers." 

Jake looked at him seriously. "How good?" 

"Very good," Alex said. "Lucky for you, I'm better." 

"Are you?" 

"Absolutely." 

"Good, because my father is the most unscrupulous, greedy man you'd ever want to meet." 

"I know  the  type,"  Alex assured  him,  "and  I've  crushed  more  than  my  share  of them." 

Jake  didn't  doubt  it,  and  he  didn't  doubt  it  because  he  knew.  He'd  done  his homework  as  well. Once  he'd  gotten  Alex's  name  from  Gideon,  he'd  made  a  few phone calls and found that Alex had been, in his glory days before  becoming  a  US

ex-pat, a ferocious  corporate  attorney  with a  reputation  for  raiding that  had  earned him either unwavering loyalty or intense hatred. 

Jake's kind of guy. 

"Well, what do we  do?"  Jake  asked.  "Short  of  kidnapping  him and  holding  him against  his  will—no,  wait,  that's  what  he  did  to  me.  Let's  find  something  more original for him." 

Alex grinned. "Oh, I have something in mind. There's a stockholder's meeting for his UK holdings here in our very own little London in two weeks. I say you make an unannounced  visit.  It's  difficult  to  deny  your  existence  in  front  of  five  hundred witnesses.  I  have  a  guy  who  can  hack  into  his  slide  show  and  show  off  some pertinent  documents.  I  always  find  visual  aids  to  be  so  helpful  in  these  sorts  of situations." 

"Some  press  coverage  might  be  useful  as  well.  Can  you  help  with  that?"  Jake asked. 

"Of  course.  I'm  a  full  service  attorney."  Alex  smiled  modestly.  "I  can  find  a hungry  investigative  reporter  or  two.  Of  course,  they'll  still  be  hungry  after  the meeting  and  wonder  why  in  the  world  you're  liquidating  all  your  assets  to  buy medieval coins, but maybe you can come up with a reason for that." 

"I think I'm feeling the desire to rid myself of modern-day trappings and go be  a recluse in Greenland. Or Antarctica." 

"That works." 

"Then tell me what to do," Jake said, setting his cup back on the table and leaning forward for business. "I need to get back to my life." 

"Does she know?" Alex asked quietly. 

"Amanda?" Jake shook his head. "Her brother does. She has another brother who thinks I'm a fairy, another who thinks I'm a spy, and another who  just  hates  me  for general reasons." 

"Do you plan to tell her?" 

"When I have a few things to show her that might get her to stop looking at me in that way she has that says 'whacko on the loose.'" 

Alex laughed. "I understand that look." He paused. "You don't want to bring her back here?" 

Jake shook his head. "She has family; I don't. Well, none I care to own. I couldn't ask her to leave that. Besides, I like medieval England. It's a good, simple life." 

Alex nodded. "I have to agree. It has its dangers, just like any other  century,  but on the whole, it is a good place." He reached for his briefcase. "All right, here's the plan. I've got some things here for you to sign. I've had a friend of mine checking on your office. Apparently everything's been locked up and still untouched, so you may as  well start  making plans  for  what  you're  going  to  do  there.  As  far  as  the  rest  of your assets go, I've drawn up documents that will get  them  legally transferred  back to you. I can't say what's left of the trust fund. We can try to get that back from your father, but it could take time." 

"I  don't  have  time.  I  also  don't  have  but  a  fraction  of  it  left  where  Jackson  III thinks it is." He smiled. "I love the Swiss, don't you?" 

"I do, but you'll still need proof you aren't legally dead," Alex said. "Even Swiss banks are going to want that. Let's set that up, I'll introduce you to our favorite coin collector,  and  you  can  go  from  there.  Don't  access  your  accounts,  though,  until we've confronted your father." 

"I won't," Jake said. "I've already faced his thugs once. I don't have time to come back for round two." 

Alex handed him the papers, then looked at him. "So what will you do when you go back?" 

"I'll probably do some of what I do now. I don't know why I can't design jewelry. 

I'm a good artist. Maybe I'll paint royalty for a living, or hunt gems in faraway places that no one knows about yet." He shrugged. "I'll keep myself busy." 

"And you think you can get back?" 

"I'm  counting  on  that,"  Jake  said.  He  looked  up  from  the  papers  suddenly. 

"Where did you go back? Was there a specific place, or did you  just  stumble  onto an odd-looking patch of grass?" 

"There is, if you can believe this," Alex began with pursed lips, "a fairy ring near Falconberg. In fact, my brother-in-law Jamie could  give you  an  entire list  of  places you might try. I seem to remember there is something definite near Artane. That must be how you returned." 

Jake nodded. "I know the place. In fact, I don't think I'll ever forget it." 

"Then  you  won't  need  Jamie's  map,"  Alex said.  "But  if  it  doesn't  work,  let  me know and I'll check out alternate routes." 









Jake felt as if he were booking a flight and trying to decide the best way to avoid long  layovers.  He  sincerely  hoped  he  wouldn't  be  having  any  of  those  during  a plague-ridden time in England. There were much worse things than cold stone  toilet seats and no ice in medieval drinks. 

Kendrick returned, rumpled and perspiring, to sit down on the other side of Alex. 

"Boys," he said, with feeling. 

"We're having a boy," Alex said with a smile. "In October, actually." 

"Your first?" 

"Our  first  baby  together,"  Alex  said.  "We  have  a  pair  of  adopted  children  as well." 

Kendrick wiped  his  brow.  "I  wish  you  good  fortune,  then.  Lads  are  marvelous, but you'll find them to be as fine a workout as time spent in the lists." 

Jake left Kendrick and Alex to the discussion  of  Scottish  versus  English training and how that might be compared to the raising of young boys, and concentrated on the papers in front of him. He signed them all, then he pushed them away, sat back, and contemplated his immediate future. 

Well, his  immediate  future  was  taking  too  damn  long.  He'd  already  been  away from Amanda for almost six weeks. He had to get back, and soon. 

He would confront his father, get his business back, then get on with his life. He wished there were some way he could communicate with Amanda, if only to tell her to hang on another couple of weeks. 

Surely she wouldn't give up on him. 



Chapter 26

 Montgomery stood  in his  accustomed  place  before  the  fire,  but  there  was  no  ease there for him today.  There  was  too  much  chaos  in his  home,  too  many  questions, too many loud, raised voices for there to be any peace for him. 

Especially since he knew the one thing the rest of his family didn't,  the  one  thing that would have saved them the grief they were going through. 

Robin was pacing and cursing. Nicholas was sitting at the high table, alone, with a cup of strong ale in his hands. That cup had become almost a part of  him over  the past se'nnight. It was not like him to drink so much, but Montgomery couldn't blame him. Nicholas obviously thought 'twas his doing that Amanda had fled. Montgomery supposed there was some truth to that. If Nicholas had kept silent about his desires, perhaps Amanda wouldn't have flown. 









Nay, that wasn't true either. She would have flown no matter what Nicholas had or hadn't said. 

She thought Jake wasn't returning. 

It had broken her heart. 

Montgomery  rocked  back  on  his  heels  and  considered  the  truth  of  the  matter. 

Jake had not returned, 'twas true, but had that been his choice? 

Montgomery had come to believe quite  completely  in the  past  several  se'nnights that Jake was indeed a fairy, come to rescue Amanda from her scurrilous suitors. No doubt  Jake  had  gone  back  to  his  homeland  to  gather  his  belongings,  but  not  been allowed to return. Perhaps he pined in his captive state, wishing with all his heart he could return, bringing gold with him, to wed with the woman he loved. 

Or so Montgomery told himself. 

But what he couldn't  tell Robin  and  the  rest  of  his  brothers  was  where  Amanda was  hiding.  He'd  made  the  vow,  but  vowed  in  his  heart  that  if  Jake  returned,  he would  tell  him  where  Amanda  had  gone,  so  Jake  might  rescue  her  and  bring  her home. 

Not  that  Seakirk  Abbey  was  all  that  far  away.  But  it  was  far  enough,  and Montgomery missed his sister already. 

But Jake had not returned, so Montgomery was left standing by the fire, trying to stay warm, trying to keep his vow of silence, and trying not to  believe that  the  man his sister loved had decided she wasn't worth the effort of returning. 

He wanted to believe that least of all. 



Chapter 27

 Jake stood at the door of his vault, slid Penelope's key into the  computerized  lock, and  sighed  in relief at  the  reassuring   click.  He  looked  into  the  dimly  lit  room.  The walls were a very reassuring black, the carpet under  his  feet  a  plush,  creamy  white. 

He kicked off his  shoes,  leaving the  security  of  his  person  to  the  dozen  very  large men he'd acquired through Thad and Alex, and walked into his sanctuary. 

He wandered around the room, looking at the small, glass-fronted  display  niches where he kept his more unusual pieces, just for the pleasure of seeing them, not  for any more  pedestrian  reason.  He  paused  before  each  one,  remembering  the  path  of creation he'd taken, what had inspired him, why he'd chosen not to sell them. 

And  then  he  stood  in  the  middle  of  his  vault,  looked  around  yet  again,  and wondered if it was worth giving it up. 



 Amanda. 

Her name  whispered  across  his  soul,  along  with a  sense  of  urgency.  He'd  been home  close  to  two  months  already.  Two  months  for  her  to  wonder  if  he  was returning. Two months for that bloody Nicholas de Piaget to convince her he was a better choice than a no-name merchant who couldn't even heft a sword. 

He blew out his breath. Unfortunately, things just took time, especially when  you wanted  the  wheels  of  justice  to  turn  in your  favor.  He'd  tried  to  use  the  time  well, spending  every  waking  hour  in  the  lists  at  Seakirk,  either  honing  his  skills  with Kendrick,  or  the  former  captain  of  Kendrick's  guard,  Royce.  That  had  passed  the time usefully, at least. Maybe he would never be Robin's equal; at least he might last a little longer against him than before. 

Of  course,  that  wasn't  the  only  thing of  note  lately.  He'd  had  his  confrontation with  his  father,  yesterday  as  a  matter  of  fact,  and  found  it  to  be  enormously satisfying. 

He'd  walked  into  a  room  packed  with  shareholders  and  made  it  almost  to  the podium before his father had looked up from his notes and noticed him. 

Jackson III looked as if he'd seen a ghost. 

Why,  Jake  wasn't  sure.  After  all,  III  had  to  have  known  Jake  had  escaped  the asylum.  Where  had  his  father  thought  he'd  gotten  himself to?  The  local  pub  in  his altogether for a week or two of abuse? 

He  hadn't  asked  his  father  that,  of  course.  He'd  asked  his  father  a  few  other, pertinent  questions  while idly watching  a  very  interesting  slide  show  up  on  the  big screen.  When  Jackson  III  had  turned  to  see  what  Jake  found  so  fascinating,  he'd swayed. 

Jake was certain that had been a first. 

Medical  records,  e-mails  instructing  a  north  country  loony  bin  to  keep  Jake sedated  no  matter  the  destruction  to  life  or  limb,  photos  of  a  grieving  father juxtaposed  with  an  alarmingly  fast  takeover  and  emptying  of  accounts,  Jake's assistant illegally detained under the auspices of state home heath visits by non-state employees. The visual aids had been numerous and riveting. 

The  photographers  who  had  quietly followed  Jake  into  the  ballroom  along  with the bobbies had been in a feeding frenzy, capturing III at his most unflattering. 

Amazingly enough, III had been more than willing to talk turkey. 

And so they had, in a very plush boardroom in the hotel where III had obviously planned to come back and relax after his exertions before the stockholders. Jake had eaten heartily of a rather fine catered lunch, invited his quite gray-looking father to do the same, then settled for a few signatures, a few more photographs, and a few stern words of filial rebuke. 

And so ended one father-son relationship. 

Jake  pulled  himself  back  to  the  present  with  a  sigh.  He  stretched,  then  walked across  the  room  to  get  what  he  had  come  for.  He  pulled  out  several  quite  fine aquamarines and put them in his pocket. And then  he  opened  the  glass  case  above the drawers and took out the ring he'd been thinking of from the moment he had seen Amanda. 

It was a simple thing. Baguette diamonds and aquamarines embedded in a band of platinum. It wouldn't get in her way when she went about her daily tasks. He looked at the size and hoped it fit because there was little hope of adjusting it once  he  was back in the  past.  He  put  it into  his  pocket,  then  continued  his  circuit  of  the  room, pulling out of drawers things that pleased him, or that he thought might be  useful  in the future. 

Or the past, as it were. 

He also selected a handful of finished pieces, ones for whom he had  a  particular person in mind. 

Then he chose some raw rocks. They could be finished to medieval standards, or just left as is and traded for what he would need. He put those in a large pouch he'd brought for just  such  a  purpose,  then  walked  to  the  door.  He  paused,  then  took  a final look around at his life's work. 

Penelope's work now. He pulled the door shut behind him and  turned  to  look  at his assistant sitting uncomfortably in his chair. He handed her the key. 

"Yours," he said with a smile. 

She shook her head. "You can't mean it—" 

"I do." 

"But,  Jake,  you  can't  leave.  Not  after  all you've  built  up.  To  go  to   Greenland! 

What in the hell are you going to do in  Greenland?" 

"Fish," he said. "Freeze." 

She looked  at  him,  tears  standing  in her  normally quite  dry  eyes.  "You've  got  a terminal illness, don't you? You're just doing this so I don't know." 

"Caught," he lied easily, wondering why he hadn't thought  of  that.  "Just  take  the business, Penelope. I ransacked the vault anyway, so you'll find your windfall to be perhaps less than you might think." 

"But—" 

"You know how to run the business. You'll know how to keep it running. Or sell it and do what you want. I don't care." 

"I don't design as well as you do," she said in a quavering voice. 

"Rubbish,"  he  said.  "You're  every  bit  as  good  as  I  am;  you  just  love  different things. You have plenty of gems in there to use in very nice pieces. Keep the name if you like, and transition the clients over gently. You know my style. Introduce yours slowly, and over time people will forget what was and concentrate on what is." 

She looked at him for several minutes in silence. "Don't you want someone to be with you?" she asked softly. "You know. When you go?" 

"I have friends," Jake said. "They'll be there." 

"And you're going now?" 

"In a few days." 

"You won't call… when the end…" 

Jake  shook  his  head.  "This  is  good-bye,  Pen.  You've  been  a  fabulous  assistant and a good friend—" 

She jumped  up  out  of  the  chair  and  threw  her  arms  around  him in an  impulsive gesture  he  certainly  hadn't  expected.  She  kissed  him  quickly,  then  ran  from  the room.  Jake  looked  at  Kendrick,  who  was  masquerading  as  one  of  the  dozen bodyguards. Kendrick grinned and shrugged. Jake sighed. 

"All right, guys. One more stop, then you can be on your ways." 

He ran his fingers  along  his  desk  one  more  time,  looked  around  his  office,  then followed  his  strongmen  from  the  room  and  shut  the  door  behind  him  for  the  last time. 



 He  took  the  train north  with Kendrick,  watching  the  countryside  speed  by  at  a dizzying rate. Kendrick allowed him the peace for his own thoughts, which he greatly appreciated. He considered the jewels in his  pocket  and  more  in his  duffle  bag;  he considered  the  enormous  sum  of  money  which  was  ready  to  be  deposited  into  a discreetly  numbered  Swiss  bank  account  in  return  for  hundreds  of  coins  of  a medieval vintage; he  stared  out  the  window  and  considered  the  fact  that  he  would never again travel at this rate of speed from London to the Scottish border. 

Speed was overrated. 

So were a great number of modern inventions. 

Though  he  supposed  he  might  truly  miss  a  soldering  iron  and  his  nice,  very expensive  pinpoint  torch.  He  seriously  doubted  an  open  fire,  hammer,  and  anvil would yield the kind of creations he'd managed in the past. 

Well, perhaps he would invent new ways of working with gems and metals. There was something to be said for progress. 

All of which was merely windowdressing, given the nature of the true gem he was hoping for. 

"I hope she waited," Jake murmured. 

"Mandy's impetuous," Kendrick noted. "I have to admit that nothing she ever did surprised me, once I understood her character." 

Jake  looked  at  Kendrick  sitting  across  from  him,  a  medieval knight who  looked perfectly at home in jeans and a T-shirt. No sword at his side, but even so, he gave off a definite don't-mess-with-me aura. 



"Do I make it?" Jake asked. 

"Don't ask  me  that,"  Kendrick  said,  looking  out  the  window.  "Go  on  with your plans, as planned. Just don't ask me about the outcome." 

"There's a name for a man like you," Jake said easily. 

Kendrick looked at him with dusty green eyes. "What if I told you she wed with a man named Rolfe who sired ten children on her, beat her regularly, and made her life hell until the day she died in childbirth with babe number eleven? What would you do then?" 

"Change history," Jake said. 

"Then what does it matter what I tell you?" 

Jake sighed. "It doesn't. I would go anyway and damn the consequences." 

"I thought you would." 

Jake laughed in spite of himself. He'd gotten what he deserved, he supposed, for going back on his own decision to forge ahead without any details. 

"Besides,  you  don't  really want  to  ruin the  suspense,  do  you?"  Kendrick  asked with twinkling eyes.  "Where's  the  sport  in  that?  Real  men  don't  read  the  last  five pages of a book first." 

"Your wife does." 

"She's  not  a  man,  she's  a  tender-hearted  angel,"  Kendrick  said  with  a  smile. 

"Suspense kills her. You've more spine than that, haven't you?" 

"If I make it,  I  suppose  I'll remind  you  that  I  do  in a  million little ways,  making your young life hell in payment. How does that grab you?" 

Kendrick leaned forward. "Real knights don't flinch." 

"I'll remember that." 

"I imagine you will." 

Jake  laughed  and  settled  back  to  watch  the  scenery,  allowing  his  mind  to  go pleasantly  blank.  He  supposed  he  might  even  have  napped  here  and  there.  He supposed it might be the very last time he napped in a train, so perhaps it wasn't all bad. 

Assuming he made it. 

Assuming he wasn't going to have to spend the next five years alternately begging Penelope to give him back his business and trying to  dump  half a  million dollars  in medieval gold coins. 

Heaven help him. 



 Genevieve was waiting for them at the station with the  kids.  Kendrick  hopped  in the car with her,  and  Jake  piled  several  of  his  bodyguards  in a  rental,  with another rental following. He would let the  men  go  when  he  was  sure  the  coast  was  clear—

probably about three nanoseconds before he popped himself back into the past. 

They  drove  to  Artane  with  Kendrick  in  the  lead.  Jake  was  amused  to  find Genevieve  driving,  for  a  change.  Apparently  she  wasn't  all  that  confident  in Kendrick's reaction to seeing the family seat after all these years. 

Jake  could  hardly  wait  to  see  Kendrick's  reaction  when  he  laid  his  eyes  on Gideon. 

They  wound  their way  down  from  the  Al,  through  the  village, and  into  Artane's carpark. Jake hung back as Kendrick walked up to the front gates with Genevieve at his side and his children scampering around him like puppies. 

"You  can't  park  here  after  six,"  a  crusty  old  man  said,  coming  out  from  the gatehouse. "His Lordship won't have it, I tell you. Besides, we're closed." 

"I'll make sure we move the cars later," Jake said dryly. 

The man folded his arms over his chest. "You need tickets." 

"You said you were closed." 

The  old  man  looked  at  Kendrick  and  his  family,  looked  at  Jake,  looked  at  the bodyguards,  then  scowled  and  scuttled  back  through  the  gates  and  on  up  to  the castle.  So  much  for  being  unannounced.  Jake  caught  up  with  Kendrick  and Genevieve  as  they  walked  underneath  the  barbican.  Kendrick  stopped  once  they were inside the outer walls and simply stared at the castle. 

"Real knights don't flinch," Jake murmured. 

"Damn you," Kendrick growled. Then he took a deep breath, looked at Jake, and smiled ruefully. "I daresay I deserved that." 

"I daresay you did." 

Kendrick looked at the path leading up to the inner bailey gates,  then  sighed  and put his shoulders back. "I assume they're expecting us?" 

"Well,  they're  expecting  me,"  Jake  said  easily.  "I  just  said  I  was  bringing  some friends. You're supposed to have your explanation ready. What,  do  I  have  to  think of everything?" 

"There  are  lists  here  as  well  as  at  Seakirk,"  Kendrick  said  pointedly.  "I  could demand a meeting with you there at dawn." 

"I'll be there. But now, if I  were  you,  I'd  be  thinking of  a  good  cover  story.  Or you could just try the  truth.  Then  again,  maybe  we  should  take  a  measure  of  Lord Edward's constitution first. If he looks like a pantywaist, we'll just lie." 

Genevieve laughed. "Jake, you aren't making this any easier for him." 

"I owe him several moments of discomfort." He put a hand briefly on Kendrick's shoulder. "Actually, Gideon's meeting us  at  the  door  and  he's  already  talked  to  his dad. Apparently they have all kinds of spooky things going on here at Artane." 

He smiled pleasantly. "They're not in the Top Ten, but  then  again,  that's  just  the printed list. Maybe they're Number Eleven." 

"If not, I could make that happen for them," Kendrick said grimly. "I know a few shades who wouldn't mind dividing their time between Seakirk and somewhere new." 

Jake smiled and continued on up the way with Kendrick. It hit him, suddenly, that he was  almost  in  Kendrick's  shoes.  Here  he  was,  walking  up  the  same  path  he'd walked up  in borrowed  medieval boots,  but  now  he  was  wearing  his  own  pair  of modern, rubber-soled shoes. His jeans and sweatshirt were a far cry from tights and tunic. He paused under the inner bailey's barbican gate and looked out into the lists. 

They had a different look from their medieval counterpart, but  take  away  the  grass, the extra stone buildings, and that little red Mini over there in the corner,  and  things were about the same. 

Only he knew that the family he wanted to become a part of was not inside. 

He sighed and walked with Kendrick and Genevieve up to the keep. Jake climbed the steps, then waited for Kendrick to knock. After all, Kendrick had been born here, lived out the majority of his youth here. It was right that he get them inside. 

"I  feel as  though  this  is  no  longer  my  home,"  Kendrick  mused.  "After  all  these years." He looked at Jake. " 'Tis passing odd." 

"Maybe they'll give you visitation rights," Jake said. 

The door opened suddenly and Gideon stood there, all smiles. Until he looked at Kendrick, that was, and then his mouth hung open. 

Jake understood. 

"Gideon  de  Piaget,  meet  Kendrick,  earl of  Seakirk,"  Jake  said.  "Kendrick,  meet your nephew Gideon. Several generations removed, of course." 

Kendrick and Gideon stared at each other, apparently unable to  do  anything else but gape. Jake looked at Genevieve and smiled. 

"Could be twins, couldn't they?" 

"Except for the hair color, yes, they could," she agreed with an  answering  smile. 

"Spooky." 

"Very." Jake looked at Gideon. "Well, aren't you going to invite us in?" 

"Come  in,"  Gideon  said,  stepping  back,  stilling  wearing  that  look  of  complete astonishment. 

"It's Fate," Jake said pointedly. "You know, that thing you told me about?" 

"Well," Gideon said finally. "Well, I see." 

Kendrick finally held out his hand. "Well met, nephew." 

Gideon  looked  at  his  hand,  then  reached  out  and  pulled  Kendrick  into  a  manly embrace  complete  with  much  back  slapping  and  pounding.  And  then  just  as suddenly, he stepped back. He smiled. 

"I'm sorry you haven't come sooner." 



"I am too," Kendrick said. He hesitated. "Does your father know?" 

"Told him last eve during his Schnapps," Gideon said with a grin. "He spewed it all over his very expensive antique carpet upstairs. I'll show you the stain." 

Kendrick  grinned  as  well  and  Jake  shivered.  He  wondered,  absently,  if  that happened  often  down  family  lines,  where  an  ancestor  and  a  descendant  were  so closely matched in face and temperament. It would have made a fascinating book. 

Too bad he had other things to do than write it. 

He  shook  hands  briefly  with  Gideon,  then  hung  back  and  let  Gideon  lead Kendrick  into  Artane's  great  hall.  Jake  trailed  along  behind,  shepherding  children when necessary, and just absorbing the sight of a modern Artane when not. He made nice  with Gideon's  father,  accepted  compliments  from  Gideon's  mother  about  his jewelry, and sat at a very, very weathered high table and enjoyed afternoon tea. 

The same table he'd sat at with Amanda of Artane eight hundred years earlier. 

He found that it was almost impossible not to think about her constantly while he sat nibbling on cookies and sipping tea. Was she sitting exactly where he was,  only centuries in the past? Was she thinking about him? Had she given up? 

 Please don't give up, he pleaded silently.  Just  a  few  more  days.  Give  me  a  few more days. 

"A tour," Edward of Artane announced grandly. "So you will see that Artane has not… er… changed all that much." He paused. "Over the years. Quite." 

Jake  hid  his  smile  behind  his  hand.  Edward  had  bold  words,  but  his  hand trembled as he  waved  expansively,  and  who  could  blame  him? It  wasn't  every  day that the grandson of Rhys de Piaget came to pass judgment  on  how  generations  of de Piagets had taken care of the old pile of stones. 

Jake  went  on  the  tour  gladly,  walking  over  places  he'd  been  before,  reliving memories, wanting desperately  to  be  back  in time walking those  passageways  with someone, no offense, besides Kendrick. 

"The  dungeon,"  Edward  said,  pointing  behind  the  kitchens.  "We  have  it  walled up, of course, for security reasons, but I understand that in the past, it was quite an uncomfortable place." 

He shot Kendrick a sideways look. 

Kendrick  shrugged.  "I  never  spent  the  night there.  Ask  Jake.  I  imagine  Amanda tossed him in there first thing, didn't she?" 

Jake  snorted.  "I  told  you  as  much."  He  looked  at  Edward.  "Thank  you  for boarding it up, my lord. It's not a nice place at all." 

"The  dungeons  are  closed,  but  the  cellar  is  open,"  Edward  said.  "We  use  it  as storage  now,  but  I  understand  in  the  past—"  and  here  he  shot  Kendrick  another look, "it was used for a great many things." 

Kendrick only smiled politely. 



Edward looked at Jake. "We've vats  of  all sorts  of  history  in there,  but  perhaps you'd care to look upstairs  where  the  finer pieces  are  kept.  We've  housed  them  all behind glass, of course, to  keep  the  odd,  sticky-fingered  tourist  from  pinching  our history, but you're more than welcome to peruse things as long as you wish." 

"Father, why don't we let them get settled," Gideon offered. "Perhaps the rest of the tour might wait until tomorrow. The children might like to  go  play  outside  for  a bit before supper is ready." 

Edward  looked  somewhat  relieved,  but  not  so  relieved  that  he  didn't  offer Genevieve his arm quite gallantly to escort her back up the stairs. Kendrick  trudged alongside Jake across the kitchen. 

"Well?" Jake asked quietly. 

Kendrick only shook his head. " 'Tis strange, my friend, to be walking in my own home again so long after I'd last seen it." 

"How does it look?" 

If  Jake  hadn't  known  better,  he  might  have  seen  a  bit  of  moisture  there  in Kendrick's eye. 

"  'Tis  in tolerable  shape,"  Kendrick  said  with a  smile.  "Tolerable  shape  indeed. 

My  grandfather  would  have  been  pleased."  He  looked  at  Jake.  "Have  you  met Rhys?" 

"Not yet." 

"You would like him. He was a very fair man." 

"I certainly hope so," Jake said, with feeling. He followed Kendrick up the stairs, and accepted a room on the second floor. 

The twins' room. 

He had to go in and sit down before he fell down. 

He had to get back. Soon. All these déjà vus were killing him. He put his  face  in his  hands  and  closed  his  eyes.  Tomorrow  was  his  meeting  with  the  coin  guy.  He already had his clothes. All he had left to do was pack and then make the attempt. 

He wouldn't fail. 

He couldn't. 

A soft  knock  at  the  door  had  him heaving himself  back  to  his  feet.  He  walked over  to  the  door  and  opened  it to  find  Genevieve  de  Piaget  standing  there  with  a baby in one arm and a small suitcase in her other hand. He smiled at her. 

"How's Kendrick doing?" 

"He's already investigating nooks and crannies without His Lordship's knowledge. 

If we manage to get a decent meal in this place before we're kicked out, it will be  a miracle." 

Jake laughed.  "I'm  not  sure  Lord  Edward  can  accuse  Kendrick  of  breaking  and entering, or stealing, for that matter. It might be Kendrick's stuff to begin with." 

"I  doubt  that,"  Genevieve  said.  "He  couldn't  leave Seakirk,  but  he  certainly  had people  who  could.  The  one  who  painted  that  picture  of  his  family  over  his  desk, Jonathan,  was  one.  I  think  he  made  more  than  one  trip  to  Artane  to  retrieve Kendrick's things." 

Jake looked at her thoughtfully. "How has it been?" he asked. 

"Being married to a man for whom modern English is a second language?" 

"Something like that." 

Genevieve  smiled.  "Well,  I've  learned  Norman  French,  if  that  answers  your question." She shook her head with another smile. "It's been a dream from beginning to  now.  I  don't  regret  it  for  a  minute.  Kendrick  is  a  wonderful  father,  a  fabulous husband,  and  a  formidable  warrior.  I'm  just  happy  he  was  kept  on  ice  for  me  for eight hundred years." 

"I'm certain you were worth the wait. I hope Amanda will feel the same way about me." 

Genevieve nodded encouragingly. "I'm sure she will. I hope you'll find your return trip  an  easy  one."  She  held  out  the  suitcase.  "Here,  these  are  for  you.  Things  to make your trip a little easier still. I've got to run. Baby has had a long day and so has her mother." 

"Do you need help with your boys?" 

She  shook  her  head.  "Gideon's  wife  Megan  is  here  and  she  and  Gideon  have taken the lads on a treasure hunt." 

"Like father, like sons." 

Genevieve laughed. "At least the lads' hunt is a sponsored one, though I sincerely doubt they'll turn up anything nearly as interesting as Kendrick will." The baby began to fuss and she shifted her in her arms. "Gotta go. See you at dinner." 

Jake nodded, then shut the door. He took the suitcase over to a chair and opened it. Inside were  several  articles  of  medieval clothing,  a  new  pair  of  boots  made  in a very medieval-looking fashion, and a very rustic-looking  rucksack  to  carry  them  in. 

And in the bottom of the suitcase was a little box of Godiva chocolates with a note:

  

 For Amanda, because you can never go wrong with a box of wooing chocolate. 

 That is assuming you make it, of course…

  

 K. 

  

Jake smiled, then packed up the gear. He would wear back the clothes he'd come forward in, and save these for a nicer occasion. Perhaps his marriage. 









A man could dream. 

He  stashed  his  jewels  under  the  bed,  then  with  a  final  look  at  the  modern incarnation  of  the  room  he'd  spent  so  much  time  in,  left  it  and  went  in  search  of supper. 



Chapter 28

 Amanda  knelt over  a  bench  and  flinched  at  the  crack  of  the  birch  rod  across  her back. She squeezed her eyes tightly, but the tears rolled out  from  under  her  eyelids just the same. She wouldn't cry out. She knew that her silence infuriated the  abbess no end, and she supposed that if she'd possessed the wit the good Lord had given a hedgehog, she would have wept immediately and saved herself the agony. 

"Damn you, gel," the abbess said, after a particularly heavy blow, "spew out your penitence! I grow weary of this." 

Amanda clamped her lips shut, but the force of the next blow wrenched a goodly bit of breath from her just the same. By the saints, if she could have, she would have risen, taken that stick away from the abbess, and clouted her a mighty blow in return. 

Unfortunately  she  was  otherwise  unable  to  rise.  And  to  be  honest,  she  was beginning  to  doubt  her  ability  to  outlast  the  woman  with  the  rod,  who  seemed determined to beat a confession of any kind from her. 

The  next  blow  convinced  her  that  perhaps  a  confession  might  be  in  her  best interest. 

"Forgive me, Mother," Amanda said, through gritted teeth. "I have many vices to rid myself of." 

The abbess snorted and tossed the rod across the chamber. "Finally! Too  many for my poor arm, I daresay. I'll find someone else to aid you in your repentance." 

Amanda dropped her head in relief when the woman left the chamber. She had no idea  who  would  come  next,  but  perhaps  no  one  would  have  the  time  or  desire  to help her see the error of her ways. She rested uncomfortably against the  bench  and wondered just when her plans had gone awry. 

Likely at the moment when she had ridden out Artane's massive gates. 

Of course, she should have known something was amiss when she had presented herself  to  the  abbess.  The  woman  had  recognized  her  immediately,  which  had surprised  Amanda  greatly.  Next  from  her  mouth  had  come  not  the  words  "How lovely that you feel a  calling to  prayer,"  but  "How  much  do  you  bring  in gold  and property?" 



Amanda supposed that such  was  a  question  a  woman  in charge  of  such  a  large abbey must ask, but it had  been  the  way  she'd  asked  it,  as  if she  were  a  merchant weighing a bag of gold and already counting in her head how she might spend it, that had been so unsettling. 

Merchants. 

Damn them all, was she to be tormented by their ilk forever? 

She  had  subsequently  been  deprived  of  her  clothing  and  given  something resembling a grain sack to wear.  That  wouldn't  have  troubled  her,  having spent  the greater part of her life in her brothers' less-than-comfortable clothing, but this chafed abominably and had already rubbed her shoulders raw with its rough seams. She half wondered if the sisters didn't sew thistle thorns into them just to test the commitment of the postulates. 

Fasting had been the next order  of  business.  Indeed,  she  couldn't  remember  the last  time  she'd  been  given  anything  to  eat,  but  she  thought  it  might  have  been yesternmorn, and she was almost positive it had consisted of gruel that no  one  else had been willing to feed even to the hogs. 

In short, she was beginning to suspect she had made a terrible mistake. 

Even a life with Ledenham could not possibly be this bad. 

Her wrists  were  untied  from  the  legs  of  the  whipping  stool  and  she  was  hauled ungently to her feet. She swayed. She would have swayed more, but a  bracing  slap brought her back to her senses. 

"Time in the kitchens will serve you better than another beating," a dour-faced nun said curtly. "Best be about your work whilst you  have  the  strength."  She  looked  at Amanda critically. "And put your hair back. Don't know why you didn't  have  it cut off when you arrived. Special treatment, I daresay." 

Amanda tried  to  braid  her  hair,  but  found  her  arms  simply  would  not  go  above her  shoulders  without  pain  so  intense  she  gasped.  A  look  from  Sister  Eunice, though, convinced her that pain was  the  least  of  her  worries  at  present,  so  she  did her best. 

The kitchens. What a boon. Perhaps she would be able to filch something whilst she was there. 

She  would  have  shaken  her  head  in  disbelief,  but  that  was  too  painful,  so  she settled for a silent snort of incredulity at her own stupidity. She had envisioned a life of quiet contemplation, of peace and security. What she had gotten was a place full of more intrigue than court. 

Worse yet, she wasn't sure she could escape. 

Or that she should even try. She sighed deeply. For once in her life, perhaps she should  have  more  of  a  purpose  than  designing  escapes  from  the  conditions  life placed upon her. This had been her choice. Was she so weak-kneed that she would shrink from the difficult? 



Her father would have been ashamed of her. 

She put her shoulders back—carefully—and marched on doggedly behind  Sister Eunice. She had put her  foot  to  this  path;  she  would  continue  on  and  see  it to  the end. 

And  after  she  had  repented  to  Abbess  Joan's  satisfaction  and  taken  her  vows, then her father could be informed and send her dowry to the church. He would have little choice,  to  her  mind.  Her  commitment  would  be  irrevocable  and  to  refuse  to honor her commitment would be unthinkable. 

At least she hoped he would find it unthinkable. 

She suspected that her lands and gold might be the only thing that would buy her any peace at all from the abbess. They might as well buy something useful. 



 Her days flowed one into another until she quite lost track of how long she'd been away from home. It could have been a week, it could have been two. It  could  have been  an  eternity.  She  slept  on  a  dirt  floor  without  a  blanket;  she  ate  the  dregs  of whatever was on the fire—if she was allowed to eat; she worked in the garden, in the pigsty, in the stable until her hands were cracked and bleeding and her bare feet were in like condition. 

She  prayed  quite  a  bit,  but  never,  as  Fate  would  have  it,  in  the  comfort  of  the chapel. 

Today, her  task  was  to  serve  as  a  carrier  of  foodstuffs  to  various  places  in the abbey. Amanda suspected that the reason for that was that the ground was growing increasingly cold,  her  feet  were  growing  increasingly  bloody,  and  the  abbess  was tiring of beating her to make her obedient. 

In truth, Amanda was growing tired of the latter as well. 

She limped along the stone pathways, carrying something that smelled so good, it was all she could do not to rip off the lid and eat it without pausing for  breath.  But she knew where that would lead, so she concentrated on her feet and  not  the  food, and kept on her way to the abbess's cell—which was more of a luxurious solar than a cell, but who was she to judge? 

She paused at the doorway, only because the door was ajar and  she  wasn't  sure what she was going to knock with, given that her hands were  full of  a  wooden  tray laden with the aforementioned delicacies. 

"Write this for me," the abbess commanded in a clear voice. "I don't want to sully my hands with it." 

"As you will," said Sister Eunice, she of the birch rod that had a decided lack of patience. 

Amanda stood  at  the  doorway,  wondering  how  an  interruption  would  affect  her immediate future, when she heard the most astonishing thing. 

"To Ledenham," Abbess Joan began, "from me. Fill in that bit. You know how I want it to sound." 

Amanda  clutched  the  wooden  tray.  Ledenham?  Somehow,  she  suspected  this could not be good. 

"I have the woman you want and she is being properly instructed in meekness and respect. I have not alerted those at Artane simply because I was certain that you, my good Ledenham, would wish to have the pleasure of informing Artane that you were the  one  to  hunt  down  and  capture—nay,  that  isn't  the  proper  word.  What  word would you choose, Eunice?" 

"Retrieve?" Eunice suggested. "Slay? Corner?" 

"Oh, by the saints," Abbess Joan said in disgust, "you've little wit for this sort of business.  Write  'capture'  and  be  done  with it.  Say  that  I  thought  Ledenham  would wish to be the one to say to Artane that he had found his miserable  daughter—nay, do not write that, you twit—and 'twas for that reason that I have not informed Artane that the wench is here."  She  sighed  so  loudly,  Amanda  winced.  "Tell  him to  come fetch her. Soon. Or if he thinks she needs a bit more instruction, I will be  happy  to provide  it.  And  indeed,  she  could  do  with several  more  doses  of  humility. Why  it falls to me to do it, I cannot fathom, but my work is never finished, it seems." 

The sound of a chair scraping against the stone startled Amanda so badly that she almost dropped her tray. She hastened back the way she had come, then turned and groaned loudly as she made her way along the path. 

The saints preserve her if the abbess thought she'd been eavesdropping. 

And the saints preserve her from what she'd heard. 

She shouldn't have been surprised. So, she was to be sold to Ledenham  just  the same. She could have at least been having a few last days of comfort and security at Artane.  Her  life  there  was  looking  far  less  intolerable  than  it  had  looked  but  a fortnight ago. 

She tapped softly. "My lady?" she said. Meekly. 

The door  was  pulled  open  and  Sister  Eunice  stood  there,  scowling.  "Took  you long enough." 

"My  apologies,  my  lady,"  Amanda  said,  bowing  her  head  humbly.  "I  will endeavor to make greater haste the next time." 

The abbess grunted. "Set a guard over her. Well, beat  her  first,  then  set  a  guard over her. By the saints, I loathe these pampered lords' daughters. 'Tis such an effort to teach them what they must know to become proper nuns." 

Amanda almost snorted. Indeed, 'twas only with great effort that she managed to keep her head down and her face impassive. Why, that great lying sow! She had no intentions of Amanda becoming  a  nun.  Amanda  wondered  how  she  would  escape, and if she managed it, how she would manage to walk all the way back to Artane. 

'Twas a certainty the abbess wouldn't give her back her horse. 

Eunice  cuffed  her  so  hard,  her  ears  rang  and  she  almost  dropped  her  tray. 









"Clumsy gel," she said. 

Amanda managed to set the  tray  down  and  escape  the  cell before  she  heard,  or felt, anything else. But she had the feeling her evening would finish as it always  did, with her  enduring  more  instruction  in  the  meek  arts.  One  thing  she  could  say  for Eunice, though, was that she didn't have the patience for it. A  blow  or  two  and  the woman was ready to be off to bed. 

Amanda  looked  at  the  sky  as  she  walked  back  to  the  kitchens.  She  didn't  even have the strength to weep. She was a fool; she had put herself in this horrible  place and she had no one to blame for it but herself. 

She wondered if, by some miracle, Jake had returned to Artane. 

Did he love her still? 

Would he be able to pry the truth from Montgomery? 

She didn't hold out much hope for either. 

So she trudged back to the kitchen and prayed for a bit of privacy, if only enough to scrape the bottom of the stew pot and ease the gnawing in her belly before Sister Eunice sent for her to further her lessons in meekness. 

She  hadn't  reached  the  kitchens  before  there  were  men  flanking  her,  grim-faced men who did not touch her, did not speak to her, but walked so close to her that she knew beyond all doubt that escape was no longer a possibility. 

By the saints, what had she done? 

She had no answer, so she continued on her way. 

And she prayed for a miracle. 



Chapter 29

 Jake looked over his gear set out on the bed and made certain he had everything he needed. There were the eight bags of gold, which damn well better be enough to buy him  an  enormous  castle,  a  big  fat  title  to  go  with  it,  and  one  quite  lovely  and irreplaceable Amanda of Artane. 

He didn't want to consider the alternative: rich, titled, and still single in 1227. 

He  checked  his  mental  list  of  gems,  placed  in  several  sacks  and  scattered throughout his clothes. He decided he would slip  things  in various  locations  on  his person so if he did get robbed, at least the thugs might miss something. 

He  also  had  a  few  art  supplies.  He'd  thought  to  perhaps  take  more  things, something to prove his  birth  date,  but  decided  against  it.  He  wasn't  sure  about  the state  of  witch-burning  in  the  thirteenth  century,  but  he  had  no  desire  to  become familiar with it firsthand. 

He dressed himself in his old medieval gear, then packed up the rest of his things. 

He put  on  his  worn  boots,  strapped  his  sword  belt  around  his  waist,  and  looked around to see if he had left anything behind. His bed was made and a small box sat there  prominently.  It  was  for  Kendrick.  He  was  almost  positive  Kendrick  would enjoy it. 

He shouldered  his  pack  and  headed  downstairs.  Lord  Edward  was  there  at  the table,  having  his  kippers  and  cold  toast.  Jake  accepted  the  invitation  to  join  him. 

Lord Edward looked at Jake over the rim of his teacup. 

"So, you're off this morning?" he asked politely. 

"One could hope," Jake said with a smile. 

Lord Edward shook his head, as if he just couldn't quite believe something. 

Probably the events of his life during the past week, Jake surmised. 

"I wish you good fortune," Edward said, setting down his cup. "Is there anything I can do for you?" 

"You've already  done  a  great  deal,"  Jake  said.  "You  were  kind  enough  to  allow me to paw through many of your treasures. That was an unexpected pleasure." 

"It was the very least I could do," Edward said. "My wife so  loves  your  jewelry and it was enormously kind of you to bring her something new as a parting gift." 

"My pleasure," Jake said sincerely. And it was. Helen, the current Lady of Artane, had gushed so much the night before that Jake had been tempted to blush. Ah,  that all his customers could have been so satisfied. 

He looked up from his breakfast to find Gideon coming to the table with his wife Megan at  his  side.  Jake  sat  back  and  listened  to  them  sit  and  chat  with  Gideon's father.  They  seemed  surreal,  somehow,  Gideon  and  his  family,  as  if  he  were observing them in the right place but definitely the wrong time. 

Gideon  turned  to  him.  "Your  bodyguards  are  waiting  for  you  at  the  gates whenever you're ready." 

"Thank you," Jake said. "I  don't  think I'll need  them  much  longer.  I've  left cash for them. You'll pay them once I'm safely away?" 

"Certainly,"  Gideon  said.  He  smiled  ruefully.  "You  know,  I  feel  terribly responsible for all this somehow." 

"I'll be thinking kindly of you for eternity," Jake said with a laugh. 

"Yes,  but  the  primitive  conditions,"  Gideon  protested.  "No  mobile  phones,  no computers, no ability to do business all over the world from the ease and comfort of your office." He shivered. "I don't think I could do it." 

"I would say that technology is overrated, but that  might be  too  much  for  you," 

Jake said. "I admit I will miss some of the tools of my trade and the ease of getting supplies. But the trade off is worth it." 

"She must be spectacular." 

"She is. In every respect." 

Gideon paused. "And your family here?" 

"They'll  survive,"  Jake  said,  and  that  was  the  understatement  of  the  millennium. 

"I'm hoping for a new set of relatives in the near future." 

"Well, you'll be marrying into a good bunch," Gideon said with a smile. "Sterling souls, all through the centuries." 

Jake  nodded  with  a  smile.  Amanda  would  be  a  Kilchurn,  not  a  de  Piaget,  but hopefully her family wouldn't hold that against him. 

Assuming she would marry him after all. 

"Friends?" Gideon asked. 

"I've said good-byes," Jake said easily. He'd called his old Eton chum Alistair for their once-a-year  catch  up.  Penelope  he'd  already  led  astray.  Thad  had  listened  to Jake's story silently, without even so much as  a  change  in his  breathing,  from  what Jake could tell over the phone. He'd wished Jake good luck, told him to remember all he'd learned in Thad's Survival School, then said he would miss him. 

Actually he'd said, "Later, Buddy," but Jake had translated that easily enough. 

Jake  applied  himself to  his  last  modern  meal—without  allowing himself to  dwell on  the  possibility  that  it  very  well  might  not  be  his  last  modern  meal—and  made polite  small  talk  with  his  host,  Gideon  and  Megan,  and  finally  Kendrick  and Genevieve. 

And then, quite suddenly, he knew he had to leave. It was as if he'd just heard the final call for a flight over the PA system. He stood up, thanked his hosts, and asked Kendrick if he was ready for a little drive. Kendrick nodded and walked with him out of Artane's doors. 

"Weird, isn't it?" Jake asked as they descended the steps to the courtyard. 

"Aye, very," Kendrick said with feeling. 

"Do you regret coming?" 

"Nay, not at all," Kendrick said. "It was long overdue. I daresay Gideon and I will have many fine conversations  in the  future  about  things  past  and  present.  I'll enjoy that." 

"Think of me while you're doing it." 

"Hmmm," Kendrick said, noncommittally. 

"You are completely without mercy," Jake said with a laugh. "Aren't you going to give me one bloody little hint?" 

"I wouldn't want to ruin the surprise." 



"And if I don't make it?" 

"Call me and I'll come fetch you. You can begin a new life as a coin dealer." 

Jake shook his head. He  had  his  own  opinions  on  what  would  happen  later that day, but he would do just as Kendrick did, and keep his opinions to himself. 

The  journey  to  the  appropriate  spot  took  far  less  time  than  Jake  suspected, though he supposed he shouldn't have been surprised. Cars were, admittedly, faster than horses. 

Kendrick stopped his Jag, turned off the motor, and looked at Jake. 

"You're sure?" 

"I'm sure." 

"Then I wish you good fortune. Leave us a message somehow  if you  get  lost  in time. Apparently your attorney's brother-in-law is quite the time traveler." 

"James MacLeod?" Jake asked with a smile. "Yes,  I  heard  all about  him.  I  think you should get to know him. You might like to do some traveling with him." 

Kendrick shook his head with a shiver. "Surely you jest. I've  already  seen  all the centuries between mine and yours. I've no desire to see them again.  Though  I  must admit,  I  think Laird  MacLeod  and  I  might have  an  interesting  conversation  or  two about them." He put his hand on Jake's shoulder. "If you become lost, find a way to leave your mark and we'll come fetch you and deposit you in the right place." 

"I'm so relieved." 

"You should be," Kendrick said, suddenly serious. "This is no game." 

"I never said it was," Jake said easily. He got out of the car, then  leaned  back  in and looked at Kendrick. "You'd better get  the  bouncers  out  of  here.  I  think I  need privacy to do this properly." 

Kendrick inclined his head. "As you wish. Be careful." 

"You too. Those boys of yours are hellions, but I think your daughter is going to give you the most grief." 

"Cad," Kendrick said. "She's an angel." 

Jake pursed his lips and shut the door. He shouldered his pack, patted his sword, and climbed over the fence to the field where he'd arrived. He looked around him to make certain his father wasn't going to leap out of the trees with dozens of gorillas in tow, then looked at Kendrick and waved him away. 

The  cars  pulled  away  slowly.  Jake  watched  them  go,  realizing  that  if  he  was extremely fortunate, those would be the last cars he would ever see. 

He sighed and tromped off through the little tree break and into the clearing where he knew the gate to be. He had the  same  feeling of  urgency  he'd  had  before,  when he'd known he needed to be at the proper place at  the  proper  time.  He  gripped  the straps of his rustic backpack and said a  little prayer.  He  wondered  what  was  really the best way to proceed. 



Should  he  sing?  Walk  three  times  counterclockwise  and  mutter  a  druidic incantation?  Alex had  told  him to  think about  where  he  wanted  to  go  and  the  gate would take him there. 

So he thought about Amanda. He pictured her so vividly that he could almost see her in front of him. He closed his eyes and wished with all his heart. He waited. 

Nothing happened. 

Well, he was nothing if not patient. He stood there, hoping that he wouldn't soon hear the sound of his father yelling for his goons to attack. He heard very few things, actually.  A  bit  of  wind  stirring  the  trees.  Far  off  traffic  from  the  A1.  The  waves against the shore near the castle.  And  then  he  began  to  have  a  hard  time telling the difference between the three. 

But he had no difficulty at all hearing the gasp behind him. He spun around to find none other than Montgomery de Piaget standing there, clutching his horse's reins as if they were all that held him fixed to reality. 

Montgomery crossed himself. 

Jake took a brief moment to let out a shaky breath. He'd made it. One very  large hurdle down; several more to go. 

Montgomery  started  to  back  up.  Jake  rolled  his  eyes  and  strode  forward.  "It's only me, Montgomery," he said, grasping the lad by the  shoulder.  "Stop  looking  at me as if I were a demon." 

"You're a fairy," Montgomery said in a strangled voice. 

"I am not." 

"You are too. You sprang up from the grass." 

"Are you sure?" 

Montgomery nodded, wide-eyed. 

Jake smiled. "What are you doing out here?" 

Montgomery smiled suddenly. "I was looking for you. I  hoped  the  fairies  would release you soon, and here you are." 

Jake  considered  the  very  weary-looking  young  man,  and  smiled.  "How  well  did you sleep last night, Montgomery?" 

"In truth, not very well," Montgomery admitted. 

"If you were to ask me," Jake began, "I would say you were sleeping standing up. 

I've had it happen to me. I've been so tired that one minute I was staring  at  nothing and the next something was there, but in reality what had happened was that I'd fallen asleep for a moment or two." He smiled reassuringly. "Happens all the time." 

"I  still  think  you're  a  fairy,"  Montgomery  said  stubbornly,  but  then  he  smiled. 

"And  I  feared  the  fairies  had  taken  you  captive  and  wouldn't  let  you  return."  He looked behind Jake. "Where is your horse?" 



"I walked." 

Montgomery nodded wisely. "No wonder it took you so long." 

"Has Amanda forgotten about me?" Jake asked lightly. "Or has she ground Robin into the dirt with her marvelous swordplay?" 

Montgomery  hesitated.  Jake  looked  at  him,  wondering  suddenly  if  he'd  taken Amanda's affection for granted. 

"What?" Jake asked sharply. "What happened?" 

"She isn't at Artane," Montgomery said carefully. 

"Was she abducted?" Jake demanded. "Or," he said slowly, "or did she decide to marry someone else?" 

Montgomery shook his head miserably. "She ran." 

"She ran!" Jake exclaimed. "Why?" 

"I daresay," Montgomery said slowly, "she thought you had changed your mind." 

Jake  took  Montgomery  by  the  arm.  "Come  on.  Let's  go  home.  Is  Robin  still there?" 

"Aye, and Nicholas as well. Everything is as you left it." 

Jake  swung  into  Montgomery's  saddle  and  pulled  the  boy  up  behind  him.  He thundered back to Artane, through the village, and up the way to the gates in his best Nicholas de Piaget impression. He dismounted in the courtyard and ran up the steps and into the great hall. Robin was standing in front of the fire, alternately stroking his chin and rubbing the back of his neck.  Anne  sat  in a  chair  next  to  the  fire,  holding her  son  and  speaking  in a  low  voice.  She  looked  up  first  as  Jake  entered  and  the relief on her face was clearly visible. 

Jake was very glad he'd brought something especially beautiful for her. 

Robin looked less relieved, but no less welcoming. "You're late," he said shortly. 

"I hurried," Jake said. "What happened?" 

"I've  no  idea,"  Robin  said.  "Amanda  was  troubled,  as  you  might  expect,  but  I credited that to her worry over your delayed return and ability to win her." 

"Well,  if gold  will win the  day,  the  day  will be  won,"  Jake  said.  He  unslung  his backpack. "Is there anywhere safe I can store this? It's my future." 

"The solar," Robin said. " 'Tis as safe as  anywhere.  Follow  me  and  we'll see  to hiding it." 

Jake nodded, smiled at Anne, and followed Robin to the back of the great hall. 

The  same  great  hall in which  he'd  enjoyed  fried  eggs,  fried  tomatoes,  and  cold toast that morning, if anyone  was  curious.  He  was  still contemplating  the  complete improbability of that when he ran bodily into Amanda's other elder brother. 

He looked Nicholas in the eye—grateful he could do so without having to look up at him—and smiled politely. 

"My lord," he said, inclining his head. 

"You've returned," Nicholas said flatly. 

"I have." 

"She's gone, you know," Nicholas said, in that same, flat tone that spoke volumes about the depths of his grief. "The saints only know where." 

"Why did she go?" Jake asked. 

Nicholas opened his mouth to speak, then shut it and  jerked  his  head  in Robin's direction. "In the solar. We'll speak of it there." 

Jake  had  no  argument  with  that.  He  followed  Robin  into  Rhys's  solar,  acutely aware that Nicholas was behind him and could have stabbed him in the back at  any time. Robin gestured to the heavy trunk pushed up under the window. 

"That's safe enough." 

Jake could hardly believe his eyes. "That?" he managed. "That thing there?" 

"Aye," Robin said in surprise. "My father keeps his gold in it." 

"But I could get into that in a manner of minutes!" Jake exclaimed. 

"Are you a thief, then, as well as a seller of goods?" Nicholas asked. 

Jake turned and looked at him with as neutral an expression as he could manage. 

"Being  able  to  open  a  lock  is  a  very  useful  skill.  If  we  were  both  tossed  in  a dungeon, could you free us?" 

Nicholas pursed his lips. "I would never find myself thrown into a dungeon." 

"Then I'll always stick close to you. I have many skills that  are  less  than  savory, and  I  suppose  opening  locks  is  one  of  them."  He  looked  at  Robin  as  he  put  his backpack down on the table under the window. "My entire future is in this," he said quietly. "If I lose it, I am lost. I'm sorry, but I don't trust a simple trunk to hold what I have in here." 

"Short of sinking it in the cesspit, I fear I've no other alternative for you,"  Robin said.  Then  he  looked  with  interest  at  Jake's  gear.  "What  do  you  have  in  there? 

Gold?" 

"As well as a few other things." 

"Then let's  have  a  look,"  Robin  said,  rubbing  his  hands  together.  "Amanda  can wait a few more minutes." 

Jake sighed and put his backpack on Rhys's table. He pulled out bags of gold and gems  from  inside  the  sack,  then  pulled  other  things  out  of  his  boots—where  they had  been  digging into  his  ankles  and  shins  quite  uncomfortably.  Robin  picked  up one of the bags and spilled the gold out into his hand. He was silent for so long that Jake began to worry. 

"Not enough?" 



"How many do you have?" 

"Eight." 

Robin considered. "Add this to Amanda's dowry," he said thoughtfully, "and you might come close to a small part of my own wealth." He looked at Jake from under his eyebrows and his eyes twinkled. 

Jake couldn't help but smile. It was Kendrick, all over again. 

"Have anything else?" Robin asked, nosing through Jake's things with interest. 

"I  brought  something  for  your  mother,"  Jake  said.  "And  Anne."  He  paused  for several  moments,  then  looked  at  Nicholas.  "In  fact,  I  brought  something  for  all  of Artane's ladies." 

"You  were  wise  to  have  brought  something  for  Isabelle,  else  you  would  have regretted  it far  into  your  dotage,"  Robin  warned.  "Let  me  see  what  you  have  for Anne." 

Jake dug around in one of the bags and pulled out a brooch set in white gold with peridots  and  diamonds.  An  odd  choice  together,  he  had  to  admit,  but  at  the  time he'd liked the combination. Robin whistled softly. 

"I'd best pay you for this. She'll love you far more than me if I don't." 

"I wouldn't take it," Jake said. 

Robin grunted. "You will and be grateful for it. But if you think wooing  my  lady with gems will make me easier on you in the lists, you're mistaken." 

Jake  laughed.  "I'm  only  hoping  Anne  might see  her  way  clear  to  repair  the  odd tunic for me now and again." 

"  'Tis  a  certainty  you  don't  want  Amanda  doing  it  for  you,"  Robin  said  with  a snort. He handed the brooch back to Jake. "Put this away. We'll put one bag of gold in the treasury, and I'll hide the rest in the stones." 

"In the stones?" 

"Loose  stones  in the  walls,"  Robin  said.  "Don't  fear;  I'll remember  where  I  put them." 

"I'd keep them myself," Nicholas muttered. "Rob has lost more than one thing of value thusly." 

Robin tapped his forehead. "I've a  mind  that  makes  other  men  quail and  cower, feeling their lack against my superior intelligence." 

"As  I  said,  put  them  in the  trunk,"  Nicholas  suggested.  "Or  keep  them  on  you. 

They'll be safer that way." 

Jake gave it serious thought, then, in the end, he handed Robin  most  of  his  gold and  all the  gems.  He  kept  what  he  thought  might serve  him in his  search.  Then  he looked at Nicholas. "I did bring something for y—" 

Nicholas  shook  his  head  sharply.  "Many  thanks,  but  nay.  I'll  see  to  my  own bride." 

Robin  shook  his  head.  "You  should  accept  Jake's  offer.  He  has  far  better  taste than you do." 

"Mind your own affairs," Nicholas snarled. 

"I will, when you've the wit to see to your own." 

Jake  leaped  out  of  the  way  as  Nicholas  launched  himself  at  Robin.  He  barely managed  to  rescue  his  gems  and  gold  before  they  were  taken  down  to  floor  and pummeled like Amanda's elder brothers. 

As Jake stood there and watched the two men try to kill each other, he wondered how  old  they  were.  He  realized with a  start  that  he  had  no  idea  how  old  Amanda was. Age was relative, he supposed, and to look at Robin and Nicholas was  to  see them as grown men with a medieval toughness that probably belied their age. 

He  reached  out  and  stepped  on  Robin's  sleeve  that  was  close  enough  to  the ground for that kind of stepping on. Robin glared up at him. 

"What?" he growled. 

"How old is Amanda?" 

Robin looked at him as if he'd lost his mind. "A score and one. Why?" 

Jake  released  his  sleeve,  watched  the  brothers  go  at  it  for  a  few  more  minutes. 

Well, if Amanda was twenty-one, it was a safe bet that Nicholas and Robin  were  at least  two,  maybe  three  or  four  years  older  than  she.  Odd  as  it  was  to  be  in  the position  of  elder  statesman,  if ever  there  were  a  time to  take  on  the  role,  this  was probably it. He unbuckled his sword and set it aside in a safe place, then he reached in and  hauled  a  de  Piaget  brother  to  his  feet,  not  worrying  overmuch  about  which one he had until he had him by the tunic. 

It turned out, unsurprisingly, to be Nicholas. 

Nicholas twisted like a snake and would have landed a perfect shot to Jake's chin if Jake hadn't been  expecting  something  like it.  He  feinted  to  the  left,  then  grabbed Nicholas and spun him back around, wrenching his arm up  behind  him and  placing his  hand  oh-so-lovingly  on  a  pressure  point  guaranteed  to  produce  immediate cooperation. 

"Damn you," Nicholas gasped. 

"Stop it, the both of you," Jake said. 

"Who are  you to tell me what to do?" Nicholas managed, followed by a grunt of pain that Jake was quite sure had been very unwillingly given. 

"I'm older than you are." 

"Think you?" Nicholas grunted. 

"Well, how old are you?" 

Nicholas swore furiously. "What could that possibly matter?" 



"Just satisfy my curiosity." 

"A  score  and  six  and  when  I  have  you  within  reach,  I  will  use  all  the  skill  I've gained in those score and six years to grind you into dust." 

"I'm a score and twelve, and since I'm older than you both, I say we stop fighting and start worrying about Amanda." 

"He  has  that  aright,"  Robin  said,  gingerly  touching  his  cut  lip  with  a  knuckle. 

"Besides, you can kill Jake later if your feelings still smart." 

Nicholas went quite still. "Release me." 

"Do I dare?" 

"Release me, damn you to hell," Nicholas growled. 

Jake  looked  at  Robin,  who  grinned  at  him.  He  released  Nicholas  abruptly; Nicholas  wrenched  away.  Jake  supposed  he  could  have  held  him  and  taken  him down to the ground and taught him a very great lesson in humility, but perhaps now wasn't the time. 

After he and Amanda were married, maybe. 

Nicholas glared at him and rubbed his shoulder. "You will regret this." 

"I'm sure I will," Jake said, reaching for his sword. "But later, if you don't mind." 

Robin gathered up some of Jake's goods. "I'll take these; you keep the rest. Nick, don't hurt him quite yet. He might prove useful in hunting down that  witless  wench. 

Besides," Robin said with a very straight  face,  "he's  older  than  you  are.  Show  him some respect." 

Nicholas  looked  at  Jake  with undisguised  dislike.  "I'll  respect  him  when  he  can best me on the field." He stalked toward the door. "No sooner." 

"He  bested  you  in  Father's  solar,"  Robin  called  after  him  cheerfully,  then shrugged  and  looked  at  Jake.  "He  isn't  usually  so  sour.  Of  the  two  of  us,  he  is definitely the more pleasant soul. I can't imagine what eats at him." 

"Can't you?" Jake asked simply. 

Robin paused for quite a long while. He sighed, finally. "I thought I was imagining it." 

"They aren't related by blood." 

"How is it you know so much?" Robin asked. 

"Montgomery." 

Robin dragged a hand through his hair. "That one is better than anyone I know in keeping  sec—"  He  looked  at  Jake,  startled.  "I  was  nigh onto  saying  that  he  keeps secrets very well." 

"Damn it," Jake said curtly. "Hide my gold for me; I'll dump the rest of this stuff, then go find him." 



Robin nodded and they left the solar together. Jake ran upstairs to stash his  gear in the boys' room only to find his mail shirt lying just where he'd left it. 

And that, for  some  reason,  was  possibly  the  most  heartwarming thing he'd  ever seen in his life. 

He smiled to himself, then went on his search. 

Montgomery  was  milling  about  the  lists.  Apparently  he  was  no  dummy;  the moment he saw Jake striding toward him purposefully, he turned tail and ran. 

Jake caught him easily and turned him around by the arm. 

"Whoa, little one," he said with an easy smile. "I think you might know something I need to." 

"I don't know anything," Montgomery said nervously. 

"Montgomery," Jake chided, "a knight doesn't lie." 

"Montgomery!"  Robin  bellowed  from  a  great  distance.  "Damn  you,  you  witless girl, when I catch you…" 

Montgomery gasped and tried to pull away. Jake looked over his shoulder to find both Robin and Nicholas running toward them.  He  was  momentarily tempted  to  let Montgomery go, but the boy had answers. Montgomery continued to try to get free. 

"Please, Jake," he pleaded. "Let me go. They'll thrash me if they catch me." 

"You'll never outrun them. Best  you  stay  with me  and  answer  a  few  questions." 

He took Montgomery by the shoulders in a grip that was guaranteed to prevent  any escape. "Now, let's talk. Why is it your memory seems to fail you at this point?" 

Robin and Nicholas had stopped in front of them, with Miles and John running up within moments. Robin and Nicholas folded their arms over their chests and put on stern looks. Miles and John did the same. Jake might have laughed if he hadn't been so sick at heart. Anything could have happened to her. Anything. 

"Speak," Robin demanded. 

Montgomery shook like a leaf. 

"We're not going to thrash you," Jake said, still holding Montgomery firmly, "but we do need some answers." 

"I  swore  I  wouldn't  say  anything,"  Montgomery  said,  looking  as  fierce  as circumstances allowed. "I gave my word as a knight." 

"You aren't a knight yet," Nicholas growled. 

"But  he  will  be,"  Jake  said  easily.  "All  right,  Montgomery,  surely  you  see  the problem. If you know  something  about  where  Amanda  went  and  you  don't  tell us, you are putting her in danger. Don't you think?" 

Montgomery considered. "But my vow…" 

"Or  your  sister's  safety."  Jake  looked  at  him  with  a  smile.  "But  you  choose, Montgomery. We can't force you." 



"Aye, we can," Nicholas said, putting his hand on the hilt of his sword. 

Montgomery looked at Robin. "What think you?" 

"I think you're a—" 

Robin held up his hand to interrupt Nicholas's growl. He looked very seriously at his brother. 

"Breaking a  vow  is  not  something  to  do  lightly," Robin  said.  "A  knight  has  his word, his arm, and his character. But  in this  instance,  I  daresay  your  character  has been  amply  demonstrated  in  your  willingness  to  honor  the  vow  you  made  to Amanda. But part of being a man is knowing when to…" he considered, then spoke again, "when  to  sacrifice  yourself  and  perhaps  even  your  honor  for  the  welfare  of someone you love." 

"She's  at  Seakirk  Abbey,"  Montgomery  blurted  out.  His  eyes  filled  with  tears. 

"She's going to become a nun." 

Jake wouldn't have been more shocked if Montgomery had told him Amanda had followed him back to the future. "A what?" he asked incredulously. 

"A  nun,"  Montgomery  said,  looking  up  at  him.  "I  couldn't  dissuade  her."  He swallowed with difficulty. "She feared you had  forgotten  her.  And—"  he  looked  at Nicholas. 

"Damnation," Nicholas growled. 

"Let's be off," Robin said. "Jake?" 

"I'm there," Jake said. "If I might borrow a horse?" 

"Of course." Robin hesitated, then slid Jake a sideways look. "A nun." 

"I'm unsurprised," Jake said with a snort. "And how long has she been gone?" 

"Over a fortnight," Robin said. 

"And you didn't look for her?" Jake asked incredulously. 

"We've been  looking  for  over  a  fortnight!"  Nicholas  exploded.  "We  simply  had no  idea  where  to  look.  Something  that  might  have  been  solved  if   someone  had opened his mouth." 

Montgomery wrenched away and scuttled behind Jake. 

Jake looked over his shoulder. "I think you should stay here, don't you?" 

Montgomery nodded, wide-eyed. 

"I agree," Robin said. "But I think I  should  leave one  of  us  behind  as  well."  He looked at Nicholas. "Perhaps you should stay." 

"I will not," Nicholas said. "Kilchurn and I will go. You remain behind." 

"Oh,  nay,"  Robin  said,  shaking  his  head  with  a  small  laugh.  "I  want  Amanda rescued  by  someone  still breathing.  If  I  leave you  two  alone,  you'll  likely  do  each other in before you reach Seakirk." 









"I will stay," Miles said. "You won't need me." 

Robin nodded. "Aye, likely not. And Amanda's guard is here, and those lads are fierce enough." He looked around Jake at Montgomery. "I want  you  at  Anne's  side continually.  If  it  comes  to  a  choice  between  her  life  and  yours,  I  hope  you understand which you will choose." 

Montgomery  nodded  vigorously.  "I  will give  mine  gladly,  brother."  He  paused. 

"Forgive me. I tried to honor Amanda's wishes." 

Robin  pulled  Montgomery  forward  and  ruffled  his  hair.  "You  did  right, Montgomery. No harm will come of it." 

Montgomery smiled gratefully. "I'll go see to Anne." 

"You do that," Robin said. 

Jake watched Montgomery hurry off the field, followed closely by his brother and less closely by Miles, who sauntered in his usual  fashion.  Jake  listened  with half an ear as Robin and Nicholas considered supplies  and  gear,  then  followed  them  when they walked off the field. 

A nun? 

What in the  hell was she thinking? 

He parted company with the brothers when they reached the keep, then ran up the stairs to fetch his gear. Seakirk was  a  good  three  hours  by  car,  so  who  knew  how long it would take to reach it on horseback. Well, the sooner they started, the sooner they would be there. 

And hopefully they wouldn't be too late. 



Chapter 30

 Genevieve  stood  at  the  doorway  to  Artane's  great  hall  and  watched  her  husband walk with his  nephew.  By  now,  she  was  accustomed  to  the  sight.  She  wasn't  sure Lord Edward was, but apparently Kendrick had given him some irrefutable proof of his identity by means of holes in the walls that even Edward had had no idea about. 

Genevieve had smiled as she  listened  to  her  husband  relate  to  his,  well, nephew  all the things around that castle that he had  taken  apart  in his  youth  and  somehow  put back together. Gideon and Kendrick had become fast friends and Genevieve felt as if she'd found a sister in Megan. There was something to be said for extended family and the pleasures of their association. 

She sincerely hoped Jake would enjoy that pleasure. 

She spent the rest of the day chasing her children all over her husband's ancestral home, or watching Lord Edward, Gideon, or a very pregnant Megan chase them  as well. It made her smile to see it, but  she  had  the  feeling it touched  her  husband  far more deeply. He was happy in a way she hadn't seen him in years. 

If ever. 

Perhaps it had something to do with being home. 



 Early  that  evening,  she  corralled  her  boys  and  put  them  to  bed  in  one  large bedroom,  then  collapsed  in a  chair  next  to  the  crib  holding  her  sleeping  daughter. 

She  looked  up  at  the  ceiling  and  wondered  about  the  passage  of  time.  Had  Jake made it back to  Amanda's  time? Had  he  lived out  his  life, loved  Amanda,  fathered children, then passed on peacefully? 

Odd to think she had seen him that morning at breakfast and  now  it was  entirely possible that his life had been over for well over seven hundred years. 

She sat up when the door opened. Kendrick smiled and put his finger to his lips. 

" 'Tis only me. Is the wee one asleep?" 

"Finally," she said with a yawn. 

He  padded  across  the  room  and  sat  down  nearby  on  a  bench.  "I  feel  as  if  I haven't seen you all day." 

"You haven't," she said with a smile, "but I've been watching you." 

"Have you? Doing what?" 

"Roaming," she said. "Reliving glorious moments in the lists. Showing your boys around while making it look like Gideon was pointing out the highlights." 

Kendrick laughed and took her hand. "I will have to give the triplets the truth soon enough.  Perhaps  tomorrow  I  might  steal  you  away  for  a  bit  and  show  you  the locations of some of my more memorable exploits." 

"I can hardly wait," she said dryly. 

"No doubt." 

He fell silent and so did she. Until she saw the little box Jake had left them sitting on the table next to the bed. 

"Have you looked in that?" 

He shook his head. "Nay, not yet." 

"Why not? Do you have any idea what's in it? He left it for you." 

"Likely something smelly, foul, or vile, just as repayment for my treatment of him in the lists." 

She  laughed.  "Seriously,  Kendrick,  why  don't  you  look?  It  might  be  something that tells us if he made it." 

"Now, where is the sport in that?" he asked with a wink. 









"I  say  we  let  him  season  for  a  week  or  two,  then  check.  Perhaps  he's  lost  in Elizabethan England. I would hate to deprive him of all those ruffles and lace." 

"You haven't got a curious bone in your body," she grumbled. 

"Ah, but you know I do." 

"Then you know something I don't," she said, wagging her finger at him. "Do you remember him? Did he get his title? Did he marry Amanda?" 

Kendrick  yawned  widely.  "I  feel  suddenly  quite  sleepy.  Perhaps  we  had  best snatch what little slumber we may before our wee babe wakes us again." 

"Kendrick," she warned. 

"A  fortnight,"  Kendrick  said,  leaning  over  to  kiss  her.  "Let  us  make  our  home here for a fortnight and think on nothing but  the  strand,  our  children,  and  all things pleasant. Then we will look." 

"And you'll spill the beans?" 

"I'll spill the beans." 

"All right," she conceded. "Two weeks. What can it hurt?" 

"What indeed," Kendrick murmured. 



Chapter 31

 Jake  wondered  at  the  advisability  of  having  accepted  the  horse  he  was  currently riding. It was Jasper, Amanda's mountain, and Jake knew he was definitely not equal to Jasper's potential. But the stallion was fast and that seemed to make up for Jake's lack of skill when compared to Robin and Nicholas. 

And it wasn't just Amanda's brothers that he was trying to keep from falling off in front of. Though the major part of Artane's garrison had been left behind, Robin had selected  three  men  to  come  with  them,  three  grim-faced  Thad-style  warriors  who didn't  seem  to  have  smiles  in  their  repertoires.  Jake  didn't  mind.  Help  was  help, whether it was cheerful or not. But he still didn't want to look like a wuss in front of them. 

They rode like the wind for the rest of that day, stopping only to water the horses and  rest  for  a  bit.  By  the  evening  of  the  second  day,  they  were  within  striking distance of the abbey. Jake could see Seakirk castle in the distance. He  tried  not  to let that unsettle him, as unsettling as it was. 

Life was, he decided, very, very weird. 

"Let us be about it,"  Nicholas  said  after  they  had  paused  for  a  brief  moment  to regroup. 

"Wait," Robin said, holding out his hand. He looked over the countryside with a jaundiced eye. "I do not care for the feel of this." 

"You're  daft,"  Nicholas  growled.  "Let  us  fetch  her  out  before  another  day passes." 

Jake hesitated. "I have to agree with Robin.  There  is  something  that  feels…"  He searched for the right word, but came up with nothing. He shrugged. "I don't like it either." 

"You're mad as well!" Nicholas exclaimed. "'Tis the countryside, you fools. How is it supposed to feel?" 

"Well,  for  one  thing,"  Robin  said  placidly,  "I  daresay  we  should  be  seeing  a peasant or two. Have you seen any?" 

Nicholas sighed heavily. "Nay. Not for the past league or so." 

"And as fierce as we might be, we are only six," Robin said, "and though we go to parley with nuns, they may have men-at-arms of their own. Perhaps 'tis best we go quietly. Think you, Jake?" 

"I  think,"  Jake  agreed.  "And  night  time  is  a  good  time  for  leaving  our  horses behind and doing some scouting. It's always best to know more than the enemy than he knows about you." 

"Ha," Nicholas snorted. "Even I know that, dullard that I am." 

"I never suggested you didn't," Jake said frankly. "You are much of the reason  I think we can overcome any, er, resistance inside. Your cunning, Robin's sword, and my hands. How can we lose?" 

"To a gaggle of terrified nuns?" Nicholas asked, only slightly less antagonistically than before. "The saints pity us if we cannot rout them out." 

Robin dismounted. "Let us remain here until 'tis  dark,  then  proceed  on  foot  and see the real face of our enemy. And let us hope 'tis only Amanda's bout of surliness we encounter, not something more sinister." 

Jake  didn't  like  the  delay,  but  as  it  had  been  his  thought  as  well,  he  couldn't exactly complain about it. He sat on a  log  and  looked  at  his  hands,  wondering  just what they  would  do  before  the  night was  over.  He  didn't  want  to  kill  anyone,  but would he have a choice? And what would the consequences be? 

Perhaps life in the Middle Ages wasn't so simple after all. 

It  was  late  in  the  evening  when  Robin  rose.  He  chose  one  of  his  men  to  stay behind, then motioned to the other two to come with him. Jake got up and followed him and Nicholas as they set off toward the abbey. 

Jake  walked,  still  more  lost  in  thought  than  he  probably  should  have  been.  He could  hardly  believe  where  he  was,  or  that  he  was  walking  alongside  medieval nobility  on  a  rescue  mission  to  liberate  another  bit  of  medieval  nobility  from  the gentle clutches of some no doubt very kindly nuns. 

Oh, and he was wearing a sword. 

The hair on the back of his neck stood up suddenly, almost as suddenly as Robin held his hand up to stop them all. Robin started to go forward, but Jake stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. He pointed to the knight sitting with his back against  a tree some twenty yards in front of them. 

"Let me," Jake breathed. 

"Don't kill him," Robin whispered. 

"I wasn't going to. Just cover me." Jake looked for a bow or something useful in Robin's hands. "Well, cover me with something." 

Robin drew his knife and grinned. "I'll manage it somehow." 

Jake nodded and walked on silently. Fortunately  he'd  had  years  of  experience  in doing just that, though his experience had come mainly from humoring Thad on long marches  through  inhospitable  terrain.  If  you  had  to  walk,  according  to  Thad,  you had better be quiet about it. 

So it was with ease that Jake crept up behind the unmoving man. It was no great stretch  to  realize  the  man  was  sound  asleep.  He  beckoned  over  his  shoulder  and soon had Robin there with him. 

"Where are the others?" Jake asked. 

"Scouting. Let us wake this one and see if his powers of speech will avail us." He walked  around  to  stand  near  the  man  and  drew  his  sword.  Then  he  kicked  the snoozer awake. 

The man leaped to his feet, but Jake took him down before he could produce any kind of weapon. The man squeaked as Jake knelt in the middle of his back. 

"Whose are you?" Robin demanded softly. 

"Ledenham's,"  the  man  said  promptly.  "Never  liked him—oy,  go  easy  with that knee—and don't like him now. Terrorizing hapless nuns. Beastly bugger." 

"He'll  likely  terrorize  you  for  falling  asleep  at  your  post,"  Robin  said  sternly. 

"Where are your fellows?" 

"All guarding  the  abbey,"  Ledenham's  guardsman  said.  He  looked  up  at  Robin. 

"Artane, are you?" 

"His son," Robin agreed. 

"Don't suppose you'd be needin' a new guardsman, would you?" 

"I don't, but I might know someone who will in time." He looked at  Jake.  "I  say we tie him up and if there's anything left of him when we return, we'll take him home with us. Do you have a family, sir knight?" 

"Aye,"  the  man  said.  "I've  a  sister  who  is  one  of  Lady  Ledenham  the  elder's attendants. She'd likely wish to come too, so you'd best make it look as if ye bested me fairly, so as she can." 

Robin pursed his lips. "I've no need for a man who surrenders so easily." 

"I'm no fool," the man wheezed. "I'd cast my lot in with anyone who wasn't Lord Ledenham, and I can't do that if I'm dead now, can I?" 

He had a point. Jake hauled him to his feet. The man stood  there  and  waited  for Robin to do something to him. 

"Insult him," Jake suggested. 

The  man  took  a  deep  breath.  "Is  my  sister  the  one  blonde  you  haven't  sired  a bastard on, my lord?" 

Jake  gasped  at  the  words,  but  Robin  did  more  than  that.  Jake  waited  until  an appropriate amount of damage had been done, then pulled Robin away. 

"Touchy, aren't you," he said, rolling the man over so he could tie him up. 

"Well," Robin said, his chest heaving, "you told him to insult me." 

"He did a proper  job  of  it apparently."  Jake  gagged  the  man  with his  own  tunic sleeve  for  good  measure,  then  rose  and  looked  at  Robin.  "It  was  an  interesting choice of words. Not that it's any of my business." 

"It  isn't,"  Robin  said  shortly.  He  paused,  almost  spoke,  then  shook  his  head. 

"Too long a tale. We'll speak of it some night when we're well into our cups and our ladies are not within earshot." 

"I can hardly wait." 

Robin rubbed the knuckles of his right hand then smiled at Jake. "I've had a taste of what's to come. Let us be about our business and finish it quickly.  I  understand the  abbey  sets  a  poor  table,  but  there's  also  the  rumor  that  the  abbess  keeps everything edible for herself. I've a mind to verify the truth of that." 

"Lead on, my lord," Jake said with a nod. "I'm with you." 

Robin led on. Jake had a hard time finding Nicholas and their two knights as they neared  the  abbey,  but  he  saw  them  eventually,  slipping  out  of  the  shadows  when several more of Ledenham's  were  found  guarding  the  outside  of  the  abbey's  walls. 

These  men  were  not  so  quick  to  lie  down  and  play  dead.  They  were  dispatched, though, all to an oblivion which would include waking up with gargantuan headaches. 

Jake slipped over the abbey wall with the others and dropped down onto the soft grass of what Robin said had to be the abbess's private garden. 

"Quite a luxurious life for a nun," Nicholas said sourly. 

"Hmmm," Robin agreed, then continued on. 

Jake followed him, then stopped Robin with a hand on his arm. "Look," he said, pointing. 

A cluster of armed men stood in front of a small house. Whether it was bad luck or  Fate  with  a  thumb  on  her  nose,  the  men  were  looking  straight  at  them  and immediately set up a cry. 

"Damnation,"  Robin  said  shortly.  "Well,  lads,  let's  be  about  this  business  and have it over with." 

Jake  knew  he  shouldn't  have  been  surprised,  but  he  was,  just  the  same,  to  find one of the men coming at him as if he had every intention of  killing him.  Jake  drew his sword and held his own, but it wasn't easy fighting at  night.  The  only  thing that aided him was the torch sitting in the sconce near the abbess's front door—and even that was almost of no use. 

He  realized  within  minutes  that  he  was  the  only  one  still  fighting.  Robin  and Nicholas  had  dispatched  their  opponents,  as  had  their  men,  and  were  merely watching him dispassionately. 

"Will he manage, do you think?" Nicholas asked. 

"With me as his swordmaster, he had better, hadn't he?" Robin said. "Be about it, Kilchurn. The real test waits inside." 

Ledenham's guardsman yelled suddenly and threw himself forward in a ferocious attack.  Whether  it was  skill or  just  misfortune,  Jake  had  his  sword  up  at  the  right angle at the right time. And the man skewered himself on it. 

He gurgled out his last breath, twisted, and fell to the earth, sliding back off Jake's sword. 

Jake stood there and thought he just might lose the remains of that cold supper of eel he'd just ingested a couple of hours ago. And he was neither weak-kneed,  nor  a coward.  But  there  was  something  about  killing a  man  you  didn't  know  and  hadn't really wanted to do in…

And  then  he  found  his  sword  taken  from  him.  Robin  cleaned  the  blade  on  the man's tunic, then shoved the sword back into Jake's hands. 

"Put it away." 

Jake resheathed it numbly. 

Robin backhanded him. Jake blinked, then shook himself sharply. 

"Thank you." 

"It won't be the last time you do that," Robin said harshly. "Accustom yourself to it. Grieve in private, if you must, but do not do it here." 

"Right," Jake said curtly. 

Robin  hesitated,  then  looked  at  Jake  seriously.  "When  we  return  home,  I'll introduce you to the keg in my father's cellar and  we'll have  ourselves  speech  then. 

Right now, think on the fact that Ledenham could be bedding your love." 

Jake needed no further encouragement. He nodded curtly and followed Robin  to the door of the abbess's house.  They  threw  themselves  against  it and  shattered  the wood. He rolled to his feet only to find Ledenham hopping nimbly out the window. 

Robin strode across the room to stop in front  of  the  woman  sitting  at  the  table. 



Jake suspected, by her dress, that she was the abbess. He knew by her mein that she was not a pleasant woman. 

"Where's my sister?" Robin demanded. 

"Why, my lord Robin, she is not here," the abbess said, blinking innocently. 

"Liar," Robin said, slapping his hands on the table. "Where is she?" 

The  abbess  only  smiled.  "You're  too  late.  Indeed,  I  suspect  His  Lordship  is already on his way to the chapel to retrieve his bride. His properly trained bride. You see,  there  was  much  pride  to  drive  from  her."  She  sighed,  then  shook  her  head sadly. "It took great effort on my part—" 

Jake  didn't  stick  around  to  hear  any  more.  He  vaulted  out  the  same  window Ledenham had and bolted after him. It would have helped if he could have seen him, but he had no trouble finding the abbey. Now if he'd just known which door to go in

—

"This way," Nicholas said, passing him at a dead run. "Follow me." 

They leaped up the steps, wrenched open the massive doors, and spilled into the antechamber. Massive iron gates separated them from the nave of the church. 

"Keeps  the  rabble  in  their  places,  that,"  Nicholas  growled.  "Look,  there Ledenham is, trying to undo the lock." 

Jake strode forward, put his hand on Ledenham's shoulder, and spun him around. 

He leaped back only on instinct but he still wasn't fast enough to avoid the sting of a knife grazing his ribs. 

"Damn you," Jake gasped. 

Ledenham was quick as a snake  and  just  as  merciless.  Jake  spent  the  first  thirty seconds doing nothing but leaping out of the way as  Ledenham  continued  to  come at him. He managed to get his sword belt undone and his sword tossed to Nicholas without  getting himself killed, but  it was  close.  Ledenham  stopped  his  attack  long enough to stare at Jake in surprise. 

"You threw away your sword," he said, nonplussed. 

"Throw away yours and we'll be even," Jake said. "Or not, and I'll still kick your ass." 

Ledenham  only  snorted  and  drew  his  sword.  Jake  wasted  no  more  time  with pleasantries.  He  kicked  the  sword  out  of  Ledenham's  hands,  then  followed  that immediately with a  quick  jab  to  the  underside  of  Ledenham's  chin.  And  while  the man  was  still  trying  to  see  if  he  had  all  his  teeth  left,  Jake  took  his  hand  and wrenched it so hard he heard the bones snap. Ledenham screamed. Jake did them all a favor and plunged him into unconsciousness. Jake looked around. 

"Key?" 

"I have it." 

He looked over to find the abbess standing there, a triumphant smile on her face. 



"Not that it will serve you," she added. "Look." 

Jake  looked  and  saw  the  figure laid out  before  the  altar.  He  couldn't  tell  who  it was, only that the woman was dressed all in white and lying face-down. 

"Amanda?" Nicholas asked in a choked voice. 

"Has she taken her vows?" Robin demanded. 

The abbess shrugged. "Who's to say?" 

"You'll say, you bloody wretch," Nicholas said, whirling on the woman. 

The woman only continued to smile. 

"Give me that damned key!" Nicholas bellowed. 

"Come find it, my lord," she said, a knife suddenly in her hands. "I must protect my charges and I will, if need be." 

Jake looked up. The top of the gate was above his head and crowned with spikes. 

He had visions  of  himself slipping  and  impaling—well, it wasn't  pretty,  that  vision. 

So he considered, then looked at Robin. 

"Find  me  some  sort  of  utensil.  Do  you  have  forks?  How  about  a  thin  spoon? 

Something I can bend." 

Robin,  who  apparently  knew  better  than  to  ask  too  many  questions  of  a twenty-first-century man, merely nodded  and  left.  Jake  gripped  the  bars  and  stared into  the  nave,  listening  with  only  half  an  ear  to  Nicholas  making  increasingly  ugly threats to the abbess and the abbess  in turn  vowing  to  find  ways  to  see  his  eternal soul  damned.  Jake  suspected  Nicholas  didn't  care;  he  also  suspected  the  abbess didn't have the power, so in reality, they were at an impasse. 

Robin returned before long and handed Jake several eating implements. 

"All I could find." 

"They'll do." 

It  took  him half an  hour,  and  Thad  again would  have  been  appalled  at  that,  but Jake  finally  had  the  gate  open.  Nicholas  even  stopped  his  litany  of  threats  long enough to notice. 

"Well," he said, taken aback. 

"See you in the dungeon, bud," Jake said with a smile. 

And for a brief moment, Nicholas smiled back. Jake suspected that he might have just caught a glimpse of why people liked him so much. But that disappeared quickly when they jockeyed for position, trying to be the first one into the nave. 

"Move, damn you," Jake said, elbowing him in his mailed ribs. 

"I am her brother." 

"So what?" Jake said, pushing past him and striding down the aisle. 

Nuns scattered like leaves. Well, all except one, who stood over the figure on the floor. 

"Move," Jake suggested. 

"When  I'm  dead,"  the  nun  said,  folding  her  arms  over  her  chest.  "The  child deserves peace. You will give it to her." 

"Oh, by the saints," Robin said in disgust  from  behind  him.  "I  remember  a  time when  it  was  a  very  spiritual  bit  of  business  to  come  to  Seakirk  Abbey  and  be allowed in the chapel. I can see that things have indeed changed." 

And  with that,  he  disarmed  the  nun  who  had  a  blade  hidden  up  her  sleeve,  and moved her bodily aside. 

Nicholas leaned over to haul the white-robed body to  her  feet,  but  Jake  stopped him. 

"What if she's hurt?" he said. 

Nicholas  hesitated,  then  knelt down  next  to  her.  Jake  did  the  same,  running  his hands  gently over  her  arms  and  legs.  He  looked  down  and  saw  Amanda's  fingers coming from within that white robe, but they were white and bloodless. 

Hoping that he didn't do her permanent damage, he slid his hands under her arms and hauled her—and it took no effort at all—to her feet. He put his arms around her to steady her. 

She cried out in pain. 

The  hood  fell  back  from  her  head  and  all  three  of  them,  Jake,  Robin,  and Nicholas, gasped as one. 

"Who cut your hair?" Robin demanded. 

"I did," the abbess called defiantly from  outside  the  gates,  where  she  was  being looked after by Artane's men. "Just today, and I did it with pleasure!" 

Nicholas drew his knife and Jake half thought he was going to go after the abbess. 

Instead, he slit the back of Amanda's robe. 

And that gasp was something entirely different. 

Jake only caught a glimpse of the damage, but that was enough to keep him from stopping  Nicholas  as  he  strode  angrily  away.  He  wasn't  sure  how  he  could  do anything for Amanda; he couldn't pick her up; he couldn't hold in her in his arms. He settled quickly for helping her over to a bench. He sat, then eased her down onto his lap. He wasn't sure where  he  could  touch  her  back  without  hurting her,  so  he  held her hands in one of his and stroked what was left of her hair—and that wasn't much. 

She started to cry. 

Jake winced. "I'm sorry," he whispered. 

She  said  nothing,  but  one  of  her  hands  crept  up  and  rested  on  his  chest.  She leaned  against  him and  wept  like he'd  never  heard  anyone  weep  before.  He  wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not, but he wasn't about to stop her. So he held her on his lap and closed his eyes, listening to  the  goings-on  around  him but  not  really caring  about  their outcome.  Robin  and  Nicholas  would  do  whatever  needed  to  be done and he supposed they would pick up the pieces when it was all over. 

It  could  have  been  minutes,  it could  have  been  an  hour:  he  wasn't  sure.  Finally Amanda  gingerly  dabbed  at  her  face  with  her  sleeve,  then  looked  at  him  with bloodshot blue eyes still the color of some exotic bit of ocean in the Bahamas. 

"You're late," she whispered. 

"I hurried." 

She shifted, but gasped in pain. "Do not be late again." 

"I never will," he said with feeling. "But what in the world possessed you to come here?" 

"I didn't think I had a choice." 

"And now that you do?" 

She looked at him again for a long moment, then put her head on his shoulder. "I want to go home." 

"I'll get you there." He looked up at Nicholas, who was suddenly standing there in front of him. Or he could have been standing there forever. Jake had no idea. But he did understand the look on his face. 

Resignation, if not acceptance. 

Jake nodded in understanding and received a short nod in return. 

"Well?" Jake asked, more than ready to move on. "The abbess?" 

"She  lives  still,"  Nicholas  said,  "but  I  daresay  she'll  wish  she  didn't  once  I'm finished with her." 

"I think we should bust her down to scullery maid." 

" 'Bust her down'?" Nicholas asked. 

"Turn her into," Jake clarified. "Can we do that?" 

"Consider it done." He looked at Amanda. "I've liberated the abbess's  chambers for Amanda's use, but I don't know how we'll get her there." 

"We'll make a seat for her. Amanda, can you stand?" 

"Briefly," she said, wincing. 

Nicholas pulled her up, then Jake rose. He showed Nicholas how to clasp  hands to  make  a  seat,  then  they  carried  Amanda  to  the  abbess's  chambers.  It  wasn't  as though Jake had carried Amanda before, but he couldn't help noticing that there was nothing to her. 

"Have you eaten?" he asked. 

"I  don't  remember,"  she  said  wearily. "I  fasted  quite  often  to  rid  myself  of  my vices." 

"And we know those are legion," Jake said dryly.  He  set  her  down,  then  he  and Nicholas helped her lie facedown on the abbess's very soft-looking bed. 

"Ah, this is worth it all," Amanda said with a heartfelt sigh. 

"I'll go look for the healer," Nicholas said. 

"Wait," Jake said, looking up from where he knelt by  the  bedside.  "Who  knows whom we can trust here?" 

"Not trust a healer?" Nicholas asked, aghast. 

"Just bring me some wine," Amanda managed. 

"And herbs," Jake added. "Do we have herbs now in England?" 

Nicholas stared at him as if he'd lost his mind. Amanda turned to look at him from a single, aqua eye. 

"Aye,"  she  said.  "Nicky,  storm  the  kitchens.  See  if  they  have  dried  plantain  or knitbone. Either will serve." 

Nicholas  rolled  his  eyes,  but  left  the  little  room  just  the  same  without  further comment. Jake covered Amanda's hand with his own and looked at her seriously. 

"I  am sorry," he said. 

"That you were late," she asked with a faint smile, "or that  I  was  foolish  enough not to wait longer?" 

"I'm sorry I didn't tell you everything I should have before I left," he said. 

He felt her stiffen. "Everything?" 

"Answers to all the questions you asked me." 

She took a careful breath. "And those answers? Will I find them to my liking?" 

"I hope so." 

She looked at him for quite some time in silence. "Will you leave again?" 

"Not alone," he said. 

She smiled at that, a small curving of her mouth that he found utterly enchanting. 

"Is that an offer of marriage?" 

"Not yet." 

"Haven't you decided if you like me well enough?" she asked, without flinching. 

"I  knew  the  moment  I  saw  you  that  I  liked you  well enough,"  he  said  honestly. 

"But I have a few more things to put into place before  I  get  down  on  bended  knee and profess undying love." 

"You can do that without asking me to wed with you." 

He laughed,  then  leaned  over  and  kissed  her  forehead  very  gently.  "I  love  you, Amanda of Artane, and will to my dying breath and beyond." 

She considered, then closed her eyes with a smile. "That will suffice me." 









He waited.  He  looked  at  her  hand  that  had  curled  itself  around  his  and  waited some more. And just when he  opened  his  mouth  to  chide  her  for  not  returning the favor of declaring her love, he realized there was no point. 

She was snoring. 

He hoped it wasn't an omen. 

He considered  her  wounds—and  his—and  decided  they  could  wait a  few  more minutes. So he sat on the floor and held her hand. And there came a point, not long afterward, that he thought he might just fall over if he didn't rest his head too, so he put his head down next to hers and closed his eyes. 

He'd done it. 

He knew that the hardest part was in front of him and not behind him, but that he had  come  this  far  and  apparently  had  a  little  of  the  esteem  and  affection  of  the woman in front of him was nothing to take lightly. 

He would manage the rest. 

He had no intentions of failing. 



Chapter 32

 Amanda sat on a stool next to the fire in Artane's great hall with a blanket  wrapped about her shoulders and knew that she had never been more grateful for anything in her life than she was for the simple  fact  of  being  home.  Well,  she  might have  been more grateful for a chair, but who was she to quibble over details? 

She was sitting on a stool instead of a chair because her back was still healing and she  could  not  bear  to  lean against  anything.  It  had  been  that  last  bit  of  instruction from  the  abbess  to  almost  finish her.  Amanda  remembered  the  start  of  it,  but  she didn't  remember  the  end.  Perhaps  she  had  become  senseless  from  the  pain.  What she did know was that for a day or two there in the abbey, her brothers and Jake had actually wondered if she would be coming home at all. She had been out of her head with  a  fever.  She  did  remember,  vaguely,  Jake  refusing  to  allow  anyone  to  come bleed her and she was almost certain that she'd heard the ring of steel. 

Robin  was  sporting  a  swollen  eye.  She  hadn't  asked  where  he'd  come  by  that. 

Nicholas wasn't breathing very well and she suspected he might have a broken rib or two. She hadn't inquired as to the origin of those injuries either. 

Jake was unscathed and ferocious in his protection of her. Or at least he had been until they'd returned home, he had assured himself that Anne would keep any and all leeches  away  from  her,  and  Robin  had  invited  him  out  into  the  lists  for  a  bit  of training. 



She could say this for the man: he was singleminded. 

Of course that applied to his attention to her as well. When he  returned  from  his day's labors, his entire self was focused on her and nothing else; not even the chance to thrash Nicholas in chess was enough to distract him. 

Indeed, she had little to complain of and very much to be grateful for. 

She shifted, winced, then shifted again until she was as comfortable as possible. 

"Hurt?" Anne asked. 

" 'Tis nothing I do not deserve," Amanda said grimly. 

"Mandy, stop," Anne chided. "You were foolish to flee, but not even that justifies how you were treated." She shivered. "What a horrible woman the abbess was." 

"Aye, well, she'll have her due." She looked at Anne. "Didn't Robin tell you?" 

"I haven't seen him," Anne said with a  smile.  "He  spends  all his  time in the  lists with Jake." 

"I'm sorry for that, sister," Amanda said. 

Anne shook her head. "Do not be. If he were not driving your love in the lists, he would be hovering over me and annoying me with his  commands  that  I  do  nothing but sit and rest. Nay, 'tis a fair trade and I'm happy to make it. But it does mean that I've heard very little about your escape." 

"Then  I'll give you  the  details  I  haven't  been  able  to  from  my  sickbed  this  past fortnight," Amanda said, shifting again. She wasn't sure what was more annoying: the pain  of  bruised  muscles  or  the  itching  from  healing  welts.  "As  you  know,  Jake rescued me just before I was to take my vows." 

"Timely," Anne said approvingly. 

"Aye,  well, those  vows  would  have  been  to  Ledenham,  so  'twas  timely  indeed. 

And you know how he tended me whilst I was out of my head with fever." 

"I've seen the results on Nicky and Robin," Anne said with a laugh. "Ah, Mandy, I daresay your Jake will see to you well enough." 

"I  daresay.  But  apparently  his  skills  do  not  end  with  his  ability  to  fend  off  my brothers'  best  intentions.  When  the  abbot  arrived  to  make  certain  the  abbey  was being properly prepared for the king's visit—" 

"The king?" Anne interrupted. "Here?" 

"Seakirk," Amanda corrected. "I daresay Father will go to meet with him there." 

"No sense in depleting our larder unnecessarily," Anne agreed. 

"Nay, let him ravage Seakirk castle and the surrounding countryside. But because of our good fortune in escaping  a  royal  visit,  Abbot  Bartholomew  was  on  hand  to see firsthand what our good lady Joan had been about. Jake suggested that perhaps the best way to save the woman's soul was to give her the chance to pass the rest of her days in service, true service to those sisters around her." 



"What, cleaning the privies?" Anne asked with a laugh. 

"Oh,  that  as  well,"  Amanda  agreed.  "Scullery  maid  and  cleaner  of  privies  and stables,  if  I  remember  aright.  Attended  in  her  duties,  I  might  add,  by  one  Sister Eunice, she of the rather heavy, but dilatory hand." Amanda shivered. "At least I can thank heaven that 'twas Eunice who beat me most often. She hadn't the  stomach  or the endurance to administer more than a pair of blows." 

"Amanda," Anne said in a low voice, "how did you bear it?" 

"My heart was broken," Amanda said with a shrug. "What did it matter?" 

"And now?" 

And  now?  The  front  door  opened.  Amanda  looked  over  to  see  Jake  walking in with  Robin  and  young  Christopher  of  Blackmour.  They  were  laughing  about something. She despaired of ever seeing Nicholas be as easy with her love as Robin was, but perhaps that would come in time. For now, she would content herself with the sight of that man, the one she loved, drawn into the bosom of her family by her eldest brother. If Robin could see in Jake what she did, perhaps her father would see it as well. 

She watched as they walked toward the fire and her heart ached within her. By the saints, she had come so close to never having even the small joys she had at present. 

If she had been forced to wed Ledenham…

Jake knelt down in front of her. "You're thinking again." 

"I do it often," she said lightly. 

"Can I hope it was about my great successes in the lists?" 

"That, too," she said with a smile. 

He looked at her seriously. "How are you?" 

"Better," she said. "I'm home. That counts for a great deal. How do you fare?" 

"Still on my feet and not bleeding from dozens of wounds," Jake said. 

Robin  collapsed  into  the  chair  next  to  Anne.  "He's  making  good  progress. 

Christopher, lad, will you fetch me wine? And for Jake as well." 

"And  for  me,  if you  will, Christopher,  my  lad,"  Nicholas  said.  He  had  brought two chairs from the  high table.  He  put  them  both  down,  then  dropped  into  one  of them. He nodded toward the other. 

"Kilchurn," he said, in a not unfriendly tone. 

Amanda looked at Jake with a raised eyebrow. "How companionable you are with each other." 

"Amanda, it is not fodder for jest," Nicholas warned. 

She looked at him and hoped that somehow he would understand that  she  loved him very much indeed, that he would hold a place in her heart that even Jake would never  fully take  away.  By  the  bloody  saints,  hadn't  she  told  him  as  much  on  their way back from the abbey? 

"Oaf," she said curtly, "I wasn't jesting." 

Nicholas scowled at her. "He may have bested me in matters of the heart, but he will never best me on the field." 

"Never is a dangerous word," Robin remarked placidly. "Give him a year or two and he'll be your equal. Never  mine,  of  course,"  he  said  with a  modest  smile,  "but few have the cheek to aspire to such a lofty height. Even fewer manage it. Indeed, I cannot think of a one." 

Nicholas  grunted  and  looked  at  Jake.  "Think  twice,  Jackson,  before  fully committing to wed with this family, for Robin, unfortunately, is a part of that family. 

Not only is he impossibly arrogant without cause,  his  favorite  activity  is  poking  his nose into your affairs." 

"Amanda and I will travel enough that he won't have a  chance,"  Jake  said  with a deep smile. He reached over and took Amanda's hand. "I'll survive." 

Amanda  sat  near  that  warm  fire,  holding  the  hand  of  the  man  she  loved,  and wondered  if  things  could  improve.  Her  aches  and  pains  could  go  away,  she supposed,  and  Jake  could  trot  out  a  title to  please  her  father,  but  perhaps  for  the moment, she couldn't ask for anything else. 

"Are you up for more?" Jake asked, looking at Robin. 

Robin  looked  at  Amanda.  "This  is  your  doing,  not  mine,  sister.  I  was  fully prepared to sit happily  inside  this  evening,  enjoying the  companionship  of  my  wife and son, yet it is your love who drives me back out into the lists for—" 

"I'll go," Nicholas interrupted. 

Amanda frowned. "Perhaps Robin should…" 

Nicholas smiled. And it was almost easily done. "He will return unscathed, sister," 

he said. "Hard as it might be for Robin to admit, I do have some skill myself." 

Jake kissed her hand, then rose. "I'll be back." He looked at Nicholas. "Let's go." 

"By  way  of  the  kitchens,"  Nicholas  said,  heaving  himself  to  his  feet.  "Let  me borrow your page, Robin. And why is it you have one and I do not?" 

"Because even for a young lad, Christopher has a remarkably  keen  eye  and  very sound judgment. You may borrow him, but be  careful  with him and  try  not  to  ruin him by having him watch poor technique." 

Nicholas looked at Jake. "Do you begin to understand now why I hate him so?" 

Jake grunted and pushed Nicholas toward the kitchens. "Go.  If  you're  especially nice to me, I'll show you the infamous disarm-unsuitable-suitors-with-no-blood-spilt move I used on our good Lord Ledenham." 

"In truth?" Nicholas asked, sounding pleased. "I found that quite to my liking, if I must admit it. Where did you learn it?" 

"That is a very long story…" 



Amanda  watched  them  walk off  together  and  felt her  heart  begin  to  ease.  They were  walking  together  with  no  sharp  implements  of  death  bared.  This  was  very good.  They  were  of  a  height,  quite  the  same  in  build,  and  somewhat  the  same  in nature. But just the same, they were quite different and she couldn't help but believe that, for her, she had chosen the right one. 

"At  least  Nick  has  stopped  plotting  how  best  to  do  him  in,"  Robin  remarked lazily. "You should be relieved, sister." 

"I  am.  I  will leap  up  and  dance  a  jig tomorrow—when I  am  more  myself."  She wanted  to  lean  back,  but  couldn't.  Instead,  she  pulled  the  blanket  more  closely around herself and leaned toward the fire. She looked up at Robin carefully. "Where do you think Jake was all that time?" 

"Haven't you asked him?" 

She shook her head. "I couldn't bear to know." 

"Well, he was certainly not whoring his way from here to London and back." 

"Robin!" Anne exclaimed. 

Robin winked at Amanda. "Forgive me. And if you'll know the truth of  it,  sister, he  was  off  retrieving  bags  of  gold  and  jewels  to  pay  your  purchase  price.  Who knows where, though." 

Amanda  stared  into  the  fire  for  a  very  long  time  before  she  spoke  again. 

"Montgomery thinks he's a fairy and that he was trapped in their land until he could convince them to let him go." 

"Montgomery  would  be  better  served  to  think less  and  practice  with  his  sword more." 

Amanda smiled at Robin. "Didn't you watch him follow Jake and Nicky just now? 

He loves Jake well, no matter where he's been." She sighed and  looked  back  at  the fire. "I only hope all Jake's  time in the  lists  will be  sufficient,  sufficient  to  merit his gold and jewels." 

"It will be." 

"There is a part of me that grieves that he should spend all he's worked for just to have me." 

Robin  drank  deeply  of  his  wine.  "You,  sister,  have  little  idea  of  what  he's sacrificed to remain here with you—and that includes far more than his gold." 

"Does he love London so much, then?" Amanda asked wistfully. 

"London is the very least of the things he's given up." 

Anne laughed.  "By  the  saints,  Robin,  can  you  be  any  more  mysterious?  Either give the poor girl the details, or cease with tormenting her." 

"I'll say no more—" 

"The saints be praised," Amanda muttered. 



Robin  frowned  at  her.  "What  you  learn  about  him,  you  will  learn  from  him.  If you're curious, why don't you ask him yourself?" 

"I will. I just felt it was appallingly impolite to inquire about the state of his purse," 

she said primly. 

"Why?"  Robin  asked.  "Every  male of  marriageable age  in England  has  inquired about the state of yours." 

"I hardly want to emulate any of them,"  she  said.  She  looked  down  into  the  fire for a goodly while, listening to Robin and Anne  talk softly  about  simple  things  and envying  them  their  peace.  Robin  had  his  place  assured  and  so  did  Anne.  She watched them thoughtfully until Anne looked at her and smiled. 

"What is it, Amanda?" 

Amanda  shook  her  head.  She  would  have  preferred  to  shrug,  but  that  hurt  too much. "I worry." 

"You probably should," Robin said helpfully. "Not  only  will he  have  to  impress Father, he'll have to wrench a title from the king." 

"Robin," Anne chided. She looked at Amanda. "Rhys will help him, I'm sure." 

"Hmmm," Amanda said, but she wasn't sure at all. 

"Don't give up hope," Anne said gently. 

"Listen to her," Robin advised. "You gave  up  hope  before  and  look  what  it got you." 

"Many thanks for the reminder," Amanda said, pulling at her hair. 

"That won't help it grow," Robin pointed out. 

Amanda  glared  at  him.  "Have  you  nothing  useful  to  say?  Perhaps  you  should repair to the lists and favor them with your sunny words." 

Robin rose and stretched, then looked at Anne. "Do you mind?" 

"Do I ever?" 

He  smiled  and  leaned  down  to  kiss  her.  "You  are  a  most  remarkable  woman, Anne of Artane," he said quietly, "and I love you deeply." 

Anne glowed.  Amanda  smiled  at  the  sight.  Robin  could  be  a  boor,  true,  but  he could also be very sweet and she was happy to see that Anne could at least see that part of him that the rest of them so seldom did. 

Robin  ruffled  her  hair  on  his  way  by.  "You  are  almost  tolerable  as  well,"  he offered generously. 

Amanda blew her hair out of her eyes and looked at Anne. "Can you see why he drives me mad?" 

Anne laughed. "He loves you well. And he's quite fond of Jake. I wouldn't worry overmuch. He'll see that Jake is prepared." 









"For what?" Amanda asked. "To have my father come home and grind him under his heel?" 

"Rhys  will look  upon  him favorably,"  Anne  predicted  cheerfully.  "What  choice will he have? You love Jake." 

"His  choice  will  be  to  choose  someone  for  me  who  has  a  title  and  lands!" 

Amanda exclaimed. 

"Jake will buy those. What cannot be bought, my dearest sister, is a man who will love and honor you all your days and that is what you have found.  Your  father  will see that." 

Amanda  unclenched  her  hands,  only  then  realizing  how  tightly  she  had  them clasped together. "I hope you're right." 

"What you need is a walk on the shore," Anne said. "Take Jake tomorrow, away from  the  keep,  away  from  the  lists,  and  enjoy  the  sunshine.  You  won't  have  many more days of warmth. Take Jake and tell him what is in your heart." 

"I would hope he knows." 

"Tell him again. They need to hear it often." 

Amanda nodded. "I will. The sea air will do me good as well." 

"I don't  know  why  you  thought  Seakirk  Abbey  was  a  good  choice,"  Anne  said with mock horror. "So far from the sea. How would you have survived it?" 

"I didn't care," Amanda said. She drew her hand  across  her  eyes  and  sighed.  "I didn't care and I was a fool. I should have waited." 

"Love makes fools of us all," Anne said. 

"Whom are you quoting?" 

"I don't know, but it is the truth, isn't it?" 

"Aye," Amanda said, with feeling. But at least she would be a happy fool and for that she was enormously grateful. 



Chapter 33

 Jake looked at the sea and wondered how  he  was  ever  going  to  get  his  toes  in the water  again  without  baring  more  of  himself  than  was  proper.  He  weighed  that sacrifice  against  the  pleasure  of  holding  Amanda's  hand  and  decided  it  was  no sacrifice. Besides, the sea was cold. He could do without it easily. 

The day was beautiful. It was cool, but not unpleasant, and the sun shone. It was probably one of the last days before the fall rains began and Jake  was  very  grateful to be on the beach for a change and not in the lists. 

Not  that  he  didn't  appreciate  his  time  in  the  lists.  But  somehow,  walking  with Amanda  was  much  more  enjoyable  than  being  reduced  to  a  quivering  mass  of abused  muscles  by  one  of  her  elder  brothers.  Though  he  generally  sparred  with Robin,  when  Robin  needed  to  take  a  drink  or  visit  the  loo,  Nicholas  was  always there,  ready  and  willing  to  take  up  a  sword  and  do  his  best  to  send  Jake  into oblivion. Jake didn't complain. The more practice he had,  the  better  his  chances  of impressing Amanda's father. And given that his future depended on the latter, he was more than willing to accept instruction from either elder de Piaget brother. 

Besides, he was really starting to like Nicholas. Nicholas was more laid back than Robin, sneakier, more liable to  slide  a  knife in between  your  ribs  with a  smile than Robin  was.  Jake  understood  that.  He  hoped  that  someday  Nicholas  would  have forgiven him enough that they could just sit  down  and  have  a  friendly  conversation without worrying about that knife. Stranger things had happened. 

As if there hadn't been things strange enough in his life already. 

Strange and completely marvelous. 

He  looked  at  the  marvelous  part  walking  next  to  him.  She  was  silent,  but  he supposed  some  of  that  was  likely due  to  discomfort.  She  still walked  with a  limp, and more often than not she would gasp when her back pulled. 

Busting the abbess down to scullery maid had been too kind. 

Without warning, Amanda stopped and looked up at him. "Montgomery says you are a fairy," she said suddenly. 

Well, apparently  she  was  going  to  forgo  the  pleasantries  and  get  right  down  to business.  He  supposed  there  was  no  time like the  present  to  answer  a  few  of  her questions. 

"Did Montgomery give you proof of that?" he asked. 

"He said I should ask you for it." 

Apparently Montgomery was very good at keeping secrets. Good for him. 

"So I am asking you," Amanda continued. "Are you a fairy?" 

"Do you believe in fairies, Amanda?" he asked, after a moment or two. 

"I believe," she said, "in what I can touch, in what I can see, in what I can hold in these  two  hands.  But,"  she  admitted  with  a  smile,  "I  am  willing  to  consider  other possibilities." 

He looked  at  her,  with her  shorn  hair  blowing  around  her  head,  her  clear  aqua eyes,  and  her  painfully beautiful face,  and  had  the  unsettling  feeling that  none  of  it was real. 

And then she took both his hands in her own. 

"So tell me," she said. "Tell me the entire tale, for I suspect there is much more to it than a simple trip to London. And if you want to tell me that you sprang up from the grass, then I will likely believe that as well." 

He smiled. "I won't tell you that. But there is certainly more to it than just a trip to London." 

"That eases my mind." 

He supposed  he  would  see  as  time went  on  just  how  much  the  truth  eased  her mind. He put his arm around her shoulders, gently, and turned to walk with her down the shore. "How much faith do you have?" 

"In you?" 

He nodded. 

She walked with him for several moments in silence, then looked up at him. "I've watched  you  for  a  goodly  part  of  the  summer,  and  now  part  of  the  fall,  driving yourself  in  the  lists  in  a  manner  than  makes  Robin  look  lazy.  Am  I  wrong  in assuming you're doing that for me?" 

"No," he said slowly, "you aren't wrong." 

"Robin says you have given up the life you knew in return for gold and gems that you might buy a title to appease my father. Is that so?" 

"That is so," he said. 

"Then how can I not have faith in you?" 

"You haven't heard all the facts." 

"I  am  not  a  weak-kneed  maid  unable  to  bear  up  under  strain,"  she  said  tartly. 

"Have you no faith in me?" 

He leaned over and kissed the top of her head. "I do." 

"Then  cease  with  your  kissing  of  every  place  but  where  it  might  do  the  most good." 

He laughed,  then  turned  her  gently toward  him.  He  slipped  his  hand  behind  her neck,  then  proceeded  to  kiss  her  quite  thoroughly.  He  looked  down  at  her  with  a smile. "Better?" 

"You may proceed," she said, somewhat breathlessly. 

He took  a  deep,  steadying  breath  of  his  own,  then  nodded.  "All  right.  But  let's walk, if you can. I talk better when I'm walking." 

"As you will." 

He tightened his arm around her briefly, then  looked  down  at  her  as  they  slowly paced down the sea's edge, so she would be able to judge for herself if he was lying. 

"Montgomery has good reason to think I'm a fairy, but not for  the  reason  he  might think. I  wouldn't  have  believed  this  if it hadn't  happened  to  me,  and  please  do  not look  at  me  as  if  I've  lost  my  mind,  but  there  are,  scattered  all  over  England  and Scotland…"  he  had  to  pause  for  a  moment  to  see  if  he  could  manage  to  say  it without sounding like a complete whacko, "gates through time." 



She stopped. "What?" 

"Gates through time." 

She  was  every  bit  the  poker  player  Robin  was.  She  merely looked  at  him for  a very  long  moment,  then  looked  out  over  the  sea.  "Through  time,"  she  repeated thoughtfully. 

"Just like the gate in and out of a castle. On one side is a certain year; on the other is another." 

She chewed on that one for a minute or two. "Have you an example?" 

"I  do.  On  one  side  of  a  certain  gate  is  the  year  1227.  On  the  other  is  the  year 2005." 

"2005,"  she  repeated,  her  breath  catching.  She  looked  up  at  him  suddenly. 

"Surely you jest." 

He shook his head slowly. "I don't." 

"And  what  have  these  gates  to  do  with  you?"  she  asked,  but  he  could  tell  she already knew the answer. 

"I used one of them." 

"You used one of these gates." 

"I did. From 2005." 

"From  the  year  of  Our  Lord's  Grace  2005,"  she  repeated  with  a  shiver.  "Even saying  as  much  is  almost  beyond  me."  She  paused.  "I  am  not  an  uneducated woman, but this stretches the bounds of what I can comprehend." 

"Let me finish the story,  then  you  decide  what  further  proof  you  need,"  he  said easily. 

She  was  silent  for  several  minutes,  then  she  nodded.  "  'Tis  fair,"  she  agreed. 

"Very well, how did you come to be, um, here?" 

"I was traveling along, and my," he paused and decided that he would have to sit down with a sketchbook at some point and draw things for her, "cart rolled  off  the road. The spinning seemed to take a very long time and when I woke, I was in your father's solar." 

She considered. "What language do they speak in 2005?" 

"A variant of the peasant's English. The French I know is much changed from the one we speak together right now." 

"And how do you defend yourselves?" 

"With  lawyers,  generally,"  he  said  dryly.  "No,  in my  time,  we  do  not  fight  with swords, or ride horses, for the most part, except for entertainment, or live in castles. 

Well, there are some who do, but most don't. It costs too much." 

"And merchants?" 



"That  is  the  business  of  a  great  many  people,"  he  said.  "And  my  business,  the business of gems, requires much education and skill." 

"But you do live in London?" 

"I did," he said. 

"How old are you?" she asked, then she smiled, almost shyly. "I never asked you that." 

"Thirty-two." 

She shot him a look before she nodded and  started  to  walk with him again.  She looked  down  at  her  feet  as  they  walked  for  so  long  that  he  wondered  if  she  was really deciding that he'd lost it and it was better to cut her losses and run before she got in any deeper with a lunatic. Jake spared a moment for regret that he hadn't held out  his  hand  when  he  first  met  her  and  given  her  the  whole  story.  Then  again,  he hadn't known enough Norman French to have done it justice. 

She stopped suddenly and looked up at him. "I am trying to take this on faith." 

"Would you like proof?" 

She  blinked  suddenly,  several  times,  as  if she  were  trying  not  to  cry.  "Damned sand,"  she  said  with a  scowl.  She  dragged  her  sleeve  across  her  eyes.  "I  do  not doubt  you,"  she  insisted.  "But…"  She  looked  up  at  him,  pained.  "Proof  would help." 

He laughed, took her face in his hands, and kissed her softly. "The proof will take time to come, but I will give it to you. The baby Anne is carrying now?  It  will be  a boy  and  his  name  will be  Kendrick.  Anne  will  have  two  more  children,  a  girl  and another boy. Mary and Jason." 

She took a deep breath. "Anything else you feel to share?" 

"I have a coin from 2005. Robin has it." 

Her mouth fell open and she pulled away from him. "  Robin knows?  You  trusted Robin with this secret and not me?" 

"He  watched  me  walk through  a  time gate  and  disappear,"  Jake  said  simply.  "I had no choice but to tell him." 

She  folded  her  arms  over  her  chest  and  glared  at  him.  "I  cannot  believe  you trusted that bumbling oaf before you trusted me." 

"I thought you had enough on your mind." 

"Next time," she said, her eyes flashing, "do not do my thinking for me, Jackson Alexander Kilchurn." 

"IV." 

"The Fourth, damn you to hell." 

He laughed. "I promise, I won't." 

"If you think I have forgiven you for this, you are sorely mistaken, good sir. It is simply beyond  my  ability to  believe  that  you  would  trust  my  inept  brother  with  a secret of this import before you could see your way clear to take me aside and give me the tidings first." She looked at him furiously. "I am quite angry." 

"So I see. How do I apologize?" 

She continued to glare at him for several minutes during which time he wondered if he should just excuse himself and go fetch that box of very expensive chocolates Kendrick had put in with his gear. 

But before that became absolutely necessary, Amanda suddenly sighed. "Tell me you can do this thing," she said. "I am so afraid—" 

"That I will fail?" 

"That others will prevent it," she said miserably. 

"Let me understand this," he said. "You can believe I am from the future, but you can't believe I can talk Henry out of a title?" 

"There are many intrigues at court." 

He smiled. "Here's something that might ease your mind. The night before I came to your time, I was  standing  in a  long  hallway in Seakirk  castle  and  I  watched  two ghosts fighting over who was more beautiful, Anne of Artane or the lady Gwen." 

Amanda took a deep breath. "Is that so?" 

"That is so," he said. "The fight went on for some time. Until a third man, Robert of Conyers, said your name. The other two ghosts put up their swords and agreed in glowing terms that indeed you had been the fairest  of  them  all. When  I  asked  them about you, they looked at me as if I'd lost my mind. Perhaps they knew something I didn't. Perhaps they knew me from 1227. Perhaps Robert had watched me with you for years and wondered why I'd forgotten it all." 

"Robert is one of my guardsmen," she said weakly. 

"Apparently, eight hundred years in the future, he still thinks you are beautiful." 

"Long after I'm dead," she murmured. 

"Long after we're both dead," he said. 

She hesitated, then put her arms around him and leaned her head on his chest. "I will trust you, though this is difficult for me to believe." 

He put his arms around her very carefully. "Is it easier to believe I'm just a simple merchant setting my sights far above my station?" 

She laughed briefly. "Aye, I daresay it is." 

"Until you  decide,  trust  me.  And  keep  the  things  I've  told  you  to  yourself  until you see the truth of them." 

"Jake! Amanda!" 

Jake looked back up the way to see Montgomery racing toward them, waving his arms above his head. 



"Company," Jake said with a sigh. 

"Kiss me," she commanded. "I'll have one last bit of peace before he hounds  us for the rest of the day." 

Jake obliged until Montgomery's hollering came so close that  he  knew  he  had  to pay attention. He sighed and looked at Amanda's brother. 

"What is it?" 

"Father's home," Montgomery said breathlessly. "And he wants to see you both." 

Jake thought he was far too old to have his stomach flip as it was currently doing. 

Amanda looked up at him seriously. 

"The test is now," she said quietly. "Are you certain?" 

"Do  you  think I'm  going  to  walk away  now?  Unless  there  is  someone  else  you would rather have fighting for you—" 

"Well, Lord Ledenham  is rather appealing," she said with a smile. 

"Liar,"  he  said,  turning her  toward  the  castle.  "Let's  go.  Best  to  plead  my  case sooner than later." 

She only shot him a look full of unease. Jake took her hand and walked  with her down the beach and  slowly  back  over  the  dunes  to  the  castle.  He  kissed  her  hand once more under the outer bailey barbican, then let go. 

"I'd better not take liberties," he said solemnly. 

"You aren't taking this nearly as seriously as you should," she chided. 

"Of  course  I  am.  My  future  is  at  stake  and  so  is  yours."  He  put  his  shoulders back. "I wish I had another year to perfect my swordplay." 

"I do too," she said helpfully. "He'll cut you to ribbons." 

"Thank you so much for your confidence in my abilities." 

"Should I lie?" she asked  simply.  "My  father  grew  to  manhood  with a  sword  in his  hands,  just  as  Robin  did.  How  can  you  possibly  hope  to  match  that  skill  in  a single summer?" 

"I can't," Jake said easily. "I'll just do the best I can." 

"I know." 

He  walked  up  the  way  with  her  to  the  great  hall.  Men  were  milling  about  the courtyard, going up and down the  steps  and  refreshing  themselves  in the  hall. Jake walked in with Amanda, only to have the throng part. He saw, standing near the high table, an older couple. They were dressed simply, but Jake  had  no  trouble  realizing that these were Amanda's parents. 

He allowed himself to wonder for what was honestly the first time, what in the  hell he was thinking to walk up to Amanda of Artane's father and declare his intentions of buying her  for  his  wife.  To  cross  swords  with the  man  who  had  taught  Robin  of Artane everything he knew? 



He was out of his mind. 

He felt Amanda looking up at him. He returned her gaze with what he was certain was a slightly sick smile. 

"Do not force me to carry you the rest of the way," she warned. 

Jake felt some of the tension ease from him. "Thank you." 

"Nay, my thanks to you. You look to be quite heavy." 

And then she went and put her arms around her mother. 

And  Jake  understood  why  Seakirk's  ghosts  had  found  Gwennelyn  de  Piaget worthy of being championed. 

Jake  admired  her  from  a  bit  of  a  distance  and  knew  he  was  seeing  Amanda  in twenty  years.  Gwen  was  breathtakingly  lovely,  with highlights of  silver in her  long, dark  hair,  and  only  a  few  lines  of  character  in  her  face.  Her  eyes,  though,  were Amanda's and Jake found himself being assessed quickly and thoroughly. 

And then he realized she was holding out her hand to him. 

He wondered if falling to his knees would be overdoing it. 

Instead,  he  stepped  forward,  took  her  hand  in  his,  and  bowed  low  over  it.  He straightened

and

gave

her

his

most

deferential, 

sincere, 

please-let-me-have-your-daughter kind of smile. 

"I understand," she said,  keeping  Amanda  close  to  her  with her  arm  around  her shoulders,  "that  I  have  you  to  thank  for  rescuing  my  daughter  from  a  very  poor decision." 

"Let  us  hope  she  doesn't  make  another  one  in  its  stead,"  Rhys  de  Piaget  said sternly. 

Jake flashed Gwen a grateful smile, then turned to bow to Amanda's father. 

"My lord," he said, straightening. He wasn't sure if now would be the proper time to lay out his scheme for Rhys or not, so he kept his mouth shut. He felt Amanda's father take his measure; he wasn't sure if he had been found wanting or not. 

"I have spoken to Robin," Rhys said. "He says  you  are  the  reason  my  daughter stands before me." 

"Your sons were there as well, my lord, in the rescue." 

Rhys considered that, his arms folded over his chest, his expression anything but welcoming. Jake wondered, not for the first time in the  past  five minutes,  if he  was actually going to pull this off. 

"You are a merchant, I understand," Rhys said. 

Bingo. Jake nodded. "I am, my lord." 

Rhys's expression didn't change. He looked suddenly at his wife. "We  will settle ourselves, then I must speak with Sir Walter to see if there is aught left in the larder or in my coffers. I will give thought to this other matter later." 



And with that, and no more than that, he turned and strode off. 

"He had you for supper, didn't he?" 

Jake  looked  at  Robin  and  suppressed  the  urge  to  punch  him.  "Do  you  always sneak up on people like that?" 

Robin  grinned.  "I've  been  standing  next  to  you  for  several  minutes.  Didn't  you notice?" 

"Of course he didn't notice, you  dolt,"  Amanda  snapped.  "  'Tis  a  horrible  habit you have and one you should rid yourself of. Jake has enough on  his  mind  without you troubling him." 

"What's to worry about?" Robin asked pleasantly. "Father hasn't even met you on the field and already he's thrashed you." 

"Are you being helpful?" Jake asked. "I'm confused." 

Robin only laughed, clapped him on the shoulder, and winked at Amanda. "Poor lad. Best bring a shovel, Amanda, to scoop up what Father leaves of him." 

"Begone,  you  vile  cur,"  Amanda  snapped.  "If  you  cannot  be  useful,  be somewhere else." 

Robin  cheerfully  kissed  his  mother  on  both  cheeks,  then  ambled  off,  humming pleasantly to himself. 

But at least Gwen was smiling. "Master Kilchurn, is it?" she asked. 

Well, at least she knew his name. That had to be a good sign. 

"Jackson," he said with another deferential nod. "Jake, if you prefer." 

"Hound fodder, if you want to be most accurate," Robin called back at them. 

"I will kill him this time," Amanda vowed. "Watch and see if I don't." 

Gwen held onto Jake's arm and drew him along with her toward the stairs. 

"Robin  must  find  you  to  his  liking," she  said  easily,  "else  he  would  be  snarling instead of chortling. Now, I've only heard the briefest of rumors from Montgomery, and I can see for myself what Amanda has done to her hair, but perhaps you would care to join me in my solar and describe the events of the summer whilst we take our ease?" 

Jake nodded and escorted them up the stairs  and  down  to  a  room  he  had  never been  in.  He  supposed  there  were  many  rooms  he'd  never  been  in,  and  wondered how that boded for his future. 

"Ah,  Anne,  my  love,"  Gwen  said,  greeting  Anne  with  kisses  on  both  cheeks. 

"How well you look." 

"I am much improved," Anne agreed with a smile. "I'm sorry not to  come  down to  greet  you.  Phillip  was  asleep  here  and  I  didn't  want  to  leave  him.  Was  your journey enjoyable?" 

Gwen smiled. "You know I would rattier be home, but we did pay visits to those we needed  to.  Now  we  return  to  find  that  you  all have  had  a  most  interesting  few months." 

Jake procured chairs, helped Amanda sit as best she could, then stood behind her with his hands clasped behind his back. 

He put  on  his  most  medieval,  most  how-could-you-not-want-me-as-a-son-in-law look. Amanda reached for his hand. 

"Sit next to me, Jake," she said quietly. "If you will." 

He found a very small stool and perched on it gamely, trying to get his sword to stop sticking him in the ribs. He finally had to get up, unbuckle it, then sit back down with a  relieved sigh.  He  found  that  the  women  in the  room  were  all looking  at  him with varying degrees of amusement and fondness. 

Well, fondness from Amanda. Amusement from Anne and Gwen. 

"Which of you wishes to take the first turn?" Gwen asked. "Ah,  here  is  Isabelle. 

Thank you, love, for the wine. Jake, would you pour?" 

Jake hadn't expected Isabelle to equal Gwen and Amanda in beauty, but when he saw her, he  wondered  why  not.  He  vacated  his  stool,  then  took  the  tray  from  her. 

Having nowhere to put it, he set it down on  the  floor,  poured  five goblets  of  wine, and  handed  them  all  around.  He  sat  himself  comfortably  on  the  floor  next  to Amanda's chair and wondered if he would survive the afternoon. 

"You needn't remain on the floor," Gwen said with a smile. 

"It's best I do," he answered frankly. "If one more beautiful woman  walks  in the room, I'll fall there anyway." 

"Flatterer," Amanda said, stroking his hair idly. 

"I  never  flatter.  I  am  used  to  being  dazzled  by  perfect  gems.  I  am  not  used, however, to being dazzled by four of them at the same time." 

Anne laughed. "By the saints, Jake, Robin's grandmother would find you much to her liking. Don't you think, Mother?" 

Gwen  nodded.  "My  mother  has  despaired  of  ever  teaching  my  boys  polite speech. They are fine warriors, but their tongues are anything but gilded. Now, Jake, if you don't mind, perhaps you would begin with why my daughter's hair is no longer than a hand's breadth and how you managed to rescue her before she cut any more of it off. We'll work our way back from there." 

Jake  spent  the  rest  of  the  afternoon  in  very  pleasant  company,  finding  himself more at ease than he could ever remember feeling before. Gwen had a way about her that gave the impression that everything he said was of overwhelming interest to her. 

Anne  came  in  and  out  of  the  room,  depending  on  what  her  son  was  combining. 

Isabelle merely watched him with wide eyes. 

But it was Amanda who left him catching his breath every time he looked at her. 

It wasn't that she was beautiful, because she was, or that she didn't look hopeful, because she did. It was that she looked at peace. As if she'd found her heart's desire and was content with it. 

There  was  still a  part  of  him that  couldn't  believe that,  against  all  odds,  against lack  of  skill  and  title,  against  centuries  of  time  passing,  he  was  the  one  she  had wanted. 

Amazing. 

The  door  to  his  right  opened  and  Montgomery  peeked  in.  "Are  you  finished here?" 

"For the moment," Gwen said. 

"Supper  is  ready.  Then  Father  plans  a  parley  in  his  solar."  He  looked  at  Jake. 

"You aren't invited." 

"Montgomery," Gwen chided, "it isn't polite to single someone out thusly." 

"But, I didn't, Mama," Montgomery said simply. "Father said not to invite him. I was going to keep Jake company, but Father  says  I  must  come  too."  He  smiled  at Jake. "You are welcome to come to supper, if you like. At least Father isn't starving you." 

"Thank heavens for small favors."  Jake  rose,  saw  the  ladies  escorted  out  of  the room, then found himself stopped at the door by a hand in the middle of his  chest. 

Amanda reached up with a wince and pulled his head closer. She kissed him softly. 

"My father's torturing you. He has done this to every man who has come to court me." 

"Then this is a good thing." 

"He's treating you as he treated the others. 'Tis a very good thing indeed." 

"I'm relieved." 

"I daresay that relief won't last long." 

But she smiled deeply when she said it and he thought he might endure quite a few tormenting dinners to see that smile again. 



 Dinner was an  uncomfortably  short  affair.  He  had  barely  managed  to  get  a  few bites past the crushing hand squeezing his heart unmercifully before Rhys  had  risen and was leading his family off. Amanda, who had been placed at the opposite end of the table from him, spared Jake one last look. 

Jake remained where he was,  finished  what  he  could  of  his  meal,  and  wondered what would happen next. 

He could  only  hope  that  Robin  had  pointed  out  to  Rhys  that  those  little  brown bags  of  coins  in  his  trunk  were  not  a  miraculous  windfall  Rhys  should  spend  as quickly as possible. 

The evening dragged on. 



Montgomery appeared at his elbow suddenly. He did not look happy. 

"Well?" Jake asked. 

"They're discussing your flaws." 

"Not good?" 

"Nicholas is leading the charge." 

"Damn him." 

John popped up behind Montgomery. Jake looked at him grimly. 

"More good news?" 

"Robin is dissecting your swordplay." 

"Not good?" 

John looked somewhat baffled. "Of course it isn't good. It is Robin, after all." 

Jake toyed with his trencher. He had finished examining it and was well on his way to reducing it to crumbs when Miles sauntered over with an enormous yawn. 

"Well?" Jake demanded. 

"They're still discussing," Miles said, casting himself down into  the  chair  next  to Jake. "Father wants to see your wares." 

"Is that good?" , 

Miles smiled. "It is, if you want to earn more gold. It isn't if you want to wed his daughter. I would think he would be more interested in your potential as a husband." 

"And what is Amanda saying?" Jake prodded. "Is she defending me?" 

"She fell asleep an hour ago," Miles said pleasantly. "She's snoring  quite  happily with her head in Nicholas's lap." 

Jake threw up his hands. "This is a catastrophe!" 

"You haven't  heard  the  worst  of  it,"  Robin  said,  appearing  suddenly  in front  of him. 

"Damn it, will you please  stop that!" Jake demanded. 

Robin leaned on the table and smiled pleasantly. "Tomorrow morning in the lists." 

"I can do that," Jake said confidently. 

"You'll start with Montgomery and work your way up. My father is saving himself for last." 

Jake  choked.  He  finally  had  to  allow  Miles  to  pound  him  on  the  back. 

"Wonderful,"  he  gasped.  He  looked  at  Robin.  "Do  we  go  train  some  more,  or should I just fall on my sword right now?" 

Robin  grinned.  "Get  a  good  night's  rest.  Nick  said  you  may  have  his  bed.  I suppose he's taking pity on you." 









"Nice of him." 

"Either that, or he wants something left of you by the time 'tis his turn." 

Jake couldn't laugh. He looked at Robin seriously. "And if I fail?" 

"You lose the prize," Robin said simply. 

Jake sat back and sighed. "Well—" 

"Do not fail," Robin said. 

"All I can do is—" 

"Win," Robin said simply. "There is no other choice. There is no try. There is no

'This is my best.' You must win." 

"Robin, I appreciate your faith in me, but I don't stand a snowball's chance in hell of taking on your entire family and still remaining on my feet at the end of it." 

"Don't  you?"  Robin  mused.  "Perhaps  not.  But  there  is  more  to  being  a  canny warrior than skill with a sword." 

And with that, he turned and walked away. Jake watched  him go,  then  looked  at Montgomery. "Will you be my squire? Well, after I'm done with you, of course." 

Montgomery  smiled.  "Happily.  I'll show  you  Nick's  bed  now.  You'd  best  have sleep while you may. And don't worry. No one bests my father. Not even Robin." 

"I feel better already." 

Miles  laughed  at  him  and  Jake  felt  an  unaccustomed  warmth  in  his  heart.  He looked at the three young men still left at the table with him and thought  that  having brothers might be a very good thing indeed. 

If he survived the morning. 

He had no other choice, because if the thought of having brothers was a nice one, the thought of having Amanda was nothing short of cataclysmic. 

He rose and walked with Montgomery up the stairs to attempt at least a few hours of sleep. 



Chapter 34

 Amanda  paced  slowly  along  the  inner bailey wall,  finding  it  impossible  to  sit,  not only because it pulled on her back but because she was nervous enough to be quite thoroughly sick. 

"He is doing well." 

Amanda  looked  at  her  mother,  who  was  walking  along  slowly  next  to  her. 



"Mother, he's fighting Miles. How poorly can he possibly be doing?" 

A sword went flying. Amanda watched it as the sun glinted off it in its arc. It fell to the ground with a thud at her feet. She was vastly relieved to see that even though it was quite a plain sword, it did have a blue stone in the hilt. 

Miles's, not Jake's. 

"The saints be praised," Amanda said fervently.  "Perhaps  I  should  retreat  to  the chapel for the duration of the day." 

Gwen  drew  Amanda's  arm  through  her  own.  "My  love,  you  would  be  no  less unsettled there than you are here. Perhaps 'tis best you remain and watch." 

Amanda stopped  and  looked  at  her  mother.  "How  did  you  bear  it?"  she  asked. 

"The waiting? The wondering if Father would manage it?" 

Gwen smiled ruefully. "I daresay I did much as you are doing now. I fretted and paced and spent a great deal of time on my knees." 

"Mama,  do  you  care  for  Jake?"  Amanda  asked.  "Or  am  I  making  a  grave mistake?" 

Gwen  considered  for  so  long,  Amanda  began  to  wish  she  hadn't  asked  the question. 

"This  is  what  I  think,"  Gwen  said  slowly.  "He  reminds  me  somewhat  of  your elder brothers, save he is not so hardened from warring. I find it difficult  to  believe that  he  is  but  a  merchant.  He  is  well spoken,  intelligent, and  quite  sure  of  himself. 

Any man who has the cheek to offer for you without being your equal in station is a man who is either the greatest fool  in England,  or  a  man  who  loves  you  enough  to risk everything to have you. How can I not find that sort  of  man  to  my  liking? The better question is, do you care for him?" 

"Aye," Amanda said glumly. 

"Hence your shorn hair." 

"I thought to have no other alternative." 

Gwen squeezed her hand. "Love, you have always had a different choice." 

"Father wanted me to wed. I thought I had lost the man I wanted. What else was I to do?" 

"Oh,  Amanda,"  Gwen  said,  reaching  up  with  her  other  hand  and  touching Amanda's face, "forgive us, love. We just wanted you to be happy." 

"Then pull Father aside and tell him not to kill Jake." 

"I don't think 'tis your father you should worry about." Gwen nodded toward the field. "Look." 

Amanda  looked  and  wished  she  hadn't.  Jake  was  facing  Nicholas  and  Nicholas was not showing him any mercy. The only helpful thing Amanda could say was that Jake hadn't expended all that much strength  besting  her  youngest  brothers—though with Montgomery and John, he had dragged things  out  far  longer  than  he'd  needed to.  She  had  looked  at  her  father  at  the  time to  see  how  he  felt  about  that,  but  his expression showed nothing. Her mother, however, had smiled at her and nodded her approval. 

That Jake had finished Miles off in such a short time and without expending all his reserves of strength and ability boded quite well. 

Then again, Miles was not Nicholas and the merging was wearing cm. 

The sun wended its way toward its zenith and still Jake and Nicholas continued to fight. 

"This is good," Gwen said firmly. 

"Good?" Amanda echoed incredulously. "How can you possibly say that?" 

"Nicholas is sweating as well, my love." 

"Aye, well, I wish he would  sweat  less  and  give in,"  Amanda  said  flatly. "There will be nothing left of Jake by the time Nicholas is through with him." 

And  then,  quite  suddenly,  Nicholas  was  standing  with his  sword  point  down  in the dirt and Jake's sword at his throat. 

"Merciful saints above," Amanda breathed. 

"Aye," Gwen agreed. "And fairly done, as well." 

Nicholas called peace. Amanda watched  as  her  brother  clasped  hands  with Jake and walked off the field. He walked past her to where drinks were standing ready on a bench. He drank, poured the rest  of  the  water  over  his  head,  then  came  to  stand next to her. Amanda wrinkled her nose. 

"You should bathe." 

Nicholas smiled pleasantly. "I will. Once  this  is  all over.  Having come  this  far,  I cannot miss the end." 

The  ring  of  swords  had  hardly  begun  before  it  was  over.  Amanda  watched  in horror  as  Jake's  sword  went  flying  out  of  his  hands.  Robin  showed  him, unsurprisingly, no more mercy than  Nicholas  had,  pressing  Jake  as  if he  had  every intention of killing him. Amanda wondered how it was that Jake held up in the face of Robin's completely unforgiving expression. She would have called peace merely not to see any more of it. 

Jake leaped out of the way to miss a particularly vicious thrust. Robin scowled. 

"Real knights don't flinch." 

Jake smiled. 

Robin was not amused. 

But Robin  was  also,  quite  suddenly,  without  the  knife in his  belt.  He  looked  at Jake,  who  now  was  in  full  possession  of  Robin's  own  knife,  and  his  expression darkened. 

"Jake's done it now," Nicholas said pleasantly. "Do you think he would mind if I helped  myself  to  his  gold  after  he's  dead?  My  roof  is  proving  to  be  quite  an expensive venture." 

"Be  silent,"  Amanda  whispered,  too  terrified  to  even  berate  him  as  she  should have. "If you've any mercy at all, say a prayer or two for him." 

"He doesn't need them," Nicholas said confidently. "Why do you think I  haven't murdered him in his sleep long before now? He's quite canny. If you must wed, then wed with him." 

She looked up at him, open-mouthed. "In truth?" 

He smiled faintly. "We'll continue to train him. There is more to being a lord than swordskill. I  know  several  lords  who  can't  wield a  sword  to  save  their lives.  Then again, they aren't seeking to wed with my sister, but that is another tale entirely. Now, this Kilchurn—" 

Gwen's gasp interrupted him. Amanda looked to find Robin without his sword as well. 

From there, it was a very brief fight and it ended with Robin face down in the dirt with Jake pinning him there. 

Amanda looked about her. There wasn't a soul in the lists who didn't look on with expressions of complete astonishment. 

But by the time she looked back, Jake was standing and had hauled Robin to his feet,  leaving her  wondering  if she  had  imagined the  entire  thing.  Robin  was  loudly pointing out to anyone who would listen that Jake had indeed not bested him with the sword. 

And then a voice cut through Robin's babbling like a sword through flesh. 

"Pick up your sword, if you will." 

Amanda  looked  to  her  right  to  find  her  father  standing  there,  his  arms  folded across his chest, his sword still sheathed. 

Even Robin seemed to realize that silence was the wisest course of action because he  retrieved  his  own  sword  and  sauntered  off  the  field  with  his  normal  victor's swagger. He had himself a refreshing drink, then  came  to  stand  next  to  his  mother. 

He looked at Amanda. 

"Damned  chameleon,"  Robin  said  cheerfully.  "I  thought  I  had  him  there,  but obviously  lowering your  guard  to  a  Kilchurn is  a  poor  idea.  You'll  note,  however, that he did  not best me with the sword." 

Amanda  snorted  at  him,  but  that  was  apparently  not  enough  to  deter  him.  He continued to babble about his own prowess until Amanda had to fold her arms over herself to keep from  reaching  over  and  slapping  him.  "Mother,"  she  said  finally, in exasperation,  "please  shut  him  up  or  remove  him  from  the  field.  He's  distracting me." 

"Robin,  love,  give your  sister  a  bit  of  peace,"  Gwen  said,  "before  she  takes  a blade to you and you find yourself bested by her as well." 



Robin had quite a bit to say about that, leaving Amanda no choice but to  merely do her best to ignore him. She watched her father and noticed  immediately what  he was doing. He started Jake out slowly, with the simplest  exercises  he  used  with his own young pages. That didn't last long. He moved on quickly to more complicated defenses and a thorough test of everything he taught first to his  squires,  then  to  his knights. 

Jake held his own. 

"You know," Robin whispered in her ear, "I don't think any of the other baggages you've endured ever made it this far, do you?" 

"What  I  think  is  that  if  you  creep  up  on  me  thusly  one  more  time,"  she  said, finding it quite easy to glare at him now that he was suddenly standing next to her, "I will plunge the dagger you so kindly chose for me into your belly and count  myself well rid of you!" She elbowed him in the ribs for good measure. "Go stand by your mother where she might protect you from me." 

"Well?" Robin asked. "Do you?" 

She  wanted  to  wring her  hands,  but  that  would  have  looked  weak.  Instead,  she clasped  them  demurely  in front  of  her  and  looked  at  the  field  where  Jake  and  her father were still hard at it. "I cannot bear to think," she said. Then she looked at her brother. "He's not showing that poorly, is he?" 

"He stands, still," Robin said simply. "What else is there than that? It isn't as if it is in his best interest to humiliate his future father-in-law now, is it?" 

"He would never manage that," Amanda said quietly. 

"Not if he's wise," Robin  said  cheerfully.  "Though  Jake  certainly  could  hold  his own if he needed to. He could relieve Father  of  his  sword,  use  his  hands  and  feet, break a bone or two—by the saints, Amanda, have you no idea whom you're giving yourself to? Not my equal, of course, but a lethal man just the same." 

Amanda couldn't do  anything but  nod  weakly.  Indeed,  there  was  much  more  to Jake than met the eye. 

"Ah, but look you there, Amanda. See how Father begins to fight truly? It  won't last long now." 

Amanda watched, winced, and prayed.  It  lasted  far  longer  than  she  suspected  it would, but in the end, Jake was forced to cry peace. He resheathed his sword, then made Rhys a low bow. 

"Good," Robin murmured. "Flatter him, then plead your case." 

Which Jake seemed to be doing. Rhys put his hand on  Jake's  shoulder  and  they walked off together, chatting amicably. Amanda looked for somewhere to sit. Robin provided a stool and Amanda sank down upon it gratefully. 

Her father  and  Jake  walked  to  the  far  end  of  the  lists,  spoke  for  an  impossibly long  time together,  then  turned  and  came  back  toward  where  Amanda  was  fair  to swooning off her stool. Rhys smiled at her. 



"Not a bad showing," he said magnanimously. "Of course, there  are  a  few  more things I must discuss with this man before I come to a decision about him." 

Amanda swallowed finally, realizing that it had  been  some  time since  she'd  done so. Whilst it wasn't a final word of approval, it wasn't instructions on how to find the front gates either. 

And she had heard her sire deliver those more than once. 

Rhys  did  invite Jake  in  for  supper  and  a  parley  after  the  meal.  Amanda  would have congratulated Jake on his efforts, but her father pulled him away. Jake shot her a  look,  then  continued  on  with  her  sire.  Amanda  sighed  and  walked  back  to  the house with her mother and her babbling brothers. Even Isabelle  seemed  to  have  far too much to say. 

But the first test was over. Now all Jake would have to do was tell her  father  the truth about himself and avoid the gallows. 



 Supper was an unusually merry  affair.  Amanda  found  herself  favored  enough  to sit  beside  Jake  as  he  sat  beside  her  father.  Rhys  and  Jake  were  well  into  a  very pleasant  meal,  discussing  in  a  very  animated  manner  the  idea  of  a  free  Scotland, when the door to the great hall burst open and half a dozen men strode inside. 

Men leaped  up  and  would  have  stopped  the  intruders  if  Rhys  hadn't  suddenly called on them to halt. He remained seated, though, looking completely at ease. 

Lord Ledenham strode to  the  high table,  then  tossed  into  Rhys's  supper  a  large sack of gear and a smaller, black folded  purse.  His  other  arm,  apparently  a  broken one, was strapped to his side. He gestured with his good hand at Jake. 

"His gear. The warlock at your table." 

Jake was halfway to his feet before Rhys pulled him back down calmly. 

"Ledenham," Rhys said without inflection. "Gifts? How kind." 

"You'll think differently when you examine those  things,"  Ledenham  said  coldly. 

He fixed Jake with a scorching look. "I think a charge of witchcraft is not unlikely—" 

Robin stood and hopped over the table before Amanda could gasp. 

"By  the  saints,"  he  drawled,  leaning back  against  the  table  and  folding  his  arms over  his  chest,  "can  you  not  do  better  than  that,  Ledenham?  I  know  Amanda  is fetching, but is she worth this? Accusing an innocent man  of  something  so  foul…" 

He shook  his  head  sadly.  "It  bespeaks  a  man  so  desperate  to  have  what  he  wants that he has forgotten there is a price to be paid for lying." 

Even Amanda wasn't past the point of misunderstanding his meaning. 

If Ledenham didn't retreat, Artane would attack. 

Under the table, she put her hand on Jake's knee and squeezed. She didn't look at him and she supposed he wasn't looking at her, but his hand covered hers. 

By the saints, 'twas a disaster. 



Rhys picked up the little black purse from out of his stew and dried it on a cloth. 

He  lifted  the  sack  with  equal  ease  and  handed  it  and  the  purse  behind  him  to Christopher. 

"Take  these  to  my  solar,  little  one.  We'll  repair  there  momentarily."  He  looked back at Ledenham. "I  would  offer  you  the  hospitality  of  my  hall, but  unfortunately we are just finishing supper and preparing to retire. Perhaps another time." 

Lord Ledenham glared at Rhys. "I tell you he is a warlock. His gear—" 

"How do you know 'tis his?" Rhys asked, with a puzzled frown. 

"Because I took it off h—" Ledenham suddenly stopped, then fell silent. 

Rhys looked at him quizzically. "You took it off him? Do you imply that you  stole from this man here?" He put a possessive hand on Jake's shoulder. "This man  who is a welcome guest at my table?" 

Ledenham's face was a very unattractive shade of red.  "I  will accuse  him before every soul who will listen," he spat. "I have proof." 

"Show it," Rhys said easily. 

Ledenham glared at Jake. "Fetch me the purse." 

Jake blinked in confusion. "Purse? What purse?" 

"That ruse will not suffice you,"  Ledenham  said  with a  sneer.  "All my  men  here saw it and they will swear to its supernatural contents." 

"And all my men will swear they saw nothing," Rhys said. "Sir Walter," he called, 

"have our good men seen anything odd?" 

Sir Walter was standing near the door with his arms folded across his chest in his most  intimidating  pose,  flanked  by  a  handful  of  Artane's  guardsmen  and  faced across the way by a handful more. 

"Odd?" Sir Walter asked. "We've seen nothing odd, but my lord, I must say that there is a remarkably foul smell which has wafted inside the great hall just recently." 

Rhys smiled pleasantly. "Apparently, my good Ledenham, there  is  nothing  to  be seen here." 

"Will  your  children  perjure  themselves  for  you  as  well?"  Lord  Ledenham demanded furiously. 

"I believe," Robin said, giving Ledenham a shove, "that you just called my father a liar." 

"You too, Rob, I'd say," Nicholas offered. 

Ledenham  was  fool  enough,  unsurprisingly,  to  draw  his  sword  inside  Artane's hall. It  was  not  easily done,  nor  was  it easily wielded,  given that  Ledenham's  right arm was the injured one. Robin chortled, then swore once he realized the  weakness of his opponent. 

"Oh, by the saints, return when you can fight," he said in disgust. 



"I can fight," Ledenham boasted. "Raise your sword like a man and  let us  see  if you can hold your own against me and my weak hand." 

Robin  shrugged,  then  paused.  "I'll  fight  with  my  left,"  he  said  magnanimously. 

"To give you a sporting chance." 

"I could best you with my sword held in my teeth," Ledenham boasted. 

"We'll  try  that  later,"  Robin  promised,  then,  with a  grin,  threw  himself  joyously into the fray. 

"I should help," Jake said, starting to rise. 

Amanda stopped him with a hand on his arm. "I understand you humiliated him at the abbey. Allow Robin his little pleasures, if you can." 

Jake sat back down. "I suppose." 

Amanda leaned back gingerly against her chair and watched as Robin humbled the man in a matter of minutes, not bothering to rid him of his sword in any  impressive manner. Robin merely stepped in at an opportune moment and grasped Ledenham's good wrist. 

"Will you die," Robin asked, "or will you leave?" 

"I'll kill you," Ledenham spat. "See if I don't." 

Robin  yawned.  "As  you  will." Then  he  took  his  sword  hilt and  pressed  it quite firmly against Ledenham's forehead. 

The man slumped to the ground with a groan. 

"Remove the refuse," Robin boomed. 

Ledenham's men collected him and scurried from the great hall. Sir Walter  and  a large contingent of Artane lads  followed  them  out  the  door.  Amanda  looked  at  her sire. 

Would he think Jake was of that supernatural ilk? 

Jake cleared his throat. "My lord, there are things we should discuss—" 

Rhys rose. "Then come with me, if you will. Robin, Nicholas, you two will come as  well.  Miles,  stay  here  and  see  to  your  mother  and  the  girls."  He  smiled  at Montgomery and John at the end of the table. "You lads can see to yourselves, can you not?" 

"I would like to come, Father," Montgomery said, rising quickly and making Rhys a low bow. "I like Jake, you see,  and  I  might be  a  voice  in his  favor  where  he  has none other." 

Amanda  thought  she  just  might  have  to  make  certain  her  youngest  brother  had many, many fine things from the kitchens in the future. 

Rhys nodded at his youngest son. "I suppose you may come. Jake will no doubt appreciate your presence." He put his hand briefly on Amanda's head as  he  passed behind her. "Daughter." 









"Father," she whispered.  She  looked  at  Jake  as  he  rose.  "Good  fortune  to  you, good sir." 

He smiled in a most determined fashion and left to follow her father from the great hall. If he were ill at ease, he hid it well. Amanda looked up as her mother moved to sit next to her. 

"Interesting," Gwen said. 

"Mother, he is no warlock." 

"And why ever would I think that?" Gwen asked, blinking in surprise. 

"You  wouldn't,"  Amanda  said,  chewing  on  her  lip to  keep  herself  from  blurting out things she shouldn't. She wasn't certain what Ledenham had thrown at Jake, but she suspected it was something containing items from the future. 

Proof, perhaps. 

She toyed with the remainder of her dinner and gave that a goodly bit of thought. 

Would she wish to see those things, to prove to herself that he was what he said he was, or would she take him on faith? 

She thought about that for a very long time. 

Her answer might make all the difference. 



Chapter 35

 Jake listened to the study door shut behind him with a click. His gear and his wallet sat on what served Rhys for a desk. Well, no sense in not getting it all over  with at once. If Rhys  de  Piaget  was  going  to  have  him burned  for  witchcraft,  he  might as well have a full complement of reasons for doing so. 

Rhys lifted the rustic sack, then looked at Jake. 

"With your permission?" 

Jake nodded. What else could he do? 

Rhys emptied out the sack. Jake watched as  his  clothing  was  laid out:  his  jeans; his shirt; his jacket. 

Of course his boots were missing. A nicely broken-in pair  of  Doc  Martens  were just too good to pass up, apparently. 

Rhys  examined  the  items  one  by  one  with  meticulous  care.  Then  he  carefully folded them and set them aside. 

"More light, if you please." 



Robin fetched two candles, lit them, then  put  them  on  the  desk.  Rhys  sat  down and took Jake's wallet in his hands. He turned it over this way and that, then opened it. 

He looked at the paper money, the fifty-pound and the one-hundred-pound notes, with no  noticeable  change  in expression.  He  held  them  up  to  the  window  to  stare through them, then held them close to the candle. Not close enough to burn them but close enough to see. 

A man used to using firelight for reading, apparently. 

Rhys  set  those  things  aside.  He  then  searched  further  in  the  wallet,  pulling  out credit cards. 

And a driver's license. 

Jake  watched  him closely,  but  Rhys's  face  gave  absolutely  nothing  away.  If  he thought he was handling devilish things, he gave no indication of it. 

Rhys fingered the credit cards over and over again, looking at their markings and setting them aside one by one—only after a lengthy examination. 

But it was Jake's license that he lingered over the longest. 

Rhys  looked  at  the  photo—a  bad  one,  as  usual—then  looked  up  at  Jake.  He compared the two, holding the card up and studying it. It was a  New  York  license. 

Jake made a point of returning to the States every four years to get one. He'd never been  sure  why  he  did  so,  but  he  carried  a  US  passport  and  a  US  driver's  license. 

Much  as  he  loved  England,  he  was,  after  all, an  American  first  and  foremost,  and giving up tokens that said as much had been unacceptable. 

It  occurred  to  him finally that  as  calmly  as  Rhys  was  taking  things,  there  were those  in the  room  who  were  taking  those  same  things  less  well.  Noises  of  alarm, dismay, and the purposeful repeated clearing of throats  finally forced  Rhys  to  look at his sons. Jake did as well. 

Robin was rocking from foot to foot, barely able to restrain himself. 

Nicholas was gaping. 

Montgomery was crossing himself again. 

"Montgomery," Jake began in exasperation, "I am  not a fairy!" 

"He is not a fairy," Rhys agreed. "He is a man, just as you or I find ourselves to be. These  are  merely things  of  a  merchantry  nature  which  Jake  has  acquired  in his travels.  Am  I  right?"  Rhys  asked,  looking  at  Jake  with  eyes  as  gray  as  a  stormy, midwestern sky. 

"Yes, my lord," Jake said. 

"But—" Montgomery said miserably. 

Rhys smiled at Montgomery. "You have done your service to Jake just  by  being here thus far and I will press on as if you were here to speak for him. But now I wish you to go and see how your mother fares." Rhys paused for a moment. "If you do so  quickly,  and  without  complaint,  then  perhaps  Jake  will  take  you  on  one  of  his travels someday and you will see the same wonders he has." 

Montgomery  looked  at  Jake  rapturously,  all  thoughts  of  fairies  apparently forgotten in the possibility of a good adventure. "Will you?" 

"Merchantry is a dodgy business," Jake said with a nod. "It never hurts to have a fine swordsman at your side. I would welcome your company." 

Montgomery threw  his  arms  around  Jake,  then  bolted  from  the  room,  slamming the door shut behind him. Nicholas put his hands on his hips. 

"There  is  something  very  odd  going  on  here,"  he  said  sternly,  "and  I  for  one would like to know what it is." 

Jake looked at Nicholas and smiled. "I'm a fairy." 

"Not amusing," Nicholas snapped. 

"The truth is odder than that." 

"I am not witless, nor am I possessing a faint heart." 

It sounded hauntingly like Amanda. Jake took a deep breath. "All right, then, here it is.  I  was  born  eight hundred  years  from  now.  In  the  Year  of  Our  Lord's  Grace 2005,  I  heard  ghosts  talking  about  your  sister,  and  believe  me  that  eight  hundred years from now she is still causing a stir. The next day, I was out traveling and found myself thrown through a gate  from  my  time to  yours.  After  I  fell in love  with your sister, I determined the only way  to  have  her  was  to  return  to  the  future  to  retrieve my fortune.  And  now  here  I  am,  back  in the  past  and  hoping  that  your  father  will refrain from marrying your sister off to someone else until I can get a title and some land." 

Nicholas looked at him in complete silence for several moments, then he looked at his father. "He's mad." 

"He seems quite in possession of all his faculties to me," Rhys said blandly. 

Nicholas came to stand very close to Jake. "You're mad." 

Jake shook his head slowly. "I'm not." 

Nicholas scowled. "And I was beginning to like you." He turned and walked from the chamber, slamming the door behind him. 

Rhys looked at Robin. "And you? Have you anything to say?" 

Robin  shrugged.  "I  saw  him disappear  through  a  time  gate  with  my  own  eyes. 

Whilst I cannot answer for Jake, I can assure you that  I am not daft." He clapped a hand on Jake's  shoulder,  then  walked  toward  the  door.  "Ledenham  put  me  off  my food. I'm off to find more." 

And with that, he left the chamber, shutting the door behind him. 

Jake turned his attention from the door back to Rhys, who was sitting back in his chair. Jake managed a brief smile. 



"And you, my lord?" 

Rhys  shook  his  head  slowly.  "If  I  was  not  viewing  this  with  my  own  eyes,  I daresay I wouldn't believe it." 

"I could say the same," Jake said dryly. 

Rhys indicated the chair opposite him. "Sit." 

"Thank you, my lord." Jake sat. All right, so he collapsed more than sat, but he'd had  a  very  long  day  so  far  and  it didn't  look  to  be  shortening  any  time  soon.  He smiled. "Thank you." 

Rhys studied him for what seemed an eternity in silence. Then he looked at Jake's driver's  license  again.  "2005,"  he  said,  chewing  on  the  numbers  as  if  he'd  never considered them before. " 'Tis unbelievable." 

"I know, my lord." 

Rhys  looked  back  at  him.  "And  yet  you  are  here.  And  these  things  prove  it beyond  all reasonable  doubt."  He  shook  his  head  again  with  a  smile,  then  set  the license aside. "You showed well today," he noted. 

"Thank you, my lord." 

"You have more work to do." 

"I know, my lord." 

"I understand 'tis only a pair of months you've been at it." 

"That is true, my lord." 

Rhys nodded. "Very well. You may continue to use Robin as practice, if you will, but I would like to see to your training as long as you are within my walls." 

"Thank you," Jake managed. He wasn't sure if that was a good thing to have been offered or not. He wasn't one to jump to conclusions, but  as long as you are within my  walls  didn't  exactly  sound  like  a  rousing  endorsement  of  Jake  as  husband material. 

"Robin says these heavy brown bags of gold in my coffers are yours." 

A knock sounded on the door before Jake could answer. Robin stuck his head in politely, then entered and dropped three more brown bags and four navy-blue velvet bags on the table in front of Jake. 

"Thought those  might be  useful,"  he  said,  then  started  toward  the  door.  "You'll note that I didn't lose any." 

"Duly noted," Jake said as Robin was closing the door. 

Rhys looked at the new offerings, then retrieved the rest from his  trunk.  He  shot Jake a look. "May I?" 

"Of course, my lord." 

Rhys poured all the gold out, counted it very carefully, then sat back and looked at it for another protracted, excruciating amount of time. Jake was very  thankful for an adulthood spent dealing with just these sorts of situations. He'd sat for hours with gem traders, playing chicken, waiting for the first move not to be his. 

Only those had been just rocks at stake. 

This was Amanda. 

Rhys looked at the blue sacks. "And those?" 

"Gems." 

"May I?" 

"Of course, my lord." 

Rhys spilled the bags out one at a time. He was fairly impassive  about  it all until he  opened  the  bag  with  the  finished  jewelry.  Those  he  removed  piece  by  piece, slowly and very carefully. He looked at Jake briefly after he'd examined  each  piece. 

When he finally pulled out the diamond and aquamarine ring, he spoke. 

"This is for Amanda," he said. 

"Yes." 

"You fashioned this yourself." 

"I did." 

Rhys took a deep breath, blew it out as he looked heavenward, then fixed his gaze on Jake. "I have never seen anything like it. Even the king has not jewels this fine." 

"His gemsmiths probably don't have the tools I had." 

"Or  the  imagination,"  Rhys  said,  with  another  smile.  He  looked  at  everything spread out in front of him and shook his head. "Impressive." 

"Is it enough?" 

Rhys looked at him with a glint in his eye. "For me, or for Henry?" 

"Either." 

"It  was  enough  this  morning  for  me,"  Rhys  said.  "For  Henry?"  He  shrugged. 

"The  lad  is  still young  and  barely  in control  of  his  crown,  but  his  regent  Lord  de Burgh is not an ungreedy man. Still, this will be enough." 

"All of it?" Jake asked, blinking in surprise. 

"Is my daughter not worth it?" 

"I had hoped to keep a little back to feed her with," Jake said honestly. 

Rhys very carefully wrapped up the jewelry and replaced it. He put the gems back in the bags. He divided the coins into piles, then  replaced  them  as  well. He  pushed the gem bags to one side, along with two bags of coins. The others, which Jake was unsurprised to find were in the neighborhood of six, remained grouped  together,  as if they planned a bit of subterfuge. 

"These will do," Rhys said. 



"I'm relieved." 

Rhys looked at him with one raised eyebrow. " 'Tis not too much?" 

"I would have given all of it," Jake said honestly. 

"Not the ring." 

"Well," Jake said with a smile, "perhaps not the ring." 

Rhys looked at the bags. "Shall I keep these safe for you until we go to Seakirk to meet with the king?" 

"Do you have a reason to?" 

Rhys smiled and nodded toward the door. "Go fetch your lady and we'll see what she thinks of you." 

"Of course, my lord." He hesitated. "And if I obtain land and a title?" 

Rhys  smiled.  "Then  you  shall have  your  heart's  desire."  He  paused.  "You  have given up much for her." 

"I would do it again a thousand times." 

Rhys smiled. "Well spoken." 

Jake  hesitated.  "You  know,  my  lord,  about  Seakirk,"  he  said  slowly.  "I'm  not popular there." 

"Neither am  I,  though  I  daresay  I  don't  have  the  distinction  of  having terrorized hapless nuns," Rhys said with a smile, then  he  sobered.  "Your  gear  here,"  he  said, nodding toward Jake's things. " 'Tis damning." 

Jake nodded. "It is. How hot is your cooking fire?" 

"Hot enough. We'll descend there later tonight  and  see  to  the  deed  together.  No one will gainsay me, though Cook may rifle through the ashes after the fact to make certain I haven't  assaulted  her  domain  and  left something  foul  behind."  He  nodded toward the door. "For now, go fetch Amanda." 

Jake smiled. "Thank you." 

"Well, you've won one battle, but the war is not over yet. And I haven't heard her say you aye," Rhys said, with a twinkle in his eye. 

"True," Jake said, but he walked toward the door just the same. 

Rhys cleared his throat from behind him. 

"Jake?" 

Jake turned with his hand on the door. "My lord?" 

Rhys  was  silent  for  several  moments,  looking  for  the  first  time  to  be  almost hesitant. Jake almost asked him what troubled him, but suddenly,  he  suspected  that he might know. 

After all, it wasn't every day mat a medieval lord was faced with a  man  from  the future. 



Silence fell between them, as peacefully and still as snow descending in the depths of winter. Jake was quite certain that the moment would be etched upon his memory in much the same way his first sight of Amanda  had  been,  or  his  first  glimpse  of  a medieval Artane. For the rest of his life, every time he sat in Rhys de Piaget's solar, he  would  be  able  to  bring  to  mind  this  precise  point  in  time  when  he  looked  at Artane's lord and gave him answers to questions the man seemed reluctant to ask. 

"My lord," Jake said gravely, "is there something I might tell you?" 

Rhys  nodded  with  an  almost  imperceptible  sigh.  "If  you  would."  He  paused. 

"Three things." 

Jake was tempted to ask him if he might not have more than three questions about the  future,  but  couldn't  bring  himself  to  do  so.  There  would  be  time  enough,  he supposed, if all went well, to  tell Amanda's  father  all he  might wish  to  know  about the marvels that lay ahead of mankind. For now, he would satisfy the man's curiosity on a small scale in the best way he could. 

"Three things," Jake began, waiting for Rhys to nod in agreement. "Very well, my lord, the first thing you should know  is  that  the  world  does  not  end  in the  Year  of Our Lord's Grace 1300." 

Rhys raised an eyebrow. "It doesn't?" 

"It doesn't." 

Rhys absorbed, then nodded. "Go on." 

"The world is round." 

"Indeed," Rhys said, looking surprised. "Is it, indeed? They say otherwise, but  I must  admit,  the  thought  of  falling  off  its  edges  never  sat  well  with  me.  Very interesting," he said with a nod. "Now, the last, if you please." 

Jake  considered  what  else  he  might say  that  would  suffice  the  very  proud,  very astute man sitting in front of him. He took a moment or two to look  around  Rhys's study. There were signs of  medieval affluence,  certainly.  It  was,  oddly  enough,  the same  feeling of  subdued  power  and  influence  that  Jake  had  noticed  in  Gideon  de Piaget's office. Auras of power and  influence were  the  same,  apparently,  no  matter the century. Jake spared a kind thought for Gideon and his nod to Fate's hand, and another handful of kind thoughts to Gideon's family and extended relations. 

And even as he did so, Jake knew quite suddenly just what would matter the most to Rhys de Piaget. 

"The third thing," Jake began slowly. 

Rhys nodded, just as slowly. 

"Eight hundred years from now, my lord, Artane still stands." 

Rhys smiled faintly. "Does it now?" 

"Yes. And your descendants still inhabit it." 

Rhys's  eyes  were  suddenly  quite  moist.  He  looked  around  his  own  study,  then









put his hands on his desk for a moment or two before he cleared his throat roughly. 

"You  should  go  fetch  your  lady,"  he  said,  his  voice  hoarse.  "Before  she  wears  a trench in my floor that will leave my posterity stumbling centuries from now." 

Jake  smiled,  made  Rhys  a  low  bow,  and  left  the  room  to  give  the  man  some privacy. He pulled the door shut behind him, then stood there for a moment or two to gather his own thoughts. He looked up and blew out his breath. 

He'd done it. 

All right, so there was still the hurdle of the king to be surmounted. But now, Jake had the feeling that he might have an ally in his  cause,  an  ally who  was  sitting  back behind  that  door  no  doubt  contemplating  the  state  of  his  castle  centuries  in  the future. And who could blame Rhys for it? Artane was a magnificent place.  And,  as Gideon had once said, the family was a decent bunch, all through the centuries. Jake knew he would be grateful for the rest of his life to claim them as well. 

But they were, after all, just the setting for the true gem whom he didn't doubt was doing just as her father said she was, and wearing a trench in the great hall floor. 

Jake  smoothed  his  hand  along  the  stone  as  he  walked  down  the  passageway, stone that would last at least eight centuries into the future. 

With  any  luck,  and  enough  gold  in  his  fists,  he  would  win  the  woman  of  his dreams and begin a family that would last just as long. 

He smiled, and quickened his pace down the hallway. 



Chapter 36

 Amanda  walked  along  the  beach,  dragging  her  bare  feet  through  the  sand  and shivering because of it. She pulled her cloak more closely around her and wondered if she'd lost what little wits remained her. It was cold; it was rainy; it was windy. She would  have  been  better  served  to  be  inside  where  she  might  sit  by  a  fire  and  be warm. 

But the thought of sitting inside when she had no idea what her future might hold was as appealing as a few fortnights in her father's dungeon. She had to  pace.  Best that she pace where there was room for it. 

It had been almost a month since her father had returned home. She had watched Jake  train  with  her  sire  during  the  mornings  and  continue  with  Robin  in  the afternoons. He  spent  his  evenings  discussing  affairs  of  the  realm with anyone  who could stomach it. It was generally her sire to indulge him in such discussions, which somehow seemed to please her sire. Amanda supposed that it was because Jake was interesting to talk to, or it could have been that he was interested in what Rhys had to say about things, or it could have been just that Rhys favored him. Amanda couldn't have said. All she knew was that her father, Robin, Nicholas, and Jake had ridden to Seakirk  Abbey  almost  a  se'nnight  ago  and  she'd  had  no  word  from  any  of  them since. 

Louts. Had they no idea of her torment? 

She rubbed her arms  vigorously,  wished  for  another  cloak,  then  turned  her  face into the wind and stared out  over  the  sea.  She  had  spent  copious  amounts  of  time doing just that over the past fortnight—even before Jake had left for  Seakirk.  She'd had much on her mind. 

Not the least of which had to do with the year he'd left behind. 

She'd seen the coin  he'd  given Robin.  She'd  seen  his  Future  gear.  She'd  had  all the proof she could have wanted. 

And more than she'd needed. 

He'd confessed one evening as they'd stood on the roof together that he regretted not  having told  her  sooner.  At  the  time,  the  admission  had  soothed  her  pride,  but now she suspected that he'd been wise beyond knowing. 

2005. The very  numbers  still felt foreign  in her  mind.  She  had  never  considered that the world might last so  long,  or  that  someone  from  that  Future  might come  to her keep. 

And steal her heart. 

But  now,  now  that  he  was  gone  again  trying  to  secure  a  future  for  her,  she wondered how it was she had ever managed the future without him. 

Nicholas had reminded her every chance he had that Jake was daft. Montgomery gave her knowing looks now and then and made a shape with his hands that looked remarkably like two fairy wings flapping. But even with those votes of no confidence in Jake's origins, Nicholas had warmed to him. Montgomery adored him. 

Amanda understood. 

The man was fascinating, Like a gem that never ceased to please the eye or invite scrutiny as it was turned this way and that. 

Amanda hugged herself, grateful for  a  form  that  didn't  protest  when  she  did  so, and said a little prayer. She Likely should have been on her knees in the chapel, but she was far too restless for that. 

King Henry had just declared his majority and ascension to the throne.  Surely  he would be hungry for more support in the north. Surely Jake would look at him with that way he had that demanded ever so easily that he be taken  seriously  and  agreed with. And surely that hefty bag or two of gold he was taking with him would  speak more loudly than any of that. 

The  wind  grew  stronger.  Amanda  shivered.  The  chill had  become  stronger  than what even she could bear. She turned to start back for the keep, then froze. 



Jake  was  standing  a  hundred  paces  down  the  strand  from  her,  simply  watching her. He wasn't moving. She couldn't even tell if he was smiling. 

She started toward him. And then she started to run. 

He met her halfway. 

And he swept her up into his arms with a jubilant laugh and spun her around until she begged him to stop. 

"Well?" she demanded. 

He set her on her feet, took a step or two backward, and bowed low. 

"If  I  might  present  myself  to  my  lady,"  he  said  formally.  "Jackson,  Lord  of Raventhorpe. At your service. Night. Day. All hours in between." 

Amanda gasped. "Raventhorpe?" 

Jake grinned. "Brilliant, isn't it?" 

"Dangerous," she corrected  promptly.  "On  the  border  with those  savage  Scots. 

Perilous. Dilapidated. Unsecured." 

"  Mine," he said, pulling her to him and wrapping his arms around her. "It is also right on the sea, my most lovely Amanda, and I understand that on a clear day, you can see Artane in the distance. If you squint," he added. 

She hugged him tightly. "Congratulations." 

"Not condolences?" he murmured against her ear. 

She smiled in spite of herself. "I love the unknown. Look whom I'm wedding." 

He pulled back and looked at her. "Are you betrothed, then?" 

She scowled at him. "You know what I meant." 

"I haven't asked you yet." 

"Then you'd damned well better  be  about  your  business,  my  lord,  lest  I  change my mind." 

But she smiled as she said it, so hard that her cheeks ached. He was just as merry. 

He went down on one knee, right there in the sand, and looked up at her. 

"Amanda of Artane, love of my life and light of my heart, will you marry me?" 

"Are you certain you want me?" she asked. "Now being lord of your own hall and all." 

"I traveled a  very long way to have you and you were  very expensive," he said, his eyes twinkling. "But I see you are unconvinced of  my  sincerity."  He  reached  down into his boot and pulled out something that he subsequently slipped onto her finger. 

"Does this improve my chances of having your heart?" 

Amanda looked down at the band of stars that went all the way around her finger, shining even in the gloom of a rainy fall day. Then she found that they sparkled even more through her tears. 



"Stardust," she said, unable to tear her gaze away from her trembling hand. Then she put her hands on his cheeks, then leaned over and kissed him softly. "You did it all. Just as you said." 

"Is that my answer?" 

She shook her head, then pulled him to his feet. "Nay, but this is: Aye, I will wed with  you,  Jackson,  lord  of  that  renegade-infested  Raventhorpe  keep,  and  count myself the most fortunate of women." 

"And I the most fortunate of men," he said. 

And then he kissed her. 

Amanda closed her eyes and melted against him. It was all more than she had ever expected,  and  so  much  more  than  she  had  ever  dared  dream.  A  man  she  loved, desired, and couldn't imagine life without. 

Stardust dreams indeed. 

Jake pulled his head away from hers finally and took a ragged breath. 

"We should go back inside." 

"Why?" 

"Because if I don't find a chaperone very quickly, we'll be in trouble." 

"My guardsmen won't do?" 

"Damn,  I  forgot  about  them."  He  smiled  down  at  her.  "Well,  we  should  go  in anyway.  I  imagine you've  been  out  here  all week.  I  don't  want  you  repeating  your vows with a stuffy nose. People will think you're  weeping  because  I  forced  you  to the altar." 

"No one will think that," she promised. "I will make certain of it.  But  I  could  do with a bit of a fire now that I've no  more  need  for  pacing."  She  took  his  hand  and walked with him back  down  the  shore  toward  the  keep.  "So,  tell me  of  your  time with Henry. He is quite young, is he not?" 

"Twenty-five. But I think he's been seasoned in court for years, so he's definitely not easily fooled." 

"What did you say to him?" 

"I didn't see Henry at first," he admitted. "Your father managed an audience with Hugh de Burgh. Apparently, he didn't start out with much either, so my tale appealed to him." 

"It would," she agreed. "From minor nobility to regent of England. So," she said, 

"you used your glib tongue to plead your case?" 

"Words and gold. A potent combination." 

"And with Henry?" 

"Words, gold, and a contingent of  Artane  males  standing  behind  me,"  Jake  said with a grin. "A  very potent combination. I promised the king to be on his side here in the  north,  handed  him  a  gem  or  two  and,  again,  bags  of  gold,  and  the  deal  was done." 

She looked up at him, unable to stop smiling. "You did it." 

"I couldn't have, without your father and brothers. Though I  will admit,"  he  said modestly, "that while I was waiting, I sketched a little portrait of His Majesty. When I handed that to him with the rest of the goods, he was pleased." 

"How pleased?" 

"So pleased that he's invited us to come to London as soon as we're able to travel so I can do his likeness justice." 

"Jake," she breathed. "In truth?" 

"Are you interested?" 

"I haven't been to London in years," she admitted. "I would enjoy it very much." 

"I wouldn't mind seeing it either," he said. "Besides, I don't think we're supposed to refuse. I don't know. What do you think?" 

"I think you'd best discuss  proper  comportment  before  royalty  with my  father," 

she said dryly, "lest we find ourselves painting the inside of a cell in the Tower." 

"Never  fear,  no  medieval lock  can  hold  me,"  he  boasted.  "Though  I  daresay  it might have  been  a  bit  dodgy  there  for  a  moment  or  two  when  Ledenham  arrived, frothing at the mouth." 

She gasped. "Ledenham? And he said…" 

"More of the same," Jake said with a shrug. "I had given my defense quite a bit of thought, but de Burgh made it unnecessary. When Ledenham began to spew out his accusations, de Burgh looked at him as if he'd lost his mind, wondered aloud if the bump  left on  Ledenham's  forehead  from  Robin's  sword  hilt had  damaged  his  wits permanently, then threw him out on his, ahem, backside." 

Amanda  shook  her  head.  "Jake,  it won't  be  the  last  of  him.  He'll  never  give  up now." 

"It will be his word against mine," Jake said. "And  your  father's,  of  course."  He shrugged. "An air of mystery will cling to me and, I apologize in advance, to you." 

"Which  will  only  increase  when  you  take  up  residence  in  Raventhorpe,"  she pointed out with a smile. "Congratulations again, my lord, on it all just  the  same.  A fine coup." 

He ran his hand over her sopping hair. "You were my inspiration." 

"And your prize." 

"Is tomorrow too soon to claim you?" 

She laughed. "We are, if you can fathom this, already prepared." 

"You had faith in me," he said, sounding pleased. 



"I did." 

He smiled at her. "Let's go home, then." 

"As you wish, my lord." 



 She  sat  in her  father's  solar  later that  day,  on  the  eve  of  her  wedding  day,  and looked around at the family surrounding her. And  she  enjoyed,  for  once,  not  being the  center  of  attention.  It  would  seem  that  Rhys  and  Robin  had  seen  several  quite fetching  maids  at  Seakirk  Abbey  who  were  surely  not  of  the  ilk  to  be  taking  their vows  any  time  soon.  Nicholas  was  sitting  in  his  chair,  rolling  his  eyes  at  their suggestions and vowing that he would  not  wed  until he  found  someone  who  loved him for him and not just for his ability to liberate her from a nunnery. 

Amanda smiled as she held Jake's hand, feeling quite content, for a change, in that chamber. She looked  down  at  her  ring,  sparkling  in the  firelight, and  marveled  that Jake should have made such a thing. Perhaps the king would be well served to have Jake  create  a  bauble  or  two  for  him.  He  certainly  would  if  he  could  see  the  other pieces of work Jake had brought with him. 

Anne was  wearing one  of  his  brooches.  Gwen  periodically  admired  the  bracelet surrounding  her  wrist,  done  in  the  same  blue  stone  that  Amanda  found  sprinkled throughout her own ring. Isabelle was not so subtle. She clutched her necklace in her hand and divided her time between gaping at it and gaping at Jake. 

Talk turned to the state of affairs in the north. Amanda was enormously glad to no longer be a pawn in those affairs. Now 'twas Jake who had an interest in how things might come about. 

She held his hand and looked at him as he talked as an equal with her  father  and brothers,  and  she  marveled  at  him.  How  he  had  changed,  yet  in  truth,  he  had  not changed  at  all. Even  from  the  first,  he  had  carried  himself as  a  man  of  means  and learning. 'Twas her bias that had made him seem less to her than he was. Indeed, she had learned a great deal in the past few months about a man's worth and his place in life. 

She supposed she might never be the same. 

So she looked at her man of worth and found it difficult to believe how much he had given up for her. The Future and all its  wonders.  She  sincerely  hoped  she  was worth the price. 

She  sighed  and  leaned  back  against  her  chair,  then  realized  she  was  being watched.  She  met  Robin's  gaze  and  expected  him  to  smirk  at  her  or  laugh  at  her mooning. 

Instead, he was watching her with one of  those  expressions  of  genuine affection he reserved for Anne and Phillip. 

"Happy?" he mouthed. 

She  nodded,  her  heart  suddenly  too  full for  speech  or  jest.  So  she  let a  tear  or









two slip down her cheeks and nodded again. Aye, she was happy. She was again in the bosom of her family, but now her heart was not only  whole  but  full of  love  for the man sitting next to her who would in time hold court with their family in his own solar. 

Jake raised her hand to his lips suddenly, kissed  it,  then  held  it in both  his  own, rubbing his thumb gently over the ring on her finger and looking down at it now and again, as if he assured himself it was still there. 

She looked at Robin, who regarded them both with a satisfied smile. She nodded. 

She couldn't have agreed more. 



Chapter 37

 Jake stood at the front of a medieval chapel on the morning of his wedding day and paused in the midst of waiting for his bride in order to review the events of the past few months, to see where he'd gone right. 

First  on  the  list  was  getting mugged  in Artane  Enterprises,  Inc.'s  car  park.  That had  sent  him careening  down  a  path  through  ghost-filled  hallways,  time  gates,  and past  a  medieval monarch,  to  land  at  the  front  of  a  relatively new  chapel,  where  he was waiting for his bride to come give herself to him. 

From mugging to marrying. 

He had no complaints. 

He looked around him at the souls gathered to watch the ceremony. Gwen, Anne, and  Isabelle  stood  on  the  far  side  of  the  aisle.  They  all  wore  expressions  of happiness, so he supposed he could safely assume they weren't dissatisfied with the prospect of him taking Amanda for his wife. 

Montgomery  and  John  stood  on  the  near  side  of  the  aisle  with  Miles,  looking pleased as well. Nicholas and Robin stood with Jake at the altar. Jake thought he was showing a great amount of  trust  by  having Nicholas  de  Piaget  standing  at  his  back with a dagger in his belt. Stranger things had happened than a stabbing in a chapel in England. Maybe Robin would keep him safe. 

Then the door opened and Amanda walked in with Rhys. Jake found that the sight of her after any sort of absence, as always, was like a fist to his gut. He was almost certain he swayed. 

"Steady," Robin murmured from behind him. "Though 'tis not too late to flee." 

"Shut up," Jake muttered. 

"A leap or two over the benches and  voilà, you're off." 



Jake  turned  his  head  to  glare  at  his  future  brother-in-law,  only  to  find  Robin grinning at him. 

"I'd label you appropriately," Jake whispered, "but we're in church." 

"There are always the lists later." 

"I'll be busy." 

"Dawn, then?" 

"By  the  saints,"  Nicholas  hissed,  "will you  two  cease?  We've  a  wedding  to  see accomplished." 

"I'm  distracting  him,"  Robin  said  cheerfully.  "If  he  catches  a  full  view  of  that wench, he's liable to swoon." 

"Be a man," Nicholas advised under his breath. "Bear up under the strain." 

"Gladly," Jake said, smiling as Rhys deposited Amanda at the altar. Jake nodded to Rhys, then took Amanda's hand and faced the priest. 

Her fingers  were  like ice.  He  looked  at  her  in surprise,  but  she  gave  no  sign  of distress. In fact, she looked up at him and smiled, so brilliantly that he had to blink. 

He supposed  he  swayed;  that  was  probably  why  Robin  elbowed  him  in  the  ribs. 

Jake took both Amanda's hands in his and let yet another moment of unreality wash over him—not unlike that moment in Rhys's solar when he and Rhys had spoken of the future. 

He  stood  in  a  medieval  chapel,  holding  the  hands  of  a  medieval  noblewoman, wearing a medieval title on his shoulders, and he was getting married on top of it all. 

It was not, as he had decided earlier, what he had expected that morning when his dad  had  forced  him  out  of  bed  before  dawn  to  send  him  fatefully  to  Artane Enterprises. 

"Holdings?" the priest asked. 

Before Jake could wonder what he was supposed to do, Rhys  stepped  forward. 

"I will name my daughter's dowry. Scribe, are you ready?" 

"Best find a chair," Robin whispered loudly. 

Jake caught the glare Rhys threw his oldest son, but Robin only smiled pleasantly. 

Jake stood there  holding  onto  Amanda's  hand  and  found  out  for  the  first  time just how  very  wealthy his  bride  was.  He  realized he  was  listening  with  an  open  mouth only because he eventually had to swallow and had to close his  mouth  to  do  it.  He looked at Amanda. 

"Wow." 

She smiled. "Didn't you know?" 

"Didn't know, didn't care." 

"You'd best care now," Rhys said. 

Jake  smiled  at  Amanda's  father.  "Of  course,  my  lord.  You  know  I  will  do everything necessary to see to it properly." 

Rhys  nodded,  apparently  satisfied,  though  Jake  knew  that  there  had  never  been any question about it. He supposed it did a father good to know that the man he was giving his daughter to would take his responsibilities seriously when the time came. 

"My lord Raventhorpe?" the priest inquired. 

"I'll  name  his,"  Robin  said.  "Groomsman's  duty  and  all  that."  He  cleared  his throat  and  flexed  his  fingers  purposefully.  "In  holdings  he  brings  Raventhorpe,  of course. In gold and gems, he brings the equivalent of several hundred knight's fees." 

"Is that all?" the priest asked. 

Was that all? Jake smiled. His wealth was not Amanda's, but it was something  at least. 

"Nay, that is not all,"  Robin  said  archly.  "I  have  things  yet  to  name.  Scribe,  are you ready?" 

"Aye, my lord." 

"My lord Raventhorpe also  brings  to  the  table  a  fine blacksmith,  furnishings  for his bedchamber, great hall, and private solar." Robin smiled. "Courtesy of me." 

"Thank you," Jake said, surprised and touched. 

"And  horseflesh  for  his  stables  and  a  hound  or  two  for  his  kennels,"  Nicholas said with only the slightest bit of dourness. "From me." 

"Thank you very much," Jake said, even more surprised and touched. 

"Squires!" Montgomery and John chimed in. 

"That would be us," Montgomery added. 

"A gift of us, from us," John said with a grin. 

Jake looked at Amanda's younger brothers and smiled. "I'll take you." 

"And  a  steward,"  Rhys  added,  "from  her  mother  and  me.  But  a  cook  you  can find on your own." 

"Find a cook quickly," Miles advised. "She burns everything she touches." 

Jake laughed and looked at Amanda, who had tears running down her cheeks. But she was smiling as well. 

"What a family," he said. 

She nodded, then turned to the  priest.  "I  daresay,  good  father,  that  those  things are enough. Let us be about the rest, if you will." 

Jake  concentrated  on  what  was  being  said,  on  responding  in all the  right places with all the right words, but the back of his mind was spinning with all the revelations already that morning. 

All  right,  so  he  was  used  to  having  money.  His  father  might  have  been  a reprehensible  cad,  but  he  had  spared  no  expense  to  see  Jake  educated  or  treated properly  while  he'd  been  at  Eton,  and  later  at  Cambridge.  Jake  himself,  once  his years  of  scrimping  and  saving  to  start  his  business  were  behind  him,  had  certainly not  lacked  for  the  finer  things  of  life.  He'd  traveled  in  luxury,  bought  whatever pleased him, surrounded himself with things of beauty. 

But somehow, such abundance in medieval terms was positively overwhelming. 

"Jake?" 

He blinked and looked at Amanda. "What?" 

"You may kiss me now." 

He blinked again. "Is it over?" 

Nicholas made a noise of despair and Robin laughed. Jake looked at Amanda. 

"I suppose that's a 'yes'?" 

She leaned up on her toes and kissed him. "Aye." 

He wrapped  his  arms  around  her  and  kissed  her  back,  not  as  thoroughly  as  he would have liked. He was, after all, standing right in front of her father. But he would later, when they didn't have an audience. 

"Are you certain you don't want a brief foray into the lists?" Robin asked politely. 

"Shut up," Jake said, just as politely. 

"Then  food  for  the  man,"  Robin  said,  slapping  Jake  heartily  on  the  back. 

"Strength for his labors." 

Jake  looked  at  Amanda,  who  merely laughed.  There  was  no  stopping  Robin  of Artane  when  he  was  on  a  roll,  and  apparently  he  was  on  one  now.  Jake  took Amanda's hand and turned around to leave the chapel. But he couldn't leave without shaking hands with Rhys, or bowing low over Gwen's  hand  and  thanking her  again for the gift of her daughter. And on the way from the chapel, he found himself being congratulated  by  Miles and  the  twins,  and  shyly  taken  by  his  free  arm  by  Isabelle who, as usual, looked up at him worshipfully. 

Robin and Anne followed, with Anne making hushing noises as Robin continued his wedding monologue. 

They  were  soon  seated  comfortably  at  the  high  table  in  the  great  hall.  Jake supposed  he  was  fed,  but  he  didn't  remember  much  of  it.  For  the  most  part,  he simply stared at Amanda. 

He smiled  to  himself.  No  wonder  the  ghosts  had  made  whacko  motions  when he'd asked them about Amanda. He should have taken that as a positive sign. 

Robin clapped his hands together suddenly, then rubbed them. "I daresay 'tis time for the standing up, wouldn't you say?" 

"Standing up?" Jake asked. 

"Robin," Anne chided, "leave him be. And leave Amanda be." 

Jake looked at Amanda. "Standing up?" 



"Don't answer him, sister," Robin said, grinning. "We'll just show him." 

"You will not," Amanda said. "My lord is not finished with his wine, and when he is,  he  will  retire  without  help  from  you.  Or  any  of  the  rest  of  you,"  she  said, sweeping the males at the table with a warning glance. "I for one will not be stripped naked to stand before my sire and brothers," she huffed. "I daresay after all Jake has gone through to have me, he's not about to repudiate me." 

"You can say that again," Jake said, with feeling. He looked at Miles, who sat on his other side. "You really don't do that kind of thing, do you?" 

"Of course," Miles said with a smile. "How else would you have one last chance to refuse your knock-kneed, sunken chested, spindly elbowed bride?" 

"I can assure you I am  none  of  those,"  Amanda  said  sharply.  "Now,  leave Jake alone and let him finish his meal. For all we know, he may wish to have a small walk along the beach on the afternoon of his wedding day." 

Robin spewed his wine all over the table. "Surely  you  jest,"  he  gasped.  "A  walk along the beach? On his wedding day?" 

Jake looked at Amanda. "Is it possible to have any privacy today?" 

"Privacy?" she said with a snort. "Aye, at Raventhorpe." 

"Too far. We'll have to settle for somewhere closer." 

She  pushed  her  chair  back  and  stood.  She  leaned  over  and  kissed  her  father's cheek. "My lord is weary. Of his new brothers-in-law," she said with a glare thrown Robin's way. "If you will excuse us, Father? Mother?" 

"Are you asking permission of me as well?" Robin asked with a grin. 

Jake rose with her and gave Robin the cuff to the back of the head he deserved as he passed. 

"You'll  pay  for  that,  Kilchurn,"  Robin  blustered.  "Later,  when  I  don't  still  have wine in my cup." 

"Sure," Jake said.  He  walked  to  the  end  of  the  table  with Amanda,  then  paused and excused himself. He walked around to the front of the table and stopped in front of Rhys and Gwen. He made them a very low bow. 

"Thank you, my lord, my lady, for the gift of your daughter," he said simply. 

Rhys nodded seriously. Gwen smiled through her tears. Jake looked at the rest of Amanda's family, made them a bow as well, then walked around the table to collect his bride. He paused at the bottom of the steps and smiled at her. 

"My lady?" 

"My lord?" 

He laughed and took her hand to lead her up the stairs. 



 He woke sometime during the middle of the night. He rolled from the bed, found a candle, then wrapped a blanket around himself and went out into the hallway for a light. He carried the candle back into the room and set it down on the bedside table. 

He retrieved a sketch pad and a pencil, then found a stool and sat down. It  took him perhaps an hour to capture her on the page as he wished,  then  he  set  aside  his pencil  and  merely stared  at  her.  He  supposed  there  weren't  enough  hours  in  every day from now until he died to look  at  her,  to  drink  in her  spirit,  to  marvel that  this magical, spectacular,  outspoken  woman  was  actually  his  to  love.  After  all the  time he'd  spent  combing  the  world  for  the  perfect  gem,  here  was  the  one  of  the  most value. 

A true one-of-a-kind. 

She opened her eyes slowly, looked at him, then smiled. 

"Hey," she said. 

He smiled reflexively. He was going to have to be careful how he talked to her or he was going to have a medieval Valley Girl on his hands. He'd already corrupted her with chocolate earlier in the evening. Who knew what other anachronisms  he  would inflict upon her, given enough time? 

"Hey, yourself," he said. 

"What are you about, here in the middle of the night?" 

He held up his sketch pad. "Drawing my favorite subject." 

She caught her breath. "Ah, Jake, 'tis beautiful. Far more beautiful than I deserve." 

"It is not," he said. "I'll have you know that I am a very  fine artist,  rendering  my subjects with complete accuracy and a jaundiced eye." 

"If you say so." She leaned  up  on  one  elbow.  "Will you  draw  something  else?" 

she asked hesitantly. "More things from the Future? Not right now, but later?" 

"If you like," he said with a smile.  "But  what  I  would  really like to  do  is  paint  a portrait of you. Once I can find paints and such." 

"In truth?" she asked, sounding pleased. 

"Yes. In that blue dress you wore today. You were very beautiful in it." 

"You must paint me with long hair." 

He laughed. "Why is that?" 

"I  do  not  want  my  posterity  to  see  what  a  fool  I  was  whilst  waiting  for  their progenitor to return to me." 

"Done," he said. "Hair to your waist, if you wish." 

She smiled lazily. "I wish it. Now, put away your pencils, my lord, and come you here. I've other work for you." 

How could he refuse?  He  put  away  his  gear,  but  left the  candle.  After  all, when you had a treasure to hand, it was best to look at it in the light. 









The candle had burned low before he was finished with the work she had for him, but he didn't mind. He would burn up a thousand candles and more to please her. 

He fell asleep with Amanda of Artane in his arms. 

He was smiling. 



Chapter 38

 Several months later, Amanda stood at the end of another bed and wished she dared pace. But she feared to be a distraction, so she stayed where she was and looked at the occupant of that bed, wincing at the moans that  had  once  been  easy  enough  to listen to, but now were quite loud. 

"Soon," Gwen said. "Soon." 

"Not soon enough," Anne said, through gritted teeth. 

Gwen laughed. " 'Tis  the  same  amount  of  work,  my  love.  Wishing  to  hurry  will not help." 

" 'Twill be over with faster," Anne gasped. 

Amanda  put  her  hand  over  her  own  belly  that  showed  nothing  as  yet  and wondered how it was she would manage when her turn came to be laboring to bring forth a babe. 

Time passed, and Amanda wasn't sure for whom it passed more slowly. At least Anne had something to do. All Amanda could do was watch. 

"Where is Robin?" Anne panted. 

"Downstairs," Amanda said. 

"Why?" 

"I  think  he  fears  what  you  will  do  to  him  if  he  is  within  reach,"  Amanda  said honestly. 

"Fetch him," she said, then cried out in pain. 

Amanda ran to the door and threw it open. She didn't have to go far. Her brother was standing uncharacteristically still, leaning against the far wall. In his own way, he was as pale with strain as Anne was with the pain. 

"She wants you," Amanda said. 

He nodded and pushed away from the wall. Amanda caught him by  the  arm  and smiled. 

"She's strong and healthy. The babe will be fine." 



He looked at her sharply. "Think you?" 

"I know so," she said confidently. 

She wasn't about to tell him how she knew, though she supposed he guessed. 

But he put his shoulders back just the same and followed her inside the chamber. 



 An  hour  later,  Amanda  walked  down  the  stairs  to  the  great  hall.  Isabelle  was upstairs, cooing over the babe already. No doubt her brothers, husband,  and  father were distracting themselves in the lists. 

But on  the  chance  she  was  mistaken,  she  tried  her  father's  solar.  She  knocked, then  entered  to  find  Jake  sitting  across  the  chessboard  from  her  father.  They  both looked up. 

"The babe is born?" Rhys asked. 

She nodded. 

"Lad or lass?" 

Amanda  looked  at  Jake  for  a  moment  before  she  turned  back  to  her  father.  "A wee lad," she said gravely. 

"And the name?" Rhys asked. "And please let it be something I can pronounce." 

She smiled dryly. "Phillip was not hard, Father." 

"With Robin, I just never know." 

Amanda  looked  again at  Jake.  He  was  watching  her  placidly,  with  no  worry  or concern in his eye, just the quiet confidence she had come to  count  on,  even  when he  was  feeling  his  way  through  unfamiliar  situations.  He  merely  waited,  sure  and steady. 

"The name?" Rhys prompted. 

She shivered. "Kendrick." 

"Kendrick!" Rhys echoed, "what kind of name is that?" 

"Something  Robin  heard  somewhere."  She  swallowed.  "It  was  something  he decided  the  moment  he  found  that  Anne  was  with child  again."  She  paused  again. 

"He's said nothing to anyone about it, not even Anne." 

"Well," Rhys said,  "to  each  his  own."  He  shook  his  head.  "Kendrick,  indeed.  I suppose I'll grow to like it well enough." 

"I'm sure he'll be a fine lad," Jake said confidently. "Indeed,  I  make  a  prediction that he will be a marvelous warrior in the tradition of his father and grandfather." 

"And his uncle," Rhys said seriously. 

Jake smiled. "You are too kind, my lord." 

"He's screaming like a banshee already," Amanda muttered. 



Rhys stood. "Do you think I might venture a visit, or is it too soon?" 

Amanda  shook  her  head.  "The  babe  was  born  half an  hour  ago.  I  daresay  you might go have a wee peek at your new grandson." 

Rhys smoothed his hand over her hair as he walked toward the door, then paused and smiled at her. "All will be well with you, too, love, when your time comes." 

"I know, Father," she said softly. She waited until he had gone, then looked at her husband. 

He merely sat in his chair, watching her with half a smile. 

She walked across the room and sat on his lap. 

"Oof," he said. 

"Oaf," she replied, putting her arm around his neck. "I am not so heavy." 

He kissed her gently. "I was teasing. So, Anne is safely delivered, I see." 

"Are you surprised?" 

He smiled. "What do you think?" 

"I think you were unsurprised," she said, resting her cheek against his. She closed her eyes and sighed. "I am happy for them." 

"So  am  I."  He  paused,  then  pulled  away  to  look  at  her.  "Are  you  convinced now?" 

She smiled, knowing of what he spoke. "I was not unconvinced before." 

"Is the proof reassuring?" 

"Jake," she said with a laugh, "I never needed any proof." 

"Did you never doubt me?" he asked. "Not once?" 

"Never. Well," she said tugging on her hair, "apart from the time I didn't think you were coming  back,  nay,  not  once.  Especially  not  once  I  knew  for  myself  that  you didn't have wings like a fairy." 

"Thank heavens for that." 

She  looked  at  him in silence  for  a  moment  or  two,  then  spoke  carefully.  "Two more?" 

"Two more that live," he said quietly. "As far as any Robin and Anne might have who don't, I can't say." 

"And about ours?" she asked carefully. "Do you know anything about ours?" 

He shook his head. "I don't." 

"Couldn't you have looked?"  she  asked  plaintively. "Whilst  you  were  about  that fetching of your gold and gems?" 

He drew her close and stroked her hair. "In all honesty, Amanda, I couldn't make myself look in any of the books that would have told me just what had happened to you."  He  sighed.  "I  suppose  I  was  afraid  I  would  find  out  you'd  married  some hulking brute named Sven who would have sired on  you  a  dozen  lads  named  Sven and you would have lived out your life in Swedish bliss." 

She smiled and pulled back to look at him. "And if you'd discovered that? What would you have done then?" 

"Changed history," he said confidently. 

"The saints be praised." 

He  stroked  her  cheek.  "You  know,  while  we  were  in  London  and  you  were bringing  all  the  men  at  court  to  their  knees,  I  nipped  out  and  found  paints  and brushes. I would like to paint that portrait of you I promised, if you would allow it. 

In your wedding gown." 

"If you like," she said, pleased. His portrait of the king had been a great success and  they  had  invitations  to  do  the  same  for  many  of  the  nobles  in London.  "With long hair," she reminded him. 

"Of course." 

She sat on his lap, and snuggled close to him for a great while in silence, so long that  she  wondered  if  he  had  gone  to  sleep.  She  finally  lifted  her  head  from  his shoulder and looked at him. His eyes weren't closed, but they stared at nothing. 

"Jake?" she asked. 

He shook his head and smiled. "Yes, my love?" 

"Do you regret it?" she asked. 

"How can you ask?" 

"Because  you've  drawn  me  the  marvels  you  left  behind.  I  wonder  if  you  miss them." 

He stroked his chin. "Hmmm, let me see.  I  traded  in a  life of  travel,  luxury,  and ease  without  you  for  a  life  of  travel,  luxury,  and  ease   with  you.  How  can  that possibly be a poor trade?" 

"You do not have luxury and ease," she pointed out. 

"Don't I?" he mused. "A fine castle—" 

"With rats in your cellar and birds nesting in your bedchamber." 

"True,  but  that  can  be  fixed,"  he  said.  "No,  it  does  seem  very  luxurious,  that rat-infested castle on the sea." 

She laughed and kissed him. "Very well, my lord, I agree. 'Tis marvelous fine, that hall of ours, and I look forward to living there once Nicholas and his lads repair the roof. Though why you allowed Nicholas anywhere near that keep…" 

"He knows you'll be living there as well. He'll see it repaired properly," Jake  said confidently. "It is a good  life, Amanda,  and  one  I  will be  forever  grateful  for.  And you are the reason for it." 







She put her arms around him and hugged him tightly. She had to agree with him. 

She had traded a life of ease without Jake for a life of wonder with him. 

She thought  about  that  night on  the  roof,  when  he'd  promised  to  pull down  the stars from the sky and give them to her. 

If stars were happiness, he had done that and more. 

She  pulled  back  and  kissed  him.  "Come  with me  and  see  your  nephew.  He's  a fine, strong lad." 

He smiled. "I'm  quite  sure  he  is.  I  can  hardly  wait for  him to  grow  up  so  I  can begin to torment him as he deserves." 

"I think you have a tale for me." 

"I  do,"  he  said  with  a  grin.  "And  it  is  a  most  remarkable  one.  But  no  more remarkable than ours." He put her off his lap and rose. "Maybe I'll begin the torment today," he muttered as they left the solar.  "He  will deserve  every  moment  of  it,  the little brat." 

"Jake!" 

He smiled at her. "I'll wait until he's older before I make his life hell." He squeezed her hand. "Let's go." 

Amanda  followed  him,  wishing she  knew  the  future,  but  perhaps  just  as  happy that she didn't. After all, her future was walking beside her, humming in that way that Robin tended to do when he was  feeling particularly  pleased  about  something.  She smiled to herself, understanding that as well. 

After  all, they  had  their entire  future  before  them  and  nothing  but  love  to  fill  it with. 

Stardust dreams, indeed. 



Chapter 39

 Genevieve  de  Piaget  sat  in a  comfortable  chair  in what  had  served  as  the  Lord  of Artane's private study for centuries and sighed happily. It had been a wonderful two weeks that had stretched into a month. Watching Kendrick with his family had been wonderful,  but  what  she  had  really  enjoyed  had  been  roaming  with  him  over  his boyhood  home,  listening  to  his  memories,  laughing  at  his  antics…  seeing  him  at Artane. 

He was sitting next to her, laughing with Gideon over one of Gideon's childhood debacles. Genevieve looked at Megan, very pregnant and obviously ready to be not so anymore, but happy as well. The children had been in various stages of sprawl on chairs, benches, and carpets until Kendrick had taken them all upstairs and put them to bed. The baby, as always, slept peacefully in her mother's arms. 

All was right with the world. 

"Do you think he made it?" Megan asked suddenly. 

It was the question  no  one  had  asked  in the  month  since  Jake  had  disappeared. 

Genevieve was  certain  the  others  had  been  wondering,  but  no  one  had  apparently had the guts to just blurt it out. She supposed she couldn't  blame  them.  It  was  just so strange to think of a modern man giving up his life for nothing more than a dream in the past. She'd broached the subject with Kendrick more than once, late at  night, but  each  time he'd  suddenly  begun  to  snore.  Either he  didn't  have  the  answers,  or didn't want  to  break  it to  her  that  Jake  was  lost  in Anglo-Saxon  England  where  he would  no  doubt  find  himself either killed outright  or  taken  aboard  a  Viking  sailing ship as a galley slave. 

"I  called  Alex yesterday,"  Gideon  offered  with a  smile.  "His  words  were,  and  I quote, 'No body, no problem.'" 

"So like a lawyer," Megan laughed. 

"Well, maybe  it's  time for  the  one  in the  know  to  cough  up  some  information," 

Genevieve said pointedly. She looked at Kendrick. "That would be you, my lord. Do you think he made it? And isn't it about time you opened that box he left you?" 

"He left a box?" Gideon asked, his ears perking up. 

Kendrick sighed and rose. "I'll return in a moment." 

Genevieve was certain that had been one of the longest moments of her  life. She didn't consider herself overly curious, but she had to admit that in this, the suspense was killing her. 

Kendrick came back inside the study. Genevieve shivered in spite of herself. How many times had he done that eight hundred years ago? 

Probably too many to count. 

Kendrick resumed his seat and held  out  the  box  for  inspection.  "Here  it be,"  he intoned. "The box that may well answer all our questions." 

"Just open it," Gideon said with a laugh. 

Kendrick made a  great  production  out  of  opening  the  box.  He  removed  a  small canvas. He handed it to Genevieve. 

"Here, curious one. You look first." 

Genevieve looked at the subject. She was dressed in a dark blue gown and sat on a  stone  bench  near  a  window.  A  sword  was  propped  up  at  her  side  and  loose gemstones  spilled  over  her  lap  and  onto  the  bench.  The  woman  was,  Genevieve admitted readily, exceptionally beautiful, with long dark hair and arresting aqua eyes. 

"Amanda?" she asked. 

"Amanda," Kendrick agreed. "She was passing fair." 



"No,  she  was  stunning,"  Genevieve  corrected  him.  "No  wonder  I  hear  your ghostly lads talking endlessly about her in the lists, in the garden, in the kitchen—" 

"When they're not singing your praises," Kendrick reminded her. 

Genevieve smiled.  "It's  all right.  She  can  be  beautiful and  it  won't  bother  me.  I wonder, though, why Jake left you this and where he got it?" 

"It was in one of the cabinets in the  new  wing,"  Gideon  supplied.  "Well,  new  is relative, I suppose. It was built in the eighteenth century." 

"Positively modern," Genevieve said dryly. "I wonder how Jake got hold of it." 

"He pinched it,  the  rogue,"  Kendrick  said.  "As  for  the  reason  why,  look  on  the back." 

Genevieve turned the small portrait over and read:

  

 To my love Amanda, always and forever, JAK IV



Genevieve looked up at Kendrick quickly. "Then he made it." 

Kendrick  handed  her  a  piece  of  paper.  "Apparently  so.  I  daresay  he  found  the portrait before he wrote this." 

Genevieve handed the portrait to Megan, then read the note:

  

 Kendrick— I  won't  let  them  destroy  Seakirk  in  1260,  though  I  should,  you closed-mouthed bugger. No thanks necessary. JAK



She put the paper down and then smiled at Kendrick. "Well, there are a couple of clues, at least. I wonder what else happened to them?" 

"We  have  a  very  large volume  of  family history,"  Gideon  said.  "But  why  use  a book when you have an eyewitness?" 

"Yes, Kendrick, spill the beans," Genevieve said. "You promised you would." 

"And  so  I  did."  Kendrick  rubbed  his  hands  together,  smiling.  "Very  well,  what will you know first?" 

"How many children did they have?" Megan asked. 

"Eight," Kendrick replied. "Six that lived past infancy." 

"Oh," Genevieve said with a wince. "Poor Amanda." 

"Aye, well, it grieved her greatly, as you might imagine, and I daresay  it changed her, but she was never one to shy away from  the  difficult.  She  was  grateful  for  the children she had, as was right." 

"Were  they  happy?"  Genevieve  asked,  feeling  rather  wistful  about  it  all  of  the sudden. 

"Aye,  very,"  he  said.  "Jake  became  quite  powerful  in  his  own  right  and  many came from far and  wide  to  seek  his  counsel."  He  looked  at  Gideon.  "Perhaps  that book would be interesting. I for one would like to see what it says about quite a few things." 

"I'll go fetch it, if you like." Gideon disappeared into the depths of the castle, then returned quite a while later with a large book in his hands. He  sat  down  at  the  table with them, then opened the book and flipped through the pages until he slowed, then stopped. He read in silence for several minutes. 

"Well?" Megan prompted. "Gideon, what does it say?" 

He  looked  at  them  and  smiled.  "They  were  indeed  the  proud  parents  of  eight children and not a one of them was named Kendrick." 

Kendrick laughed. "In truth, what does it say?" 

"It is as Kendrick said in regard to the children," Gideon said with a smile. "And apparently  Jake  became  quite  a  famous  painter  of  portraits  and  much  sought  after not only for his skills with silver and gems, but also with the sword." 

"Aye, I can vouch for the latter," Kendrick said, stretching in satisfaction.  "After all, I taught him a goodly bit of what he knew." 

"Which you probably learned from him in the  first  place,"  Gideon  said.  "It  says here that you squired for him for a pair of years." 

Kendrick  shrugged  with a  grin.  "I  cannot  deny  it.  Auntie  Amanda  could  neither cook nor sew, but she  set  a  famously  fine table  in spite  of  that,  and  looked  lovely doing  it.  She  had  men  lining  up  at  her  gates,  vying  for  the  chance  to  prepare delicacies to tempt her notoriously  discriminating  palate  and  create  beautiful gowns for  her  pleasure.  Besides,  Raventhorpe  was  right on  the  border.  Scads  of  brilliant adventures waiting there for the lad with the right set of skills." 

"Troublemaker," Genevieve said fondly. 

"Aye, that and more," he agreed. 

"Jake  said  he  wouldn't  let your  family  destroy  Seakirk,"  Genevieve  said.  "How did he stop it? Did he try to talk you out of going to marry Matilda of Seakirk? Did he try to warn you what her plans were for you?" 

"Ah, now there is a tale indeed," Kendrick said with a nod. "Oddly enough, Jake had little to say about Matilda or my bargain with the king. That was unusual, for he was  never  shy  about  expressing  his  opinions.  My  greatest  friend,  Richard  of Burwyck-on-the-Sea, was most adamant that I not wed with her, but Jake, nay, Jake said very little indeed. My father finally pressed him for an opinion and he unbent far enough to remark that he was certain things would work out in the end." 

"Mysterious," Megan said. 

"Well,  I  daresay  my  father  trusted  him completely.  I  had  no  idea  at  the  time  of Jake's true identity. My uncle  Montgomery  swore  until his  dying  day  that  Jake  was really a  fairy,  but  none  of  us  younger  generation  believed  him.  To  us,  Jake  was  a marvelous treasure who brought us back astonishing things from his travels." 

"Did they travel much?" Gideon asked. "He and Amanda?" 

"Aye, and with their children as well," Kendrick said. "Jake took the entire family on  magnificent  trips  all  over  what  of  the  world  he  could  reach.  He  thought experience was the best teacher. Indeed, he was in Italy with Amanda when I was…

well, murdered." 

Gideon coughed and Megan had to slap him on the back several times to get him to stop. 

Genevieve laughed. Maybe Gideon wasn't as accustomed to Kendrick's history as he pretended to be. 

Kendrick looked at them with twinkling eyes. "My kin, as you might imagine, were desperate to find me, and then when they did not, to exact revenge. It was only later that I realized that a messenger had brought my father a missive from Jake in private. 

My friend Richard was beside himself that my father merely turned away and  didn't raze Seakirk when they realized that I had met my end there." 

"How timely that the messenger found Robin when he did," Genevieve said dryly. 

"Indeed,"  Kendrick  agreed.  "In  truth,  I  think  the  lad  had  been  following  my father's company and was waiting for the moment Jake had predetermined. Anyway, what I learned later from other ghostly companions was that the missive had warned my father Robin to simply walk away and Jake would give him all the details later." 

"And Jake did?" Genevieve asked softly. 

"Jake did," Kendrick said with a smile. "He told my father that he had known me in the future, that I had  a  wife,  a  large family, and  had  become  Lord  of  Seakirk.  It was cold comfort to my sire at the time, but he was grateful  for  the  knowledge.  Of course, my father did not see fit to share that knowledge with anyone but my mother, so  the  rest  of  the  family  grieved  more  than  they  should  have,  but  that  was  his choice." 

Genevieve looked at him and shook her head. "And you didn't tell Jake any of this when he was here. Why not?" 

"He teased me unmercifully when I was a lad. I owed him for years of torture." 

"Which he  dealt  out  no  doubt  because  of  your  treatment  of  him these  past  few weeks," Gideon pointed out. 

"And so we go on," Kendrick said with a contented sigh. "Circles and circles of time and family." He took Genevieve's hand and held it gently between both his own. 

"I would not have traded a minute of it." 

Genevieve understood. She sat with her husband in his ancestral  hall and  looked around her at the place in which  he'd  grown  to  manhood—yet  another  circle  going

'round again. Megan would have her baby soon and there  would  begin  another  one with Gideon, Megan, and their child. 



But  now  she  and  Kendrick  would  be  a  part  of  that,  along  with  their  children. 

Families, love, memories, all flowing in and out of a keep that had stood on the edge of the sea for eight hundred years. 

She  turned  the  portrait  over  again where  she  could  look  at  Amanda's  beautiful, smiling face. She looked content, as if she'd found all her heart desired. 

Genevieve understood. 

She understood very well indeed. 
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