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 My eyes shine with tears unshed; I swear I will not weep For all the things you left unsaid And vows you did not keep. The moon is full, the night is still. Reflected in the pool My image stares back at me, "You are twice the fool!" I hear the mocking laughter, Upon the breeze it floats. "He will not come to you this night," The mocking laughter gloats. I sit here on the hillside And watch the glowing dawn As sadness overtakes me, Our love is all but gone.
 
 Author's note: For the sake of this story, I have made use of the word ‘gypsy’ and have a group of the footloose people later in the story. The Romany people were not known in Europe until around the fourteenth century, and the term ‘gypsy’ didn't come into use until some two hundred years later.
 
 PROLOGUE David's eyes flew open as he fought to breathe. The pressure of a gloved hand pressed against his nostrils and clamped snugly across his mouth. Instinctively, he reached for the dagger at his waist, only to find an empty leather sheath. Blue-gray eyes stared down at him, and a single finger lay across a mouth tightened in a thin line. David held still and watched the long slender finger move from the narrow, tanned face and point away from them. His captor remained in a tight crouch as voices came closer. David turned his head slightly to see three English soldiers passing them by, a few feet away. The soldiers’ horses snorted, sending puffs of warm breath into the cold winter air. Their hooves slogged carelessly through thick piles of wet, decaying leaves. One soldier grumbled about the cold and damp, while the other two seemed to be arguing about something. Saddle leather creaked as the men moved, single file, through the dense forest ahead. David heard low branches snap, and the riders bellowed curses as they took the blow from the limbs. David was grateful there was enough thick brush providing sufficient cover to keep him and his captor out of sight. His first thoughts were for his companions. While he was almost certain the soldiers were looking for him, he needed to know what had become of the two men he had been riding with. Were they in hiding, waiting for the first opportunity to rejoin him? Had the soldiers found them? Were they even alive? "Sorry to say, your companions did not make it,” the stranger commented, as if reading David's mind. “We found them a short time ago." David wondered if the stranger was responsible for the deaths of his companions. He might never know. He closed his eyes tightly for a moment and bit his lip. The two men with him earlier were his cousins. Losing them was almost more than he could bear, but he was too old to weep, and he could not afford to mourn them now. When he was safely away from here, he would honor their memory. David looked again into the face hovering over him, and blinked repeatedly, trying to clear his blurring vision. He shuddered from violent chills, brought on by the wet rotting leaves he realized he lay in. His thick wool shirt was soaked and clung to him. The clammy cold was nothing to the pain he felt shooting up his right leg. David closed his eyes and grimaced, biting back a groan. From the depths of his mind, his father's voice called to him, telling him to control the pain. He bit his lip harder. David pulled himself onto one forearm and leaned his weight on it as he ran his hand down his side, along his thigh, trying to assess his injuries. Seized by the pain of his movement, he pulled his hand back and stared at the blood. David choked as he fought the nausea rising within him, and turned his head to the side, unable to hold it back. Moments later, he rolled onto his back and closed his eyes. David was not sure where he was or how he got there. He tried to get the pain under control so he could think what to do. He felt no immediate threat from the stranger, but knew better than to let down his guard, despite the fact the fellow had saved his life. David stared into the stranger's face, trying to read his expression. He realized with dismay his captor was not much older than he was. “What are you doing in Scotland?” he demanded in Gaelic. His voice lacked strength as he forced the words from his throat, trying to sound stronger than he felt. The stranger frowned and David repeated the question in Norman-French, carefully lifting his head to get a better look at his surroundings. The stranger grinned; the smile reached his eyes as well. “How you got this far into England without being caught, is more the question,” he answered.
 
 David released another groan. His father would not be pleased with having to pay a ransom to the English for his son's return. He had been following his kinsmen to an unknown meeting place—at least unknown to him—when several English soldiers gave chase. The fall flashed across David's memory. He was separated from his cousins when his pony raced toward the ravine. David yanked on the reins, trying to turn his mount, but the animal reared on the slippery wet leaves. He leaped from the pony's back, and landed hard on the winter ground. The animal slipped and fell, its shoulder striking David's leg with a hard blow. For a few seconds, he felt nothing, while the pony kicked wildly and struggled to stand, then pain flashed through him like nothing he had ever felt before. The memory clenched at his stomach. "Why do you not kill me, or turn me over to the soldiers?” David struggled against his pain, determined to get answers from the stranger. "You will live to fight another day, at least if we can get you warm and dry before you catch the ague. That is a nasty break, there.” He glanced down at the torn leggings and the awkward bent of the boy's leg. “Think you can ride a short distance?" David watched the blond stranger stand, and glance about him, until he found a couple of thick straight branches and used his sword to hack them to a manageable length. The blond boy used torn strips from one of the blankets tied to his horse's saddle, and secured the supports in place, then helped David mount the patient gelding. He climbed up behind David and wrapped the second blanket about his shivering shoulders. “Off we go, Horse, we need to get this ragtag Scotsman home." "Am I your prisoner? To be held for ransom? David's mind gradually fogged over with pain and fatigue. His vision faded and a buzzing in his ears overpowered all other sounds. His head slumped forward as his body finally relaxed against his captor. "Not exactly,” the older boy replied, grinning, “That is the best I can do for you, ‘till you are properly tended when we get to Ravencliff.” He felt the pressure of David's head against his arm and realized no further answers were needed. What does father want with a Scots boy? He is barely more than a child. Does he seek an opportunity to gain ransom from our enemy? But if that were the case, why was it necessary for me to go? I do not regret the adventure, but I have to wonder what father could be thinking. Gordon conveniently forgot he was barely thirteen years himself. “When we get back,” he said aloud to no one, “we will see what my lord father has in mind for you."
 
 CHAPTER ONE Six year old Ellen curled up on her father's lap, ignoring the talk going on around her. It was early yet, and the celebrations had yet to begin. The Duke of Ravencliff doted on his eldest daughter, to Gwennyth's disapproval, but as much as Ellen loved Gwennyth, the woman was only a nurse and had no authority to say anything about what her father did. When the weather was fine, Ellen's father often took her up in the saddle before him, when he went riding. Oftentimes he would sneak her an extra sweet when he thought Gwennyth did not see. The old nurse insisted Ellen would grow up to be spoiled by all the attention, but her doting father seemed not in the least worried about it. Ellen used both hands to push back wayward chestnut curls from her small oval face. Her fair skin held a light blush, while gray eyes sparkled with contentment. She toyed with the end of her braid for a few moments, as she watched the activity in the hall, then tossed the braid back over her shoulder, out of her way. She laid her head against her father's chest, and lovingly stroked the smooth embroidery in his finely woven wool tunic. She pressed her ear against his broad chest, listening to his strong heartbeat, and for a moment enjoyed the rumble of his laughter deep within. She smiled at the comforting sound, which sometimes made her laugh. How long had that sound been silent? How long has it been since Papa really laughed, like I remember? Ellen silently answered her own question. He stopped laughing when Mama left us. I know he misses her so much. But he has the three of us. Mayhap he will laugh again like he used to. A few words softly spoken caught Ellen's attention. She leaned back in her father's arms to get an upside down view of Molly gathering a sleepy Kitty into her arms. Gwennyth says Kitty is most like Mama, she has Mama's golden hair and blue-green eyes. She made Mama and Papa very happy, always like sunshine. Papa says Kitty is fey and brings back happy memories for him. He says Kitty will always remind him of Mama. She watched Molly carefully step down from the dais as Kitty wrapped a small chubby arm around the maid's neck, and gave a contented sigh. When they disappeared around the curve of the staircase, Ellen turned her head and noticed her father looking down at her, one eyebrow raised. She smiled, and was rewarded with a light kiss on her forehead, as he helped her sit up again. She turned slightly, to better view the goings on in the great hall. Lady Margaret stood near one corner of the large room, speaking with the musicians. It seemed as if Aunt Margaret had been at Ravencliff forever, when in reality she arrived just after her sister's death. Ellen had few memories of her mother, but Aunt Margaret often told stories, keeping Lady Anne's memory alive for her children. Ellen had, on occasion, heard grownups talk about Margaret's husband, how he had followed King Richard on crusade to the Holy Lands. Too many years had passed, they said, for him to still be alive. Aunt said her husband went on crusade and has not come back. I wonder if he went away like Mama did. Papa likes Aunt Margaret and says she's good to us. I like her, too. Ellen studied the four musicians and noticed they bore similar resemblance to one another. She thought it must be a father and his sons. Their clothing was of fine wool, better in quality than most servants, but not as fine as the nobility. Shades of forest green and brown were muted, since only nobles were allowed to wear bright, rich colors. The lively carols and ballads they played provided a festive background for the guests partaking of the sumptuous meal. Between tunes, the servants brought food and drink to the musicians, and they refreshed themselves, then continued to perform to the best of their skills. Later, they
 
 would have stories to tell. There were also a bard, acrobats, and a play to be performed. They had arrived earlier in the day, ready to perform in exchange for a meal and shelter for the night. Ellen's favorite part was when the servants took down many of the tables to make room for dancing. She faintly remembered watching her parents join other couples, sharing their joy and laughter—or perhaps it was something Aunt Margaret had described often enough, that Ellen could imagine the scene. She dreamed of one day doing the same, sharing love and laughter with a handsome young knight. Sadness overcame her for a moment, as she secretly wished to see her father take part in the festivities once again, but she knew better than to bring it up. Ellen's eyes narrowed and she shook her head in protest to her father's gentle offer of a piece of roast venison. She was more interested in the activity around her, and wanted to watch everyone else eat, drink and laugh. Servants scurried about the hall, replacing platters of venison, game birds, and pork. Fruit tarts, pies and puddings rounded out the elaborate meal. Goblets were kept filled with spiced wine, for honored guests, while the villagers enjoyed quality ale. From her perch on her father's knee, Ellen giggled aloud when one of the first time servers created a scene. A thoughtless male dinner guest waved a drumstick about as he chatted with those around him. Three scruffy, yellow hunting hounds trotted from seat to seat, searching for a handout. Muzzles were raised and noses twitched at the appetizing scents or roasted meat. One of the animals spotted the drumstick being flailed about in the air, jumped up and snatched it from the unsuspecting hand, then wheeled around to make his escape. At the same time, a maid leaned toward the guest to offer more bread. The excited hound hit the bottom of her basket, knocking it out of the horrified servant's hands. Loaves of bread were sent flying in all directions. Nearby guests dove to save the breads, laughing and shouting as the mayhem occurred. The boasting diner sat with an empty hand in the air, a lap full of bread and a confused look on his face. The red faced diner burst into loud guffaws, as the hapless serving girl darted away toward the kitchen, her face flushed with embarrassment. Ellen felt her father's arm suddenly tighten about her waist as she almost fell from his lap, laughing and holding her sides. This Christmas brought guests to Ravencliff for the first time since her mother, Lady Anne, had died three years earlier. Old and close friends of Lord Hugh renewed bonds of friendship, and spoke of past adventures. There were also a dozen men from across the border. Scotsmen. The strangers were plainly dressed in yards of plaid wool. Much of it was gathered about their waists and held snuggly in place with belts. The other end draped loosely over one shoulder where a brooch of some sort held the gathered material together and kept it from falling off. Knee-high soft leather boots were cross-tied. The men kept to themselves and spoke only in their own strange language. Despite their obvious dislike for being in an English castle, they helped themselves to the bounty being served, while their leader sat next to Lord Hugh. Ellen did not understand what the strangers were about, and at the moment didn't care. She sat quietly, enjoying the warmth of her father's finely woven wool tunic and the scent of pine clinging to the material. She felt secure and loved in the comfort of his strong arms, where the chill of the hall was kept at bay. Ellen scanned the west end of the great hall, and found her brother, Gordon, sitting at a small table before the hearth. He was paying close attention to one of the household knights explaining the basics of chess. Gordon picked up and studied the chess pieces as the knight explained the moves each one was allowed to make, fulfilling its purpose in the game. Ellen watched the knight move the pieces to demonstrate his instructions. She saw Gordon's eyes narrow in that way he had of concentrating when he was determined to recall every word of instruction. Gordon looks a lot like Papa. They have the same yellow hair, like new gold coins, and their eyes are blue-gray. He likes to tease me, but I get even by following him about. Most times he does not mind; other times he gets angry and calls me a nuisance and chases me away. Still, he is a good big brother and looks out for me, should I end up in trouble.
 
 Ellen's gaze wandered to Lady Margaret as she returned to the dais to sit at Lord Hugh's left. They spoke quietly for a moment, as Margaret's eyes brightened with anticipation. Not since before the death of her sister, Lady Anne, had the folk of Ravencliff seen such boisterous activity and celebration. Three years was more than long enough to return to normal life. Even then, it was difficult to know what was normal anymore. Earlier in the day, Lady Margaret had spoken with Ellen and others, insisting all past sadness be put away, and everyone enjoy themselves during the holiday. Ellen did not know the man sitting to her father's right. He and her father shared amusing comments, none of which drew Ellen's full attention. She was too busy watching the servants bustle about the large hall. A blazing hearth at opposite ends of the room kept away the winter chill. Small bunches of scented pine and holly were tied together and hung on any wooden beam that would hold it. Thick bayberry candles were left on tables as decoration, as well as for their scent. Ellen thought someone had mentioned earlier that bayberry had been her mother's favorite. She narrowed her eyes and frowned at the red candles. She sniffed and rubbed at her nose, trying to rid it of an itch caused by the strong scent. She preferred the smell of pine floating about on a draft of air in the great hall. The guests were dressed in velvet and brocade clothing of bright colors, looking to Ellen like brilliantly plumed birds. A few ladies wore finely wrought chains with pendants of gold or silver. Intricately designed girdles encircled slender hips and showed off the simple gowns. Ellen turned her attention to the eastside of the great hall, and spotted a young stranger alone in a corner. She sat up straighter to get a better look. Servants hurried back and forth across her line of vision, and she wiggled in her father's lap to get a better view. The stranger's clothes looked to be made of fine wool, dark in color, but with no embroidered decorations. No one paid attention to him as he kept his eyes sullenly focused on the activity. Without looking away, Ellen tugged on her father's tunic. “Papa...” When there was no response, she tugged again, harder, demanding his attention. “Papa, is that the boy Gordon found? The one sitting alone in the corner?” She stretched out her arm and pointed toward the young lad. Lord Hugh and his guest glanced about the room. “That is my son, David,” Alex Ross replied softly, settling his gaze on his offspring “I could not convince him to join us. He prefers to be alone and sulk." "He looks angry.” Ellen crossed her arms over her chest, unaware she was mimicking the solemn boy. "Aye, child. An English soldier killed his mother. He is filled with sorrow and anger and would rather not be here." Ellen said nothing more and continued to study the boy a moment longer, wondering what she could do to change his mood. She understood something of what he was feeling. While her loss was not recent, neither was it forgotten. The corners of her small mouth turned up in a bright smile. She knew what she should do. Ellen slipped from her father's lap, then grasped a cup of watered wine between her two small hands. “Where are you off to, girl?” her father asked sternly. "He must not be angry, Papa, it is a happy time.” She kept a firm hold on her goblet and carefully stepped down from the dais, then wove her way through the maze of tables, in an attempt to avoid guests unexpectedly leaning back on their benches, laughing. Space between tables was narrow at best and difficult to get through. Servants hurried about, removing empty platters and refilling goblets. Several times, Ellen stopped in her tracks to avoid colliding with a servant who was unable to see her. Stacks of bowls set on trays hampered visions of anything lower than the tray. Sometimes a sharp retort from a harried servant was cut short when they realized who had bumped into them. A quick apology and a glance at the dais with the hope the duke had failed to notice, sent the red faced serving girls scurrying away to the kitchens with their loads.
 
 Ellen reached the far corner of the room, set her cup on the table, and stood opposite the boy. She rested her elbows on the table, then propped her chin in her hand and studied him, as he shifted uncomfortably on the bench, then crossed his arms over his narrow chest and glared at her. She was not at all bothered by his cold appraisal of her. "What you staring at?” he asked crossly. Ellen thought back to the earlier meeting when Papa, the Scots leader, and a few of his men had met in private in Papa's chambers. Sometimes voices had been raised in anger, but Papa's was never one of them. She heard mostly muffled words from the nursery where she'd been playing with her sister. Ellen had overheard some talk of holding the boy hostage against the Scotsmen's good behavior. After more heated words, the other men left the room, leaving Papa alone with the leader for a few minutes, and the conversation quieted to whispers. She had heard about the boy, who remained rather secluded in an upper chamber, but had not seen him in the two weeks since his arrival. Only her brother had kept him company. Aunt Margaret always knows what to say when she greets the guests. Ellen released a small sigh and experienced a seed of doubt. Mayhap this was not a very good idea after all. He looks so angry. Determined, she refused to let it get the best of her. Ellen, squared her small shoulders and stood straight and tall. Her features reflected a determination to do her duty as she saw it. I am here now. It would be rude to walk away without a word. “Jillian,” she called to a passing servant. The maid turned quickly. “Yes, my lady." "A cup of wine for our guest, and a small padded stool, if you can find one,” she ordered in her best grownup voice. She recalled one of her father's men had broken a leg during the summer. If he had felt better with his foot propped up, why should not the boy be made more comfortable as well? Ellen's hands rested on her narrow hips as she spoke to the serving girl. "Right away, my lady.” Jillian hurried away, ducking her head to hide her amusement. The young servant returned shortly with the requested items and a small tray of fruit tarts, which she placed on the table between the children, then hurried about her duties. Ellen gave the stool a push, then ducked, to follow it under the table. She took one step forward and trod on the hem of her gown. The motion almost toppled her into the stool. She quickly backed out, grabbed fistfuls of her skirts, and raised them above her knees. White knitted stockings covered her thin legs, but Ellen gave no thought to propriety. Kneeling on the reed covered stone floor, she ducked under the table again, and pushed the stool ahead of her. When she reached the opposite side, Ellen released the hold on her skirts and straightened up, forgetting there was little room, and rapped the back of her head against the underside of the table. “Ow!” She was uncertain, but she thought she heard a snort of laughter, close by. She moved the small stool beside the boy's leg and felt him jump when she raised his ankle and set his foot on the stool. Once she was satisfied with the placement, she crawled toward the bench and stretched up into the space just beyond the edge of the table, until she was leaning over the seat. Ellen twisted her small body about, then braced her hands on the seat and boosted herself up to sit on the bench. “That should give you more comfort.” She heard more muffled laughter and looked at the boy. His arms were still crossed over his chest as he tried unsuccessfully to keep a straight face. His chin rested against his chest and his eyes were tightly closed. Ellen watched him peek at her then turn his face away, trying to control his laughter. “Surely, it was not that amusing,” she muttered. She smoothed her skirt and sighed when she caught sight of dust and stains from the stone floor and broken reeds. Aunt Margaret would not be pleased.
 
 Ellen stared at the boy's curious gaze when he looked her way again. His sullen expression had all but disappeared as one corner of his mouth turned up in wry amusement. He barely managed to suppress a grin, and Ellen had difficulty hiding one of her own. “You look like a gypsy.” His dark looks fascinated her. Black hair and even darker eyes gave him a mysterious aura, and easily hid his thoughts. His smile disappeared and he frowned at her. The silence stretched out between them for a few moments and Ellen sipped her watered wine, not sure what to say next. He did not make it easy for her. “I lost my mother, too,” she finally blurted out, then realized she had failed to introduce herself. "Did you?” The boy seemed reluctant to say much of anything in response. Ellen rubbed a hand against her face, brushing back strands of hair, which had escaped her braid. “You were fortunate to know your mother. Mine died when I was three. I barely remember her, now." The boy said nothing. "My name is Ellen. Are you going to stay with us?" "Yes,” he groused, turning belligerent again. “My father says I am to stay here as a hostage to guarantee good behavior. Only the duke's son has said anything to me while I've been shut up in that room." "What does it mean to be a hostage?” Ellen had heard the term before but was unsure of its meaning. "It means I must stay here, so my people will not raid the duke's lands. If they do, he can do whatever he pleases with me." "Oh.” Ellen thought about it for a moment. “I do not think I would like to be anyone's hostage.” She quickly changed the subject. “Gordon is my brother, you know." "Ah. So you are that Ellen, are you? My name is David.” His mood lightened. Ellen did not like the sound of his comment. Had it been a mistake to approach the Scot leader's son? If he had come become well acquainted with Gordon in the last two weeks, there was no way of knowing what her brother had told the boy about her. She reached for her goblet and took a sip. “What has my brother told you?” She looked up at him slyly, trying to read his features, and half expected him to laugh at her again. Did he find her amusing? Did he believe everything Gordon had told him? "He said you are always following him about and getting into trouble. Now that I see you, I have to wonder how much trouble you really get into. You're just a wee sprite." Ellen's hand flew to her mouth to stifle an escaping giggle. No one ever called her a sprite before. “Gordon gets angry with me sometimes,” she said in a conspiratorial whisper. “Papa says Gordon should look out for me when he goes about the bailey. I like to go to the stables with him. Has Gordon told you about the new foal, born just this morning?" Before long, she and David had their heads together in conversation. The dish of pastries disappeared as they talked about horses, snow and winter games. They paid little attention to the activity around them. **** Alex smiled with obvious pleasure and nudged Hugh, directing his host's attention to where their children were involved in animated conversation. Ellen's hands flew in wild gestures and David laughed. “It seems your daughter has been a tonic for my son. I have not seen him laugh since his mother died. The recent
 
 threats to his life have only added to his surliness. Your suggestion he stay with Gordon seems to be a good one." "They do seem to get on well together. My daughter has a way of putting people at their ease. She does have a mind of her own and can be quite determined to have her way, even at her tender age. Those traits will not necessarily be in her favor when she is older.” Hugh paused, then added, more thoughtfully, “I am sure David will survive his stay here, just fine. But will he survive Ellen, I wonder." **** Having spent a few days in the company of the English, the time came for Alex and his men to return to the Scottish side of the border. David leaned heavily on his crutch and hobbled as quickly as he could across the long room. The boy was tall for his twelve years, almost as tall as his father. He studied the older man's solemn features, then spoke to him in their native Gaelic. “How do you know you can trust this English lord to keep his word? That I would be safe here?” A seed of doubt held on in David's mind. "He could have demanded ransom for you, or worse, had you killed. Instead, he has seen to your care. Can you say you have been ill treated?" "No,” David admitted reluctantly. “But it does not mean he would not change his mind." "That is true, but he has shown good faith. He has enough problems, caught between Fair Haven and Winterbury Castles. Friends across the border can only help. Besides, for the time being, you are safe here until I can discover where the threats on your life come from.” Alex saw his son about to protest and raised a hand to prevent any argument. “You are my only son and heir. I will not have you placed in needless danger. Use your time here wisely, for what you learn of English ways may benefit you one day. When the time is right, you will return home. "I will tell you this, and you must never repeat it.” Alex, noticing the group of men looking his way, turned his back to them and lowered his voice. “Lord Hugh and I have been friends for many years, just as our fathers were. We do well to keep that friendship secret. That is why I trust Hugh with your life. I know he will protect you as he would his own son.” Alex gave his son a brief smile, responding to the boy's surprised expression, then lightly squeezed his arm. As much as he loved his son, it was the closest he ever came to showing affection for David. Alex could not afford to show a vulnerability to his enemies, by doting on his heir. Long ago, Alex saw to it, the boy learned there were subtle ways to show love and loyalty. Alex turned quickly and left the great hall, followed by his men.
 
 CHAPTER TWO David stared into the flame of a fat tallow candle, recalling those first few days after his arrival. He had no memory of any events beyond fighting chills and fever. He remembered a voice speaking in Norman-French daring him to fight, and wondered why his father spoke a language not their native Gaelic? Why was his mother not here to care for him? He remembered the strong desire to give up the struggle to get past the illness, of the tight band around his chest, making every breath nearly impossible —the feeling of being too close to flames he could not escape. Other times, he felt he had been abandoned in the snow covered highland mountains, with nothing to provide warmth. He remembered wishing the fog clouding his mind would vanish, and feeling too tired to really care. The hammering in his head had been intense and he longed for it to end so he could quietly give up and find peace. His captor refused to let him quit. The struggle to survive was almost lost to him, but somewhere deep within himself, David found the will to pull through. Not until some days later, did he learn of Gordon's almost constant company, willing him not to give in. During those days of regaining his health, David's cold attitude slowly dissipated with Gordon's overtures of friendship. David was uneasy with the thought that not all English were treacherous creatures. Some, he reluctantly realized, could even be called allies. It was this realization which guided him and Gordon onto a road toward a lasting friendship. David had no idea why he frequently relived his initial experience with this family, but he finally settled in with a great deal of reluctance. He was still unsure why his father insisted on leaving him in an English castle. It was nothing new for the son of a Scots leader to have his life threatened. No one was truly safe in the highlands. Was he any safer here? Perhaps his father trusted this English duke, but what of others? David had expected to be confined to his chamber, and was surprised when the duke treated him the same as his own children. As he looked back on the three months since his arrival, David found it disconcerting to realize how much time had passed. Once he let go his anger at being driven from his home, he accepted the fact he was caught in this place until his father sent for him. There had been little correspondence from his father, but news traveled quickly, and David had learned times in Scotland were more turbulent than usual. Ellen amused David, especially when he and Gordon took to teasing her. In those moments, when she could think of nothing to say, she called him ‘gypsy', with unkind intent. Somehow, he knew she did not really mean it as an insult. He supposed her assessment of his dark hair and eyes justified the nickname. If he were honest with himself, he would agree he could be as quick tempered as any dark wanderer he had ever met. Just as he had slipped into acceptance of being part of this English family, he also accepted Ellen as the rare person who could throw insults at him and not raise his anger. He often looked forward to sparring with her, and concluded the nickname ‘Sprite’ fit her very well indeed. David's thoughts into the past were lost, as his attention was jerked back to the present. He glanced about the room, hoping no one had noticed his preoccupation. This small room, across from the nursery, was set aside for instruction. A long table took up most of the space, and had four stools set about it. At one end of the table, a chair had been placed for Father Bernard's comfort. Winter winds managed to slither between close fitting stones, and whistle through the narrow windows, then settle into the room, despite being securely covered with shutters. No light entered the room, making it necessary to fill the corner with candles. Four fat tallow candles were lined up along the center of the wide table, doing little to alleviate the dimness. Torches in wall sconces were not much help either. Threads of smoke rose, while the flames danced in the drafts. Despite the use of her cloak, David watched Ellen shiver in the chill coming from the stone walls,
 
 particularly near the corner where she sat. He ignored the discomfort, while the small girl squirmed on her stool, drawing Father Bernard's ire. David had no desire to bring Father Bernard's anger down on him for staring at Ellen. It was bad enough the way the priest treated the duke's older daughter. David glanced at Gordon, who concentrated on the piece of hide before him, practicing his writing. It was no secret Gordon preferred being in the training yards with the men-at-arms, practicing his swordsmanship. Lord Hugh insisted his son become better skilled at writing and spelling. One day, Gordon would become duke and he needed the skills to keep others from cheating him. David hid a grin as Gordon sighed and scraped the ink from the hide, focusing his concentration on the task at hand. David made a pretense of doing the same, while refusing to acknowledge the presence of the third boy, Nicholas St. Thomas. Nicholas’ rapt attention always focused on their teacher, listening intently as the priest, once again, mumbled complaints about females and heathen Scotsmen. David preferred to ignore the slurs made about his countrymen; they were nothing new. Nicholas, the second son of the Earl of Fair Haven, was always better dressed than the children of Ravencliff. David learned of the duke's dislike for pretension, and preferred the practical. Nicholas’ hair was a mouse brown, but carefully cut. Dark eyes always had a way of looking smug. Despite being fostered here, he showed a definite distaste for any physical activity, and spent little time learning about arms and knighthood. While on the slender side, he was narrow shouldered and had a soft body. One day they would go up against each other, and David knew who would win that bout. As he glanced toward the end of the table, David disliked the way Nicholas often stared at Ellen, smirking. Thoughts went through that mind, guided by the priest's words. The Scotsman shuddered to think what sort of man Nicholas would become one day. David watched surreptitiously as Father Bernard stood over Ellen, impatiently waiting for an answer to his question. The boy had come to hate the way the priest tucked his hands within his cassock's wide sleeves, or how his features hardened when he waited for an answer too slow in coming. The priest's cassock snuggly encased his robust body, like the covering on a fat sausage. He certainly did not look like a man who did without anything in deference to his vows. Despite his tonsured head, his gray hair, stuck out wildly, as if he had just awakened from a restless night Small dark eyes missed nothing, especially where Ellen was concerned. David was well aware that Father Bernard believed females had no business learning to read and write. Women were a temptation men could ill afford; it was foolish to give the wily creatures more tools to use against their betters. The priest had, often enough, voiced his beliefs, and his disagreement with the duke. In David's opinion, Lord Hugh was one of those rare men who believed daughters should be educated along with sons. If the duke had not insisted his daughter be taught, Father Bernard would have chased Ellen from the schoolroom long ago. As to being called the Scottish hostage ... David refused to waste his time considering the priest's thoughts about him. David had no need to look at Ellen to know she could answer the question the priest put to her, but Father Bernard's intimidation kept her silent. She kept her head down, her chestnut hair partially hiding her delicate features, and looked uncomfortable under the priest's scrutiny. Where was the willow switch the priest always carried? Crack. David's head snapped up at the sound, and he stared at Ellen in surprise. The short switch struck the table, sounding like a snapping whip. Ellen's hand jerked backward, just in time to avoid receiving a sharp sting. The willow switch was always kept close by as a threat. This was the first time it had been hidden, then struck without warning. David's anger rose as Ellen's eyes
 
 widened at the attempted discipline. "It amazes me, my lady, that you are capable of getting through the day when it takes you so long to answer a simple question. It only proves my point; females are too slow, and do not possess the intelligence needed to be educated.” Father Bernard tucked his hands within his sleeves, hiding the short switch from view. **** Ellen bit her lip and fought back angry tears, refusing to give the priest further opportunity to gloat. She said a silent prayer of thanks that Gordon and David remained silent, but caught Nicholas’ smirk when she glanced up. Ellen felt her face flush with heated resentment as she stared him down. She smiled with satisfaction when Nicholas was the first to look away. A small battle won. "We will continue the lessons tomorrow, and I expect you to be better prepared.” Father Bernard left with Nicholas following close on his heels. The three children watched them go, disgusted with Nicholas’ fawning attitude. "How does a man of the cloth justify hitting a child? Or even issuing a threat? In my father's castle, a priest would not dare threaten to hit the lord's children, for any reason.” David rarely said anything, preferring to watch and learn, but his dislike of Father Bernard's treatment of Ellen made him speak up. "Perhaps you should speak to Papa,” Gordon suggested when they left the drafty room. Gordon's anger simmered at a dangerous level. “There is no reason for Father Bernard to treat you as he does." Ellen looked up at her brother, her eyes wide with horror. “Please, Gordon, do not say anything to Papa. I fear he will think I am not able to learn, and put an end to my lessons. Father Bernard does not scare me, not really. Promise you will not say a word.” She sensed Gordon's hesitation, saw the disbelief in his eyes. Ellen could only hope Gordon would agree not to say anything. She glanced at her brother's new best friend, whose slight nod showed he had made up his mind and would honor her wishes. Gordon turned back to his sister, still looking a little doubtful, but accepted Ellen's plea. “If that is what you really want. I do not want to see you hurt." "Listen to me, Sprite,” David added, “no one can hurt you if you do not let them. Father Bernard is arrogant and full of himself. He can not go to your father if he wants to hold on to his position in Ravencliff.” David glanced at Gordon. “We all know how much he enjoys his situation here.” He turned back to Ellen. “If you are having trouble with your lessons, I would help you." Ellen sighed. “You are right, David. I will try to not let his words bother me anymore.” It was the closest she would come to admitting her real feelings. She sighed again as she watched the boys walk away. In the months David had been fostering with her family, Ellen knew he was always looking out for her. Despite her six short years, she understood what was expected of her, but she also knew her own mind, knew what she wanted. She smiled with the inner knowledge of a secret long kept. One day... **** Lady Margaret entered Ellen's bedchamber and quietly closed the door. Ellen appeared to be asleep, but Margaret heard the soft sniffling, confirming Gwennyth's report. “What is wrong, child?” she asked as she sat on the edge of the high bed. She gently removed strands of hair from her niece's puffy face. “Gwennyth tells me you have been weeping every night until you fall asleep. Who has hurt you?” Margaret's eyes narrowed. “Have Gordon and David gone too far with their teasing? If they have, I will see to it they are properly disciplined." Ellen rubbed the sleeve of her nightgown across her nose and sniffed. “Oh, no, they have not been
 
 teasing, at least no more than usual,” she assured her aunt. "Then why do you weep?" Ellen was reluctant to say anything, but relented, knowing Margaret would understand. “Father Bernard is mean to me. I try not to let anyone see how much his words hurt, but he keeps telling me how stupid I am, that I am too dull witted to learn anything. He complains if I do not answer his questions, and when I do answer, he insists I do not know my place. I can not please the man." "Did he now? Why did you not come to me, or your father?” Anger showed in Margaret's eyes. "Please, do not tell Papa. I feared if Papa knew, he might change his mind and not allow me to learn with the boys." "I see.” Margaret appeared to give the matter some thought. “Then what shall we do about it?" Ellen shrugged her shoulders. “David says no one can hurt me unless I let them. He says words can be made to seem as nothing. I suppose I can ignore Father Bernard's words just as I often ignore much of what Gordon says when he complains about me.” Ellen gave her aunt a sly look after her admission, then continued. “David and Gordon want me to tell Papa, but I begged them not to say anything, and they promised they would not. I do want to learn, and I can learn. I am not dull witted, as Father Bernard insists.” For a moment, Ellen's voice was filled with determination, then her words softened, her gray eyes bright and pleading. “Will you promise the same? Please, aunt." Margaret laughed and hugged her niece. “As you wish, my dear. But remember this, I will know what goes on, and if I believe the problem has gone too far, I will speak with your father. Do you understand?" Ellen nodded with relief, threw her arms about Margaret's neck and gave her a smacking kiss. “Thank you, aunt. I promise I will never again weep over Father Bernard's dislike of me. You will have no regrets.” Margaret raised an eyebrow and stared down at the child. “What mischief do you plan?" "No mischief.” Ellen raised her chin, adopting a determined expression. “Words can not hurt if they are ignored. I will remain silent and allow Father Bernard to believe I am dull witted, then he will forget about me.” Ellen shrugged. “Since he can not send me away, he can only pretend I am no longer there. There is nothing else he can do, but try to drive me out, and that has never worked. One day, he will learn differently about me.” She dropped the self-assured demeanor as quickly as she had taken it on. “He can not go to Papa, because Gordon and David would take my part." Margaret laughed again and shook her head. “It seems you have had your answer right along.” Margaret brushed hair away from Ellen's face. “So much like your mother, and not just the look of you. How does one so young, become so wise?"
 
 CHAPTER THREE Six years later... Ellen walked along the path toward the garden, remembering the day she had pleaded with Lady Margaret to keep her confidence, and how her aunt had praised her wisdom. Today, she did not feel very wise. At age twelve, she now joined the ranks of young ladies whose fathers would be seeking suitable husbands for their daughters. Ellen knew what she wanted, but had no idea how to approach her father, to make her feelings known. Then again, little doubts nibbled at the edges of her determination. She wished she understood why things had changed between her and David. How could she be sure of her feelings and toss away all the doubts and insecurities? Ellen turned and carefully added a plant to the woven basket Muriel dutifully carried. Several plants had been gathered and lay within the container; lumps of dirt rolled around in it. Ellen's mind was not completely on the chore at hand, but considering a more personal problem. She did not mind that Muriel was only a few years older. Her aunt had chosen Muriel to take Gwennyth's place as Ellen's maid and companion. Ellen liked talking with the girl, and was pleased with Muriel's willingness to keep confidences. “I do not understand it, Muriel. For weeks now, David and I can not look at one another without arguing. Gordon is constantly chasing me away. What have I done wrong to be treated so?" Ellen had volunteered to go into the woods to find some herbs that could not be found growing in the kitchen's herb patch. Aunt Margaret had run out of foxglove and wild thyme. Ellen knelt down near a patch of dense growth and pushed plants aside, until she found what she was looking for. She stabbed her trowel into the soil, to bring up another plant. Missing the dirt, she severed the plant's stem instead, then sat back on her heels, upset with the damage she had caused. She threw the trowel down in frustration. “Now look what I have done." Muriel helped Ellen to her feet. “Perhaps this was not a good idea, my lady. Your mind be too much on your problems to think about gathering herbs.” The servant brushed at Ellen's skirt, trying to shake off the worst of the dirt. Two stains of damp earth ground into the fabric of her gown, where Ellen had been kneeling. Muriel tsked at the stains. It was going to take much more than just a brief brushing to clean off this grime. “If I may speak, my lady?" "Please do, Muriel." "Things are not the same as they were. You were so proud of Lord David, the day your father made him and your brother knights, but David is not the boy you used to follow about. He is a man now, with a man's thoughts and feelings, a man's responsibilities, just as you are no longer the little girl who used to trail her brother and his friend about the bailey. We all grow up and give our attention over to new things.” Muriel picked up the large, almost flat basket and followed Ellen away from the herb patch. "Does that mean I can no longer care for him?” Ellen asked, shuddering at the thought. "Oh no, my lady. It means your feelings be changing. They may grow stronger, or they may fade away. What you thought of him when you were a child is different from what you think now. You see him differently, but only time can decide in which direction your feelings go." Ellen thought about Muriel's words for a moment. “But he is always so angry with me.” She brushed roughly at the stains on her skirts and sighed. Aunt Margaret would not be pleased to see the mess she had made of yet another gown. "Give him time, my lady. Young men suffer just as much confusion over their feelings as do young ladies.
 
 Only difference be, they can hide it much better.” Muriel smiled at the younger girl. Ellen grinned, sure Muriel had experience in the matter, and was about to tease the maid, but thought better of it. Ellen pressed a finger across her lips, as she glanced at Muriel, then looked about either side of the stream, among the trees and shrub. She felt an eerie sensation, as if they were being watched, but could see nothing in the afternoon shadows. Ellen signaled Muriel to stay close. The servant quickly nodded and followed her mistress. The girls moved slowly along the stream, stepping carefully as their footsteps squelched in the mud near the water. **** Nicholas crouched behind a young tree, which stood sentinel by the stream. Several thick berry bushes hid him from view, and made it possible to watch the direction the girls’ voices came from. He picked a few of the ripe fruit and popped them into his mouth as he focused his attention on finding an opportunity to have a few minutes alone with Ellen. Despite his harsh remarks to her over the years, he believed he cared for her, in a strange sort of way—at least a little. It was enough, he thought, to approach her and make his feelings known. She was of marriageable age, and he wanted to court her. As a second son, an alliance between Fair Haven and Ravencliff would help his future plans. His concentration was broken when the neck of his tunic suddenly pulled tight against his throat and he choked on the berries he was swallowing. His slim body was forced backward, and he landed on his backside with a hard thud. "What do you think you are doing, spying on Ellen and her maid?” David looked down at the red faced nobleman, whose eyes turned dark with anger. The Scotsman stepped back, keeping space between them as Nicholas got up. Neither young man noticed the girls approaching cautiously, moving close enough to the stream to soak the hems of their gowns. “Stay away from Ellen,” Nicholas warned. “She belongs to me." "I have never heard her father say any such thing,” David countered. "He will soon enough. He would not be such a fool as to give his eldest daughter to a lowly Scotsman. You are still, and always will be a heathen, despite the knighthood Lord Hugh bestowed upon you. Can not fight properly, and you are not good enough for our women.” Nicholas carefully sidestepped, keeping David before him at all times. Each young man kept a wary eye on his opponent. "At least I have earned my knighthood,” David remarked, his tone hinting at Nicholas’ lack. Nicholas bristled at the insinuation, and kept his distance, but continued to circle David. “I do not need a knighthood to attract a woman. Ellen knows where her duty lies." "Does Ellen not have anything to say in the matter?" "Women have nothing to say, especially Ellen. She has proven too often, she cannot think. She must be told what to do." "I grow tired of you belittling the lady. You are not good enough for her, despite the high opinion you have of yourself.” David's black eyes flashed with anger. “She is yet a child, too young to be influenced by someone like you. Stay away from her, Nicholas." "I take no orders from a Scotsman." Nicholas lunged at David, his head lowered like an angry bull. His attack knocked them both to the ground. They rolled about, each trying to gain an advantage over the other. Both fighters scrambled to their feet, but Nicholas was faster than David, and caught the Scotsman in a headlock. He heard David
 
 gasping for breath, and slowly squeezed tighter. David's fingers caught under Nicholas’ arm, and Nicholas fought the pressure his opponent applied to win his freedom. Nicholas’ hold suddenly loosened, and he felt himself being flipped and tossed through the air, only to land hard on his back on the grassy bank. He had no time to roll away before David's flying leap landed the knight on him, knocking the wind from his lungs. Despite being pinned beneath David's weight, Nicholas refused to give up, and tried once more to free himself of the arrogant Scotsman. **** Ellen watched in disbelief, embarrassed and angry that anyone would fight over her. “Stop it!” she screamed at them, to no avail. She jumped back, as they rolled closer to her, unaware of her presence. Ellen yanked the large flat basket from Muriel's hand. What plants they had gathered flew from the container, spraying loose dirt about. She plunged into the stream and turned to face the combatants, a tight grasp on the basket. With the slightly curved sides facing away from her, she dunked one end of the basket into the stream. Using quick, smooth motions, she scooped up the cold water, and began flinging it toward the combatants. Her own anger fueled her actions. Ellen paused and struggled to keep from bursting with laughter at the sight of the dripping boys. For a moment, their positions reversed and Nicholas had gained the advantage over David. He held David against the hard ground, giving himself the incentive to keep fighting, when he was suddenly wet with cold water. The shock sent him tumbling backward, instinctively trying to avoid a second dousing. Nicholas lost his balance and found himself sitting in the stream, completely soaked. David caught the second round, and sputtered indignantly, as water dripped from his face. “What do you think you were doing?” he roared. A third spray missed them both. Ellen lifted the hem of her skirt and stepped out of the stream, careful to keep her distance from both young men. Muriel stood partially in front of her, in a protective stance. “I will not have you fighting over me as if I was the last bit of meat on a plate and you were both starving.” Ellen moved to stand before her companion, hands firmly set on her slender hips. “Neither of you has anything to say of my choices. They are ‘mine’ to make, with my father's blessing.” She glanced at both warriors. “You both deserve a good soaking, and worse." Nicholas managed to get up, and gingerly stepped out of the stream, pushing back sopping strands of wet hair from his face. Water sluiced off his clothes as he reached down for his dagger where it lay near his feet. The slim blade had been wrenched free during the last moments of the fight. “This is not over, Scotsman,” he growled as he sheathed the weapon at his waist. He glanced at Ellen and Muriel, then turned away, leaving a dripping trail in his wake. "He could have turned on you for that stupid action. You should have stayed out of it, Ellen.” David was still furious. “He will not let it go. You were foolish, Sprite." "And you are a stupid gypsy,” she fired back at him. “I should have let the two of you kill each other.” Her gray eyes remained dark with anger, and her hands clenched at her sides. David thought Ellen was about to say something more, when she opened her mouth, but closed it again and stalked off, pulling her wet skirts away from her feet. Muriel glanced at him and shook her head, then quickened her pace and followed after her mistress. He wasn't sure, if Muriel pitied him after Ellen's angry words, or if she was as disgusted as her mistress. He watched both young ladies march away, their spines as rigid as any soldier's. David ran his fingers through his wet hair, pushing it back. He wished he knew what was wrong with her.
 
 Too many times, of late, it seemed all they did was argue over the most insignificant things, and he wondered why he bothered to defend her honor. Conflicting emotions made him angry with himself. Ellen was becoming a nuisance, and yet, he still felt protective of her. It was a feeling he needed to get past because she was still a child, and he no longer had time for children.
 
 CHAPTER FOUR A week after the fight by the stream, Ellen's anger continued to simmer. She tried not to think about it, but Nicholas’ demeaning words kept resurfacing in her head. Visions of two soaked young men, water dripping from their clothing, caused laughter to bubble up from within. She could still hear Nicholas sputtering as he stalked away, the quiet threat made to his adversary. David had been brushing wet strands of hair out of his eyes when she and Muriel left him standing by the stream, staring after them. Stargazer sidestepped, uncomfortable with her rider's mercurial emotions. Ellen leaned forward and gave the mare's neck an assuring pat, then chided herself for dwelling on an unpleasant situation. A solid thunk and twang caught her attention and she looked around quickly. It would never do for the duke's daughter to be captured by robbers, but Ellen could not ignore her curiosity. She turned Stargazer from the road and headed toward the wood, where the sound seemed to have come from. Ellen dismounted and peered through the shrub, surprised to see one of her father's men. She watched in wide eyed fascination as he nocked an arrow to a strange looking bow and let it fly. The arrow whooshed through the air, and embedded its tip in the bark of an old oak, near another arrow. Ellen forgot caution as she stepped from her hiding place, only to find the archer facing her, a third arrow nocked and ready to fly. The archer eased the tension on the bowstring and relaxed his stance. “Do you not know better than to sneak up on someone with a weapon? What are you doing here, Lady Ellen, and why are you alone?" "I did not mean to startle you, Stephen,” she cried out in surprise. No one had ever pointed a weapon at her with the intention of using it. She stared in fascination at the simple bow, for her father's men employed crossbows in their battles. She had heard her father's men arguing over the merits of the longbow, but no conclusion had been reached. An idea lit within her, one, which would assuredly invoke her father's anger if he ever found out. Lord Hugh might believe in educating females, but he would draw the line at what she had in mind. “Stephen,” she began slyly, “teach me how to use a longbow ... and a dagger. In fact, I want to learn many of the things a squire learns." "No, my lady.” Stephen leaned against the longbow, as if without it, he might not stand. He was not quite as tall as the duke, but was broad shouldered and lean. Stephen's green tunic and hose, with a brown cowl and soft leather boots, allowed him to blend into the forest. His brown hair was cut short and showed traces of gray. Brown eyes studied the young girl, but revealed nothing of what the man was thinking. Stephen stood straight, never taking his eyes from the duke's daughter. Ellen knew it would be no surprise to Stephen to see her wandering about the countryside against her father's better judgment, but her being alone seem to bother the huntsman more than she expected, even if she did stay on her father's estates. She had a different view of the world and a woman's place in it. If Stephen refused her, Ellen would search until she found someone to teach her the things she wished to learn. Stephen blew out a breath and made his decision. “I will not teach you things a squire learns, but I will teach you the ways of a huntsman. What of your father's approval? I will not go against his word.” He gave her a stern look. Ellen stalled briefly. Still holding the reins in her grasp, she led Stargazer into the glade, bringing them closer to one of her father's most trusted men. “There will be no problem in that direction,” she assured him. Ellen had no intention of saying anything to her father. "I will not be a party to any untruths, young lady,” he warned.
 
 "No, no untruths, I promise. Papa knows I ride Stargazer over his lands almost every day." A flicker of doubt showed in Stephen's eyes, but quickly vanished. He assessed her slight figure and made his decision. “You cannot learn dressed like that,” he added, glancing over her simple work dress. “Skirts will hamper you." "Ellen, where are you?” a distant voice called out. Ellen's answering grin disappeared at the sound of her name. Why was he searching for her? “I will come here, tomorrow, after my lessons with Father Bernard,” she quickly told Stephen, ignoring the intruder. "As you wish.” Stephen looked past Ellen, in the direction of the caller. He glanced back at Ellen in time to see a flash of frustration and displeasure cross her features. “Go quickly, before your friend vents his anger on an innocent meeting. I do not wish to hurt him." Ellen opened her mouth and closed it again, deciding not to say anything about the intruder. Why would David be looking for her? “Good day to you, sir.” She quickly pulled up a bunch of wildflowers, an excuse to cover her emergence from the woods. She glanced back and saw the hint of amusement on Stephen's face. After mounting her mare, Ellen turned back to the road. She saw immediately that David was in ill humor, having to search for the duke's missing daughter. She sensed the thoughts going on in his head; he was a knight, not her nursemaid. "What were you doing alone in the woods, girl? Have you no sense in that head of yours? Have you forgotten about the thieves who roam about there? Where is your groom?" "I did not go far,” came the retort. “You ask too many questions. Perhaps another dousing in the stream would cool your temper.” Ellen was more than satisfied to see the dull flush of David's features. She gently kicked her mare, sending the animal in a gallop toward Ravencliff Castle. David grumbled under his breath as he followed the stubborn girl. “If I had my way,” he said as he caught her up and rode by her side, “I would put you over my knee and give you a well deserved spanking. Then I would lock you in your chamber until your wedding day." "You would not dare!” The suggestion both embarrassed and horrified Ellen. The hardness in his black eyes said he would dare that and more, if he had his way. Where was the affection he held for her when they were younger? Had that vanished with his knighthood? It hurt to think he could become solely concerned with his new standing with her father. Her own feelings were confused at times, but she had no intention of admitting to it. Perhaps it was the same for him, as Muriel had suggested, and he used his new status to hide what he thought. **** Ellen was the only student left to Father Bernard, leaving her to endure his ire alone. She studied the scroll before her, scrunching her small features as if she understood nothing of what she read. Her expressions only fueled the priest's diatribe. He had muttered something about Kitty showing good sense and knowing her place in God's plans. Ellen silently scoffed at him. Like her, Kitty knew what she wanted, but unlike her, Kitty was not the adventurous kind. Ellen continued to ignore the priest until the time came when he declared the lessons over for the day. She bolted from her chair and rushed out of the schoolroom, anxious to get on with her new lessons. Glancing about the hallway and seeing no one, Ellen tiptoed into her brother's room and headed straight for a chest in a corner. She rummaged through the clothing he had outgrown, hoping to find something to
 
 fit her. She found hose and a tunic that looked to be about the right size for her. An unexpected find was a pair of soft leather boots. She kicked off one of her slippers and tried on the boot. They were a bit large. She tried again, this time while wearing her satin slipper, and found the fit to be improved. Cross garter ties would ensure she did not accidentally kick off boot and slipper. Ellen bundled up her prize and quietly checked the hallway again for any servants, or, Heaven forbid, her father. She would have a hard time explaining what she was doing in her brother's bedchamber, pilfering his outgrown clothing. Ellen darted into her own chambers and quickly changed into her new costume. The tunic was loose enough to hide the changes in her figure. She pulled on a loose working gown over the clothes and slipped down the servants’ stairs to the stable. Ellen played a dangerous game having David's squire escort her out of the bailey. Geoffrey waited patiently for her, with two saddled horses. She was sure he had no idea what she was up to, but knowing her independent spirit, he probably counted on her to be doing something she should not. Ellen mounted Stargazer and rode out the bailey with Geoffrey close behind. They rode in silence until they were out of sight of the castle. “Forgive me if I speak out of turn, my lady, but what is it you are up to this time? I think it only fair I know what trouble I am bound for." "I want you to continue on to the village and stay there until I come for you." "What are you about?" Ellen saw the look of doubt in Geoffrey's eyes. “Do not ask any questions, Geoffrey, or I will be forced to tell Kitty what it is you have been doing in the village." "Ladies should not know about such things.” Geoffrey glanced away, his cheeks a dull red. "Who said I was always a lady?” Ellen laughed. “Your secret is safe with me, as long as you keep mine." "As you wish,” Geoffrey groused and continued down the road, but not before Ellen heard him mutter something about being too smart for her own good. Ellen turned her mare to the woods and once within their boundaries, stopped long enough to discard the working dress and stuff it into a saddlebag. She tugged on the tunic, took a deep breath and urged her mount forward again. She found Stephen sitting in a small glade, munching on an apple. "I wondered if you had changed your mind. The day is half gone,” he commented as he tossed the remainder of his apple over his shoulder. "I could not very well begin skipping my lessons with Father Bernard, as much as he would like that. He would report to my father, and Papa would demand an explanation.” Ellen dismounted, letting the reins drop, and gave the mare a pat. "I warned you I would not be a party to any untruths." "There are no untruths when nothing has been said.” Ellen suddenly realized what she had promised during their last meeting and countered proudly. “I am ready to begin my lessons.” She held her breath, hoping the expression on his face did not mean he had changed his mind. "Good. Have you ever used an axe? Of course not. Silly question.” Stephen stood, and sauntered over to a large stump with a long handled axe stuck into it. Beside the stump were lengths of wood waiting to be chopped. “Watch carefully.” He placed a small log upright on the stump, raised the axe over his head and brought it down with a fierce swing, splitting the log in half. He took one half and repeated the process, until the half log had been reduced to the proper size for firewood. He handed the axe to her
 
 and waited. Ellen stared at the tool as if she had never seen one before, then looked up at Stephen incredulously. “You want me to chop firewood? You said you would teach me to use a longbow. If you want someone to chop wood for you, there are people in the village willing to work for a price." Stephen sighed. Going back to the tree, he brought a longbow, shorter than the one he had had with him the day before. “Draw the bowstring,” he told her, “as far back as you can." Ellen held the bow as she had seen Stephen do, and tried to draw back the string, but was barely able to move it. Her face turned red with the exertion. Pulling as hard as she could, the string finally jumped from her grasp and snapped against the inside of her elbow and the wrist of her other hand. She gave a screech at the pain and dropped the bow. Her arm burned like nothing she had ever felt before. The skin was red and felt hot to the touch. Stephen picked up the weapon and drew the string back with ease, then looked down at her. “Never be in a hurry to take up something you are not prepared for. Females do not have the strength to draw back a bow adequately. Do not look at me that way,” he warned. “You asked for the lesson. You have just learned the first one. You learn to wield that axe properly and eventually you will have the strength to handle a longbow. Do you still want to learn?" Ellen looked contrite. “Yes. I am sorry for my impatience. Another lesson learned today. Two lessons in the space of ten minutes.” She laughed and took up the axe. The first time she raised it, she brought her hands too far over her head and lost her balance. Stephen laughed as Ellen did a little dance, trying to maintain her footing and balance. "Bring your hands over your head, not behind it,” he advised, demonstrating as he held her hands above her head. Ellen nodded with understanding. Her first swing missed the log entirely and the axe blade became embedded in the stump. Her arms went numb for a moment and she felt the vibration of the strike all the way up to her shoulders. Stephen worked the axe free and showed her how to stand, and hold the tool. Ellen learned quickly and soon was able to hit what she aimed for. The pile of firewood grew slowly, despite the unevenness of the pieces. She heard Stephen grunt with satisfaction as he watched her continued efforts. After an hour, as Ellen raised the axe over her head once more, Stephen grabbed at the handle and stopped her downward swing. “That is enough for one day,” he advised. “If you do too much at one time, you will do more damage than good. Your arms are going to ache tonight. Use some liniment to ease the pain until you get used to the exercise. I warn you, it will take some time to get used to. Do you wish to continue?" Ellen was not sure if she was grateful or disappointed when he stopped her. She leaned against the tree stump and rubbed at her arms, which already began to pain her from the exertion, never mind the continued burning sensation from trying to draw the bowstring. For a brief moment, she considered changing her mind, but she was no quitter. She would see this through. If she could get through Father Bernard's taunts, she could get through anything. **** The castle was quiet except for the guards calling out at regular intervals. Ellen heard every call as she lay in agony. Her arms felt as if they were about to fall from her shoulders. She heard someone slip into her room and turned to see who it was. Kitty climbed onto the high bed and made herself comfortable, sitting cross-legged next to her sister. “I
 
 brought a poultice to ease your discomfort,” she whispered as she uncovered a bowl. “What have you done to cause yourself such pain?" "What makes you think I am in pain?” Ellen asked belligerently. Her breath hitched as she spoke. Tears threatened to spill. "It showed in your eyes at supper. Even Papa noticed it.” Kitty giggled “I think Aunt Margaret hinted to him it was a female thing and Papa insisted he did not want to know any more." Ellen started to laugh, then gasped in pain as Kitty raised her arm and wrapped the warm poultice around it, then did the same to the other. Ellen thought the smell was no better than the liniment Stephen suggested she use. The pain began to ease with the warmth, and she relaxed a little. "What did you do today?” Kitty asked again. Ellen sensed Kitty's curiosity was getting the best of her. She bit her lip, wondering if she could trust her younger sister with this secret. Kitty had always kept her confidences, but it was different this time. “You must promise not to say anything to anyone." "Of course I promise,” Kitty looked a bit insulted. "I was chopping firewood." Kitty's voice rose in surprise. “You were what?” She clamped a hand over her mouth, and glanced toward the door, then leaned forward and spoke just above a whisper. “Why were you chopping wood?" "Because I want to learn how to use a longbow, and I am not strong enough to handle it." "And chopping wood will make you stronger?" "That is what I was told." "You are truly going to learn to do the things a squire learns?" "No, I am going to learn to do the things a hunter does. I thank you for the poultice, but you had better return to your bedchamber before Molly sets up an alarm.” Ellen watched her sister climb down from the high bed. “Kitty? You'll not forget your promise to keep my secret?" "I will not forget. Sleep well, Ellen. I truly envy you your need for adventure.” Kitty kissed her sister's cheek then slipped out of the room. Ellen lay back, wondering, not for the first time, if she were not being foolish. She felt left out of things as David and Gordon kept up with their training. She wanted to learn some of the same skills, and saw no reason why a female should not. After all, a woman would not always have a man nearby to defend her. As she groaned in pain, she wondered if it would all be worth the effort. At the moment she had her doubts, but she trusted Stephen to be honest with her. Somehow, she would get past this pain, and prove she could learn the skills of a hunter. Ellen finally drifted off to sleep, wondering what David would have to say this time, if he knew about her new venture.
 
 CHAPTER FIVE The next morning, Ellen had difficulty concentrating on her lessons. She endured Father Bernard's daily harangue, knowing that more interesting lessons awaited her under Stephen's tutelage. Her mind wandered, until she heard the priest's words, releasing her from his scrutiny. Ellen tried not to hurry from the schoolroom; she didn't want to give him anything more to hold over her head. Geoffrey waited impatiently in the bailey, holding the mare's reins, and looking a bit worried. “My lady, I cannot attend you today. My presence has been ordered in the great hall." "Then you shall present yourself, as ordered,” she commented, stepping on to the mounting block. Geoffrey still had no idea what she was up to, but she was not about to change her plans for lack of an escort. "But you cannot go alone.” Geoffrey stared at her askance. “It is not proper. Let me find someone else to attend you." "There is no time, Geoffrey, but I thank you for your concern.” Ellen mounted her mare, and took the reins the squire held up to her. She surreptitiously plucked at the laces in the front of her dress, knowing she had not done them up properly, in her haste to be away. The mare responded to its rider's signal, trotting out the gate, as iron horseshoes clattered over the wooden drawbridge. One of the guards turned from the guardhouse and watched Ellen ride by. She knew he would report back to her father, but at the moment she was unconcerned. They guards were used to seeing her ride out, and gave it little thought. Leaning forward, Ellen urged Stargazer to a gallop, as a breeze played with wayward strands of loose hair. She felt as one with her mare, the smooth gait taking them across the fields to the tree line. The ride gave Ellen a sense of freedom she experienced nowhere else. Ellen kicked her foot free of the stirrup and slid down from the saddle. Stephen was sitting in the same spot as the day before, as if he had never left. He lazily stood when Ellen approached. "I did not expect to see you today. I thought after the work you did yesterday, you would change your mind." "I am my father's daughter, Stephen. I do not give up easily once my mind is made up to do something." "Surely a virtue when one's arms are sore to the point of falling off,” he chuckled. "Thanks to one of Kitty's poultices, I was saved from a night of grievous pain. Had I used the liniment as you suggested, the whole castle would have wondered what I was doing.” Ellen tugged at the laces on her dress, frustrated with their refusal to come undone. "A huntress who cannot undo her own laces.” Stephen laughed, then gently pushed her hands away. “Let me, my lady, or you will be here all the day trying to undo them.” With infinite patience, he untied the knots, loosening the work dress, and returned Ellen's grateful smile. **** Father Bernard strode the long, dusty road, and wiped a long sleeve across his sweaty face. He was anxious to get to the village. The large group of cottages rented by the farmers, were sprawled out upon the duke's land, but the priest was interested in the one furthest away. He quickly forgot about the pending visit when movement just beyond the tree line caught his attention, and he stopped to satisfy his curiosity. A young girl was staring up at an older man as he stood too close to her to have anything innocent on his mind. He was gently tugging at the laces in the front of her plain gown. Bernard cautiously
 
 stepped closer, wondering, perhaps hoping, he could catch them in something more illicit. The priest's eyes widened, as he recognized the duke's daughter and head huntsman. His expression turned to one of smugness, believing a daughter of Eve had finally shown her true self. So Lady Ellen is not the innocent she has led others to believe, but is Stephen truly foolish enough to tumble the young girl? As much as Bernard would have liked to continue spying on the interesting scene, he thought how much more gratifying it would be to see Ellen punished for the temptress she was proving to be. At last, he had something to take to her father, something that should see her confined for a long time, and free him from those foolish lessons. Bernard quickly forgot about his own secret assignation and turned back toward Ravencliff, anxious to be the one to tell the duke what his precious daughter was up to. How the mighty have fallen. When he reached the castle, Father Bernard marched through the courtyard in a soldier's double time step, and muttered to himself. Servants jumped out of his way; they would most likely bounce off the rotund priest if they got too close. He ignored the questioning faces around him. What he had seen was too good to share with anyone before he spoke with the duke. There may never be a better opportunity to be rid of the troublesome girl. Bernard entered the great hall, and headed straight for the duke's private counting room. “Out of my way, fool,” he growled as he pushed a servant from his path. Nothing was going to interfere in what he perceived as his duty to the duke. Bernard stopped before the thick oak door and hesitated only a moment, before pounding a heavy fist against the solid wood. His breath heaved in his chest. He pounded again, impatient to impart the wonderful scene he had witnessed. He raised his fist once more, and a smirk crossed his round face. What joy it would be to see the duke punish his wayward daughter. Bernard might even be allowed to take part in the punishment. The thought was most gratifying. "Come,” the duke called out. Bernard hesitated a moment to straightened his robes, and settle himself into the role of a solemn, concerned cleric. He pushed open the door, and shut it behind him, then hid his hands in his sleeves, striving for a picture of righteous concern. He stood before the table and did his utmost to hide his impatience, while Hugh studied one of several scrolls pinned flat with weights. Hugh glanced up, surprised to see the priest. “What has happened, Father Bernard? You look as if you have just witnessed something most horrible." "Your Grace,” Bernard began solemnly, “I come on a matter most distressing. It has to do with Lady Ellen." Hugh raised his head and stared at the priest. Bernard forced himself to remain calm. “I saw Lady Ellen a short time ago,” he began, “in a situation most unacceptable for a daughter of the church.” The priest continued, hoping he did not seem too eager in relating his tale, while he embellished the details of what he had seen. "He did what?” the duke interrupted, and asked between clenched teeth, trying to keep tight rein on his anger. "I saw with my own eyes, my lord,” the priest hurried on with his account. “Lady Ellen's face was turned up to his, a look of adoration in her eyes, as she let him untie her laces. Stephen was smiling, offering her encouragement, and she stood there, making no attempt to stop him. In truth, she tried to help him." Hugh rose from the high backed chair behind the desk and stalked across the small room to the door.
 
 Pulling it open, he was surprised to see his startled sister-in-law, one hand raised as if about to knock. “Not now, Margaret,” he warned tersely, before she could make a sound. He was aware of her stepping quickly out of his way and staring at him, as if he had gone mad. Perhaps he had. “Jonathan,” he bellowed, his face growing redder with building rage. Stephen would be fortunate to survive the day when he got through with him. Ellen was Hugh's treasured child, and no one was going to take advantage of her innocence. “Jonathan,” he called out again. One of the men-at-arms hurried toward him. “Yes, my lord?" Take two men with you and find Stephen Hunter. Deliver him to me here as soon as possible." "Yes, my lord.” Jonathan turned on his heel and called out to two other soldiers, who followed him quickly from the great hall. Hugh returned to his counting room and stood staring at the priest, not seeing him for a moment, then realized the man was still there. “Thank you for telling me, Father Bernard. I will see Stephen is taken care of. He will not take advantage of my daughter again. He will not have the chance." "I agonized over how to tell you, Your Grace. I knew it would be most hurtful to know a close friend has betrayed you. I will keep you and Lady Ellen in my prayers.” Bernard inclined his head and left the room. His mouth twitched as he held back a smile of satisfaction. He hid his hands within the wide sleeves of his cassock, pleased with this unexpected turn of events. Ellen's punishment would undoubtedly relieve him of teaching duties, giving him more time to pursue his own private interests. The thought reminded him of his missed appointment with a lovely young woman in the village, but this little bit of news had provided more pleasure than he had expected. He would make up for lost time on his next visit. The men-at-arms appeared at Stephen's door, a step or two behind him, and shoved the door open. “His lordship wants a word with you,” Jonathan announced without preamble, a sneer in his voice. The huntsman was surprised with the gruffness of the invitation. “Do you know what this is about?" Jonathan shrugged. “Something about the Lady Ellen. His lordship does not tell me details. He said to find you and bring you back to the castle." Stephen noticed several villagers step out of their homes, curiosity getting the better of them. The times were rare when soldiers were sent here, and Stephen knew his neighbors would assume the matter was serious. The three mounted soldiers surrounded him and stayed close to his own horse, giving him little room to run, as if he were being arrested for some crime. They headed back toward the castle. The villagers’ whispers grew as the men rode past, fueling questions of what Stephen had to do with Lady Ellen. They were mumbling among themselves, and Stephen caught a comment about the priest ‘being at it again.’ He wondered what that could mean. Why would they think Bernard had anything to do with this? Speculation would make fine evening gossip. As they traveled back to the castle, Stephen decided it was past time Hugh knew what his daughter was up to, rather than continue to keep secrets. Why did sharing that information require sending three soldiers to escort him back? Surely if Hugh wanted to talk with him, Stephen would have been most happy to speak with his best friend. His escort stopped just outside the counting room and waited for him to enter before returning to their duties. Stephen sensed something was wrong, for Hugh stopped pacing as he entered the room. The huntsman turned his back to the duke as he used both hands to close the thick door. When he turned around, he
 
 found himself sitting on the stone floor, with broken rushes sticking to his clothing, looking up at his friend. His jaw throbbed with pain. The blow confused him. What had he done to merit Hugh's anger? "By what right do you dare lay hands on my daughter?” Hugh asked quietly. He forced himself to remain very still, the clenching and unclenching of his right hand the only perceptible movement. Anger clouded his eyes. A muscle in his jaw jumped against the tension held there. Stephen was not deceived by Hugh's calm tone, for this sort of calmness meant the duke was in a fit of rage. Stephen wriggled his jaw, relieved it wasn't broken. Hugh could still throw a powerful punch. “How else am I to teach her what she asks?” He got up, only to find himself knocked back onto the floor by another hard blow. "She's a child, Stephen. You are old enough to be her father.” Hugh was aware how foolish the words sounded, but could not help himself. He was furious that his best friend would take advantage of a young noble lady, his own daughter. He shook his hand against the jarring pain in his fingers. Who would have thought Stephen had such a hard jaw? "What has age to do with anything? She asked me to teach her the things a squire would learn. I told her no, that I would teach her to be a hunter instead. I cannot imagine her trying to lift a sword, let alone wield one.” Stephen picked himself up once more, and braced his arms on the desk for support. As Hugh moved toward him, Stephen kept the desk between them, not anxious to experience another blow to his face. "Squire? Hunter? What are you talking about?” The conversation was becoming more confusing by the moment. "Did you not call me here to ask about my teaching Lady Ellen to hunt and track?" "Of course not. When I called you here, I was trying to decide what punishment would be fitting for a seducer of young girls.” Hugh's face was beginning to turn a light shade of crimson. "Seducer of young girls?” Stephen sputtered, confused. “Hugh, do you know what you are saying? Where on earth would you get such an idea? That child is like my own; I would lay down my life for her. How could you think such a thing?" "You were seen, Stephen, this is not from someone's imagination.” Hugh slammed his fist into the tabletop. Stephen managed to find his way to a nearby chair and dropped into it. He leaned his head against the high back and laughed, then stopped suddenly when he realized Hugh was utterly serious. “Did Ellen not speak with you?" "No. Do you think she would tell me of such a meeting with you, or any other man?" Stephen became deadly serious. “What is going on here?" Hugh ran both his hands through his hair, wondering why it had not turned white long ago. He told Stephen of the scene as it was described to him. Someone has seen fit to put their own interpretation on an innocent scene. “Who told you of this?" "Father Bernard happened along the road and caught sight of you and Ellen within the trees." "Meddling priest, should see to his own soul before judging others,” Stephen muttered, and continued to
 
 spew a few choice venomous names in his native Gaelic. When he finished, he looked up at Hugh. “You cannot believe a word of what that meddlesome, so called man of God claims. He sees only what he wants and interprets it to suit himself.” Stephen paused a moment, then continued. “For the last six years, that priest has made life miserable for your daughter, and she's borne it admirably. He constantly harasses her at her lessons, insisting she lacks intelligence, and therefore any ability to learn. He keeps a willow switch at hand, usually out of sight. Likes to snap it and startle her." "Why did she not come to me?” Hugh could not believe his own daughter had said nothing. Why would she not confide in him on such a serious matter? Did she not trust him to make things right for her? This was the first time he felt he had failed her and he did not like the feeling. But if she said nothing about what went on, his hands were tied. He should let the situation die on its own, but thought better of that idea. "She is her father's daughter, Hugh. If the father is strong willed, can the daughter be any less? She was afraid you would put an end to her lessons, so she devised a way to continue without involving you. She will make some fortunate man a wife to be proud of. In the meantime, I do not envy you. You also have your hands full with a young lady who wishes to be, and do, more than what is normally allowed of her gender." Stephen laughed at the recent memory. “What I tell you now is the truth, Hugh, and I pray you will believe me over the words of a disreputable cleric.” Stephen held his breath before continuing. His own story seemed farfetched, but he knew it to be the truth, and hoped Hugh would accept it as such. “The Lady Ellen has been chopping wood to gain strength so she can draw a bowstring. I think she has chopped enough wood to supply half the village for the winter." Hugh rubbed a hand over his features, unable to hide his frustration. He looked up at Stephen and grinned. “Did she really chop firewood?" Stephen's grin was sufficient answer. "I am sorry I thought badly of you, Stephen. I was so angry when presented with the news, I could not think straight. What shall we do about it?" "Well, you are the duke and she is your daughter, but if I were you, I would let it be for now, and give Father Bernard enough rope to hang himself. I have a feeling there is much more to this situation than we know. All he needs is enough room and all things should be revealed." Hugh reluctantly nodded his agreement. "Do I have your permission to continue teaching your daughter? I have to be honest and say I believe she shows promise of becoming an excellent tracker and hunter, but it might be best if no one else knew about it." "On one condition,” Hugh smiled broadly. “You must provide me with periodic reports of her progress. I am rather curious to see how far, and how long, she is willing to take this new project of hers." "Consider it done.” Stephen tested his sore jaw once more. “I would rather not meet the wrong side of your fist again.” The two friends walked to the door, Hugh's arm about Stephen's shoulders. As they stepped into the great hall, both men laughed over a comment one of them made. **** Father Bernard looked up from his seat at one of the tables. He had managed to coax one of the serving girls to bring him something to eat and drink, before the evening meal was ready. The bread and cheese
 
 were almost gone. He held up his goblet and toasted himself for a job well done, then gulped down the ale. He was refilling his goblet, when his attention was drawn to Hugh and Stephen. They were laughing about something; their behavior was perplexing. At the very least, the duke should be ready to hang Stephen from the gatehouse. How could the hunter molest a nobleman's daughter and get away with it? Stephen must have convincingly denied the whole episode, or relied on his close friendship with Hugh to be forgiven his unacceptable behavior. Bernard frowned with that thought. Somehow, he would find a way to turn father against daughter, and put her in her place, ridding himself of his responsibility to her. It mattered not to him how he succeeded in doing it, as long as it was done. Another plan began taking shape in his mind. It would take some time to complete, but when it was done, success would be guaranteed and Ravencliff would have a new master. He knew just the person to make his plan work.
 
 CHAPTER SIX Ellen and Margaret worked diligently in the stillroom, preparing herbs for poultices and medicines. Ellen listened carefully as her aunt explained the use of the herb while picking it apart, removing seeds and leaves. Some seeds would be set aside for next year's garden while the rest would be crushed. Ellen used mortar and pestle to grind the dried bits into a fine powder, then carefully transferred the bowl's contents to a small bottle. Margaret glanced at her companion, then continued her own work of placing seeds in packets. She took down another bunch of herbs from the low rafters and sniffed them. “I've noticed your absences are becoming more and more frequent. Where do you go off to each day?” Margaret pinched off a few seeds and put them in a small dish. "Have I forgotten to do some chore, aunt? If I have, please, forgive me. I will be sure not to forget again.” Ellen continued to crush and grind the dried leaves. If her aunt found out what she had been up to, Ellen's lessons with Stephen would quickly come to an end. "You have forgotten nothing, child. I find it amazing you can do all your chores and do them well, then disappear for hours at a time. I would be truly exhausted by day's end." "Believe me, aunt,” Ellen chuckled, “by day's end I am truly exhausted." "Ellen. Ellen, where are you, girl?” Hugh's voice bellowed throughout the great hall. Busy servants stopped what they were doing, and hurried out of the way as they stared at the stern expression on the duke's face. Hugh strode through the cavernous room, determined to find his wayward daughter. "Oh, Ellen,” Margaret sighed, “what have you done now to make your father so angry?” Margaret placed a bunch of rosemary on the worktable and shook her head as she stared at her niece. Ellen shrugged, and looked perplexed. Whatever was wrong, Papa was very angry. She stuck her head out the stillroom door, glanced about, and felt a sense of dread fill her. Despite a guilty conscience for keeping secrets from her father, she was certain he would never approve of her current activities. Had Kitty broken her promise and said something to him? If you betrayed me, I will never trust you with another secret as long as I live. "There you are. In the counting room, young lady, right now.” Hugh waited, and watched his daughter wipe her sweat dampened hands on her apron. She looked rather contrite at the moment, as she exchanged glances with her aunt. Hugh's gaze narrowed on his sister-in-law, refusing to acknowledge her questioning look. Hugh followed his daughter into the room, shut the door and circled around his daughter, then stood before her. He was not surprised she returned his stare. “What, pray tell, were you thinking?” He wanted to shout at her, vent his anger, but fought to keep himself under control. "I have no idea what you are talking about.” The small room seemed to be closing in on her. Once again, she wiped her sweat dampened hands on her apron. "Do not play the innocent with me, girl. You were seen just within the wood and Stephen was untying the laces on your dress." "Who claims to have seen us? We did nothing wrong,” she replied softly. She stood straight, and stared at her father.
 
 "Then you admit to it." "I admit we did nothing wrong. My laces were stuck and Stephen helped to undo them. If whoever saw us had remained a moment or two longer, they would have seen I was wearing boys’ clothing beneath the dress." It always amazed Hugh, how Ellen could remain calm in the face of his anger, or anyone else's for that matter. He could not recall a time when he had ever seen her lose her temper—except with David. That was another problem, entirely. “How could you be so foolish? What if Stephen thought to take advantage of your innocence? You would have been helpless to do anything to defend yourself.” He tried not to yell at her, and barely succeeded in keeping his voice low. He had to release his anger and calmly deal with the situation. This was one conversation he did not want flying about the castle with the rest of the servants’ gossip. Heaven knew they had more than enough to keep their tongues wagging. Huge walked around the desk and sat in the chair, then studied his daughter. "I knew he would not, Papa. He is your best friend and he would never betray your trust. He would never hurt anyone you love." "Even best friends have been known to betray one another. I give you credit, this time you chose wisely; I do trust Stephen. I know he would let no harm befall you." "Did Stephen tell you what we were doing? He promised not to say anything. I knew if you found out, you would stop me. I do not want to go against your wishes, Papa, but I cannot be confined within these walls all day long. I am not like Kitty." Hugh recognized the understatement for what it was. While he had no complaint regarding the way Margaret taught his daughters their duties, he was well aware of Ellen's desire to be free. A memory surfaced in his mind, and brought a smile to his lips. “Shall I tell you of your mother? I know you recall little of her, having been so young when she died. I also know, you believe Kitty is my favorite child because she looks most like Anne did. "What you do not know, is that you favor your mother in another way. Anne's father indulged her, just as I have you. She loved adventure, and hated having her duties keep her within the castle, but when her work was done she would have her mare saddled and ride out of the castle. Her long golden hair floated on the wind like a flowing cape. I used to wait on the hill just beyond the village, just for a chance to see her racing across the estate. After she died, I would go up to that hill and imagine her still riding free. I could still see her. She was beautiful. Her spirit of adventure lives on in you, Ellen. So you see, I understand your need for freedom, much better than you realize.” For a moment, Hugh was in another time and place as memories engulfed him. He looked up at his daughter, then rose from his chair and stepped around the desk. Leaning against it, he reached over and took Ellen's hands in his “I will allow these ‘lessons’ to continue, on the condition, you do not get it into that pretty head of yours that I will grant you whatever you wish to do. There are limits, young lady." "Yes, Papa. Thank you, Papa.” Ellen's words rushed forth as he drew her closer and held her tightly in his arms. "You should have been born a second son. Life would have been easier for us both.” He kissed the top of her head, then released her. The door opened and Gordon stepped into the room. “I am sorry, father, I did not know you were still speaking with Ellen."
 
 "Back to your aunt, daughter, and learn your lessons well." Hugh waited for the door to close behind Ellen, closing out the rest of the castle. “This seems to be a day of revelations. Why did you never tell me of the problem between your sister and the priest?” he asked his son. Gordon was taken aback by this particular question and wondered what had brought it on. “Long ago, Ellen begged us not to say anything to you about it. She feared you would stop her from taking lessons with us. So we promised not to say anything. After a while, Bernard began ignoring her, and we believed that was the end of the problem." "Evidently not. Does he still harass her?" "Probably. I am sure it is the old worn out sermon about Daughters of Eve being wily, but unteachable, and unrepentant sinners.” Gordon grinned. "Perhaps it is time the priest was sent back to the abbey and another one found for our estate. Apparently the man thinks too well of himself and feels too secure in his position here." "Do not send him away, father, at least not yet. Ellen seems to gain strength from her ‘battles’ with the not so good father. I have a feeling there will be a final confrontation between the two before very long.” Gordon stepped aside and turned, then leaned against the edge of the desk, next to Hugh. “Anyway, Father Bernard is not the reason I came looking for you." "What do you wish for now?” Hugh raised one eyebrow and stared into his son's blue-gray eyes. There was humor in their depths, and the older man wondered what his son was up to this time. "Oh, nothing for me, at least not this time. This has to do with Ellen." "All right, speak your mind, son. What has she done to you that you must come to me for a bit of— vengeance? There is mischief in the air." Gordon crossed his arms over his chest and contemplated the bare floor for a moment. There were no rushes in this room to attract fleas and mice—not that Aunt Margaret would allow the vermin to nestle in any home she cared for. He realized his father was staring at him, waiting patiently for an explanation. “Have you given thought to finding Ellen a husband?" "Now, why would you be in a hurry to see your sister married off?" "Oh, I am in no hurry to see her married, and in even less a hurry to become an uncle. I was just wondering." "I believe, for the first time, your dear sister has out maneuvered herself. I do not know of any man who would accept her to wife. She is too forward, too adventurous, too outspoken, too...” Hugh shrugged, once again giving vent to his frustration over his daughter. "Too much like mother?" Hugh glanced at his son. “Your grandfather feared no man would have Anne. Your mother's free spirit attracted me. She would never allow herself to be taken for granted. And so it is with your sister." "I believe I have the solution to our dilemma." "You have a solution to ‘our’ dilemma.” The look father gave son was filled with doubt.
 
 "Yes. David." "Gordon,” Hugh slung an arm about his son's shoulders, “have you at all noticed how David and Ellen fight like cat and dog?" "Ah, but, father, have you noticed how they sneak looks at one another when they think no one is watching?” Gordon grinned like a man with many secrets and more than willing to divulge a few. “You should watch them more closely, then you would see there is something more than the fighting they do. David knows full well what Ellen is like. He's helped foster her independence, should he not have the privilege of dealing with it?” Gordon's expression turned devilish. “He has always cared for, and protected Ellen. You could find no better match for her in all of England.” Gordon was rather proud of his efforts on David's behalf, despite the fact his friend knew nothing about it. "Humph. You make a good argument for them. Perhaps I should watch them more closely and give the matter serious consideration.” Hugh gave his son a suspicious look. “What do you get from such a match?" Gordon shrugged good naturedly. “My best friend becomes my brother." Hugh laughed and clapped his son on the shoulder. “Good enough. We'll speak of this again at a later time." After Gordon left, Hugh remained unmoved, sitting on the edge of his desk. His son presented an interesting suggestion. As he gave it more thought, he considered Ellen and David could very well kill each other before the wedding night. They could not look at one another without breaking into an argument. The duke got up and paced the room for a few moments, then decided he needed to talk to someone. **** In the stable, Hugh had his favorite horse saddled, then letting Drummer have his head, he rode to the hilltop where he used to watch Anne race across the fields. He could see her now, leaning against her mare's neck, the wind in her golden hair. He could hear her laughter floating back to him, as if she were really there. Time stood suspended. “How I miss you, my Annie,” he half whispered. Why would you miss me when I'm always close by? The whisper in his ear startled him. Hugh looked about him, and at first, saw nothing out of the ordinary. The features of his beloved Annie, took shape before him. She looked just as she had fifteen years earlier, before Ellen was born. "Have I done our daughter an injustice, letting her grow up as you did?" My dearest husband, our daughter has gone beyond the things I did when I was her age. I would have learned more, had I someone to teach me, but my father always said it was unseemly, and I should act the lady of the manor. Do you know how boring it is to act like a lady at all times? The faint figure shimmered with mirth, and flicked a wrist. Of course you would not know. Silly question. "Our children are growing up so quickly. Gordon has been knighted, Ellen is of marriageable age, and Kitty is so quiet, ’tis easy to forget she is nearby. It takes little to please her. I am not sure I am ready to give the care of my daughters to other men." One day you will have to step aside and let another care for and protect them. Then it will be their turn to worry about children. Annie's face glowed with an impish sense of humor.
 
 "What do you think of David as a match for Ellen?" Well, she began, as if giving the subject a great deal of thought. He is most everything a knight should be. He does not realize it yet, but he is in love with Ellen, always has been. It is to be hoped he will acknowledge those feelings before it is too late and Ellen is promised to another. Even with all her patience, she may grow tired of waiting for him. "Would you care to wager on that, my dear?” Hugh chuckled. Annie's soft laughter filled his mind and heart, as her image faded into nothing. Once more alone, Hugh mounted Drummer and set the gelding toward Ravencliff. A short time later, Hugh spotted Ellen and David in the gardens. Ellen's arms flew about in wild gestures, while anger contorted her features. David stood still, his arms folded across his chest. His own expression reflected his short patience, and when he spoke, his motions were more contained, but mirrored Ellen's almost perfectly. Hugh wondered what the argument was about this time, then sighed, and decided he would rather not know.
 
 CHAPTER SEVEN Ellen returned to the castle, satisfied with her morning's lessons. She and Stephen had spent part of the morning by the stream, where he pointed out numerous prints in the mud, and identified them for her. He explained habits of some of the animals that ventured near the stream during the night. She was learning to listen more carefully to the sounds around her and could name a few of the birds she heard. The calls were clues, Stephen said, to the goings on around her, and if she paid attention, she could save herself much grief. The sound of sword clashing against sword echoed across the bailey, amidst hoots and cheers, drew Ellen's attention back to the present, and the training area. She knew she had no business being there, but no silly rules would stand in the way of her curiosity. Ellen squeezed her way through a group of knights intent on watching the mock battle. Gordon and David were well matched in skill, and she was vaguely aware of the wagering going on. The men-at-arms glanced down at her and moved aside, their jeers and suggestive remarks slowly fading away. She paid them no mind, and never noticed the ensuing vocal silence. Her only interest was in watching Gordon and David trying to best one another. Ellen was proud of her brother, but today her eyes followed David. Both young men, having reached eighteen years, had finally been knighted and won their spurs. It was almost all they ever thought or talked about, and Ellen could see why. She imagined the feel of numbing vibrations in her own arms as they wielded their heavy weapons, striking blows hard enough to fell lesser men. A fleeting thought crossed her mind. Could she be capable of wielding a blade now? Even if she could, she knew Stephen would never teach her. The dull edged practice swords could still inflict serious damage. The young knights’ sleeveless tunics were dampened with sweat, and strained with every thrust and parry. Ellen watched, mesmerized by the play of rippling muscle with each move they made. She didn't understand the fluttering in her own stomach, as if a colony of butterflies had taken up residence there, and were preparing to take flight. Ellen stared at the combatants. David had always been taller than Gordon, but now he had filled out into full manhood, which made him seem to tower over her brother even more. His black hair was wet with perspiration. His black eyes focused on her brother's every move, ready to ward off any blow and take the offensive. On most days David could best Gordon in practice, but today was not one. The now obvious quiet broke his concentration and Ellen saw him hesitate and glance about the group. His first mistake. Ellen gasped, realizing the consequences of her appearance. She knew when Gordon spotted the momentary lapse and used the weakness in David's defense to his own advantage. She held her hand to her mouth as her brother rotated his blade around that of his opponent, sent David's sword flying from his hand to the beaten soil of their arena. A puff of dust floated upward then settled again. Ellen sighed when Gordon glanced at her and grinned. She knew the distraction was her doing, and there was no doubt in her mind, her brother would never let her forget. Neither would David. Ellen cringed at the men-at-arms’ good-natured laughing and teasing, which did nothing for the young Scotsman's ego. David faced her and frowned. “What are you doing here, Lady Ellen? Go back to the solar and your needle before your father, or Lady Margaret, finds you here." Ellen's eyes widened at the rebuke, then filled with angry tears. “You great oaf,” she blurted out, “see if I will marry you when I am grown.” The words were no sooner out of her mouth, when she paled with the realization of what she had said. She had not meant to reveal those words before her father's men, or anyone else, for that matter. Her face flamed with embarrassment, as she spun on her heel and darted
 
 away before David could make any response to her outburst. Ellen disappeared into the garden beside the castle, tears flowing down her cheeks. She stopped a moment and used her sleeve to scrub the wet streaks from her face. Stupid, stupid girl. Why did I say that? I should never have said that. She dropped to her knees on the garden path, and covered her face with her hands, feeling as if her heart was about to break. She would never be able to face either of the young men again. I am too bold for my own good. Father is right; Aunt Margaret is right ... I am such a wretch of a girl. Approaching voices brought Ellen out of her misery. She heard her name and resulting laughter and understood too well how foolish she appeared to soldiers and servants alike. How will I ever face anyone now? **** Ellen's remark forced an embarrassed David to turn away from the laughter. Her unexpected retort amused the soldiers and gave them something to gossip about, as they left the young knights alone. "You may be right, David. She should be busy, plying a needle, but need you have been so blunt with her? She fancies herself in love with you." "She told you as much?” David gave his best friend an incredulous look. When he thought about it, Gordon's words went a long way in explaining the bouts of anger flaring up between him and Ellen of late. Gordon's blue-gray eyes held neither hint of amusement, nor anger. "Anyone can see how she feels." "She's just a child,” David countered in his defense, unwilling to examine his own feelings, with Gordon staring at him. He was afraid of the truth he might find. If he were being honest with himself, she was of an age for marriage, but he did not want to think of Ellen as a young woman. Danger lay in those thoughts. It was easier to think of her as the sprite he had met that first Christmas. "She is not the child you think. All children grow up eventually.” Gordon looked to the direction Ellen had taken. Since before David first arrived, Ellen had taken to following Gordon around, and then both boys, often annoying Gordon with her presence. He thought David never seemed to mind. Today's admission assured Gordon he had done the right thing in speaking with his father. A marriage between David and Ellen appeared to be a good idea, after all, and would go a long way in keeping peace on either side of their English-Scots border. Not long after Gordon had found David that winter's day, carelessly hiding from the English, his father had confided in him of the clandestine friendship between the two families. He was inordinately pleased with himself for suggesting the match to the duke. He would be surprised if Hugh was not thinking about it now. Ellen could do worse than be wed to David. She could be married to Nicholas. Gordon shuddered at the thought. "Maybe you are right. I should not have been angry with Ellen, and it was not my place to speak to her as I did. That I was so easily distracted should never have happened, and is no excuse. I should find and talk to her before she becomes any angrier with me." "You are a brave man to willingly face that little lioness,” Gordon laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. Before he could say anything more, Nicholas appeared. Gordon noted the few men-at-arms lingering about showed renewed interest in the late arrival. Gordon stared at Nicholas while addressing David “You have something to attend to, David. I would see to it before much more time passes." David reluctantly left Gordon to deal with the arrogant Nicholas St Thomas. His own business with Nicholas was far from concluded, but it was wiser to defer to Gordon for the time being. The Englishman could hold his own. David nodded and chuckled to himself as he strode toward the castle. So Ellen plans to marry me, does she? I suppose I will have to apologize first.
 
 CHAPTER EIGHT "You have him well trained,” Nicholas chided, glancing at David's retreating back. “It would do you more credit if you taught the cur to stop sniffing around Ellen's skirts." Gordon took offense at the insult to both his friend and his sister, but stood his ground. “If anyone is sniffing about my sister's skirts,” he replied with a calm he barely felt, “it would be you, Nicholas. What do you want?" "I want that heathen Scotsman to stay far away from Ellen. She is mine." "I think Lady Ellen would have something to say about that, would you not agree?” Gordon straightened and stepped toward Nicolas. "No, I do not. She has proven many times she is too slow to think for herself on matters of importance." "If that be the case, why do you claim her?” Gordon kept a wary eye on Nicholas’ casual movement, turning as Nicholas slowly circled him. At the same time, he was aware of the men-at-arms drawing a bit closer, anticipating some quick move on the part of either young man. "Slow thinking women are biddable. They are only able to do as they are commanded.” Nicolas smirked and rested one hand on his dagger. "Then you do not know Ellen as well as you think.” Gordon jumped back as Nicholas lashed out with his dagger. “It seems to me,” he remarked casually, “you had a similar confrontation with David, not long ago. Did you not learn anything from the encounter?” Gordon jumped back once more, as Nicholas thrust again, his face flushed by the reminder of the embarrassing incident by the stream. They circled each other, like two wolves fighting for domination over the pack. Both paid little heed to the soldiers gathered around. Some shouted out advice to the adversaries, while others placed wagers on the outcome. While Nicholas had no desire to become a knight, he was a devious and formidable opponent. A few soldiers wagered on him, counting on unexpected play to give him the fight. Taking the offensive, Nicholas jabbed at his opponent, but his thrust was pushed aside. He grabbed at Gordon's knife hand, using all his might to hold it back while applying pressure on his wrist to force Gordon to drop his weapon. The strength in Nicholas’ arm wavered, as Gordon stubbornly held a tight grip on his dagger. The unexpected release of Gordon's arm, brought his dagger down swiftly. Nicholas brought a hand up to his face, tracing the burning sensation from temple to jawline. His fingertips were covered with blood. The dagger tip penetrated just enough to require stitches. He would have a scar not easily forgotten. He turned a deadly gaze to his opponent. “This is not over by any means,” he warned and stalked out of the training yard. Someone handed him a cloth and he held it against the wound. Several soldiers looked after him, while others busied themselves collecting their winnings. **** Nicholas knew the priest would be in the chapel and could tend to the wound. Going to Lady Margaret for help was out of the question. She was one of the family and would side with them, even if they were in the wrong. “Bernard,” he shouted in the small chapel. The priest had to be around here somewhere. He rarely wandered far from the castle, except when he went to the village. “Bernard, where are you? Come out here now.” Nicholas called out again. He forced his anger into the chapel doors, shoving them open and sending the resulting thud echoing off the walls.
 
 Sandals scuffed along the chapel's stone floor in hurried steps. Father Bernard wheezed noisily as he tried to catch his breath. “Forgive me, my lord, I did not hear you at first...” The priest stopped short at the sight of Nicholas’ wound. “What has happened to you?" "Never mind what has happened. Take care of it.” Nicolas snarled as he dropped on to one of the benches, still holding the cloth to his throbbing wound. Father Bernard scurried off to his own little room off the chapel, and quickly returned with a large tray bearing a bowl of water and clean cloths, needle and thread, and a flagon of wine which he set down beside Nicholas. The younger man tipped his head back and to the side as the priest slowly dribbled wine into the bloody gash. Nicholas’ jaw clenched as he released a hiss of pain. His knuckles whitened from the death grip he held on the edge of the seat. A moment later, Bernard jumped in fear when Nicholas grabbed the flagon from his hand and took a large gulp of the potent liquid. "I always wondered how you managed to get the best wine around here.” He took another drink, then handed the flagon over to the priest. He flinched as Bernard dabbed at the wound, trying to clean it. “Have you found someone suitable to carry out my plan?" "I am not sure I should be involved in this scheme of yours, my lord. I have a great deal to lose if I were to be caught." Nicholas grabbed the priest's wrist and stilled his work. He turned a glare of hot fury on the priest. “You have a great deal more to lose if you do not do as I bid. Have you forgotten? I know about your visits to the village—visits you claim are to comfort the villagers, when in reality, you are concerned only with your own comfort. How do you think the duke would look upon your activities, cavorting with one of the young girls?” His eyes darkened as he fixed his gaze on the older man. How could he have ever looked up to this man? This priest lacked the vision and ability to better himself. Nicholas despised the man for the hypocrite he was, but also realized that same hypocrisy would make a useful tool. Bernard flushed and his hand shook, as he drew back from Nicholas. “Surely, you don't think I would...” For several years, Bernard took pleasure in the adoration he received from Nicholas, but now he wondered at what point things had begun to change. The boy had grown to become a devious young man. Knowing what Nicholas wanted now, had wanted for a long time, Bernard feared becoming involved in his plans. How could Nicholas know about the young widow, unless he has spies about? I believe he will do most anything to get what he desires. Would he go so far as to kill a man of the cloth? The priest trembled at the thought. "I not only think, I know what you do. I learned a good deal from you, Bernard. Never underestimate me.” Nicholas turned the damaged side of his face to the priest once more. “Now, have you found someone to carry out my plan?" "Yes, my lord. I found a man who will suit your plan well. I have seen to getting him cleaned up, and attired in some decent clothes to fit the part you have in mind." "Good. How soon can he be sent on his way?" "He will be gone within the hour, my lord.” Bernard sounded contrite. As much as it galled Bernard, he would bow to this man to keep the few freedoms he had at Ravencliff. Nicholas suppressed a grin. He now owned the priest, satisfied the relationship would make it easier to get what he wanted, and he wanted Ellen. “Very good. Make sure our man uses the route laid out for him. I want results as soon as possible."
 
 CHAPTER NINE Ellen stopped in her own bedchamber long enough to be shed of the boy's clothes hidden under her working gown. She rolled them up and stuffed them inside a chest of clothes no one used. Flipping her skirts away from her slippered feet, she turned sharply and marched up to the solar. Thankfully, Lady Margaret and Kitty were not in the room at the moment. Ellen expected they would return before long, but she savored the time she had alone. On one stool lay two newly sewn and stuffed feather pillows, ready for use. Beside another stool was a large burlap bag filled with feathers Cook had saved from plucked dinner birds. Ellen released a huff and plunked down on the empty stool, then dragged one of the new pillows onto her lap. How dare David speak to her that way? He had no right to order her about. Well, maybe she should not have been near the training yard, she thought guiltily. Her father had warned her many times, it was no place for a lady. Still, she found it difficult to resist watching David at practice. For the first time, she saw him differently, not as the boy she once followed about, but as the man he had become. She did not understand the strange feelings assailing her every time she caught a glimpse of him heading to practice, or in the great hall, and she most certainly did not like the obvious stares the serving girls turned in his direction when he was about. She didn't like the feelings of jealousy that overcame her when she saw him flirting with those same serving girls. Ellen gave the pillow a hard punch with her small fist, not sure if she were angry with him for shouting at her, or at herself for speaking words she had no business saying. She scowled, and grabbed one edge, crushing the linen tightly in her fingers. "What did you think you were doing?" Ellen's head snapped up at the question. She failed to hear David enter the solar. “What do you want?” She would have preferred not to see him at this moment. "You do not belong near the training yard, Ellen. It is dangerous, and females are too distracting. Besides, you would hear things no lady ought to hear.” He leaned against the doorframe, his arms arrogantly folded across his broad chest. "Yes, it would be an affront to our delicate sensibilities.” There was no mistaking her sarcasm. She stopped a moment, considering what he had just said. “Do you find me distracting, David?” Ellen lowered her eyes back to the pillow and slowly brushed her hand across the fabric. The young knight blushed. “Yes ... I mean no. Stay away from there." "Who are you to give me orders?” Ellen straightened her back and clenched her jaw, holding tightly to her stubborn streak. Deep down, she knew he was right, but she could not release the anger she felt with herself and him. "Your father should take a switch to you. You are, by far, too willful.” David scowled at her as he straightened his stance and moved into the room. Ellen gasped in shock and jumped up from her seat. Without warning, she swung the pillow as hard as she could, hitting David in the chest. “How dare you!” She stumbled backward when the blow connected, and nearly fell over the stool behind her. She regained her footing and prepared to charge again. "Ha!” Ellen was pleased when David staggered back from the blow. She saw the surprise look on his face, that she dared to strike out at him again. Ellen steeled herself when he laughed and grabbed the second pillow, preparing to defend himself. His features registered amazement at the force she managed
 
 to get behind every swing, forcing him back. "Ah, it is a joust you want, fair maid, it is a joust you shall have. Prepare to defend yourself,” he warned in a mocking tone, and waved his pillow at her. Ellen glowed inside from her new found strength as he used his pillow to ward off her blows, but refrained from hitting her directly. “I intend to give you and your orders a sound thrashing, you...” she snarled, as words failed her. The more David laughed, the harder Ellen hit him. Every swing hitting his broad chest set Ellen fighting to keep her balance. His defense grew weaker from laughter, as her anger spurred her on. Her balance became more unsteady with every swing, forcing her do an awkward dance to keep pounding him with the plump weapon. “Stand still and take your medicine like a man, you coward.” She shrieked at the man holding his sides from the pain of laughter. Soon, stitches were torn from pillow seams, and feathers floated about the room like a soft blizzard. David swung his pillow once again, and hit Ellen's shoulder hard enough to knock her to the floor. She landed with a thump and sat sprawled on the floor among the rushes, with her hair in her face. A flurry of feathers coated her clothes. "What is going on in here?” Lady Margaret stood in the doorway staring at the mess. A few feathers still floated gently on the now stilled air, and finally settled to the floor. She exhaled sharply as a single feather drifted lazily near her nose, and sent it afloat again. Margaret watched David reach out a hand to help Ellen to her feet, only to have the girl sharply slap it away. Fury remained etched in Ellen's features. Molly stood behind Margaret, peeking over her mistress's shoulder, and giggled at the sight within the room. Her mirth was quickly subdued when Margaret glanced back over her shoulder and cast a dark look on the servant. "You, my lord, have no business here in the women's solar. Kindly take yourself out of here. If you have so much idle time, perhaps I should speak to the duke about stepping up your training.” She folded her arms across her chest, glaring at David. David had the good grace to blush with embarrassment. Bowing to Margaret, he spoke respectfully. “Forgive me, my lady. I only meant to..." "Out now, before I set you to cleaning this mess.” Margaret fought to contain her own amusement at the sight of the two flustered young people. David bowed once more, then strode quickly from the room and down the hall. He stopped briefly to rub at his sore chest, and grinned. Who would have thought the Sprite could have such a deadly aim with a pillow. I have not had that much fun since ... I cannot recall since when. David continued along the corridor, then stopped again. I came up here to apologize to her and never got the chance. Mayhap the apology should wait until she calms down and there are no pillows at hand. David quickened his steps before Margaret had a chance to change her mind and call him back. **** When David was gone, Ellen picked herself up from the floor and brushed off her gown, only to set feathers flying about again. “Aunt Margaret, you would not believe what that.... “She was cut short by her aunt's upheld hands. "I do not want to know what went on between you two, to cause such a furor. At this moment, I expect you to help Molly and Edwina clean up this mess. Then you will repair the linen and restuff the pillows." Ellen opened her mouth again.
 
 "Not a word from you, young lady, and at the moment, you are not deserving of the title.” her aunt sternly warned, then watched Ellen set about her task. When the girls were busy, Margaret fought to suppress a grin. Despite the mess, it did look as if it had been a good bit of fun. Ellen sighed and set to work repairing the seams of the pillows and stuffed feathers back into them. David should have been here to help. After all, it is his fault I hit him. Just as well Aunt sent him away. Ellen did not understand nor did she like this constant anger toward the Scotsman. She had never felt this way before. If he had stayed, she most likely would have kept hitting him until the pillows were in total shreds. How dare he laugh at me? Ellen shoved her needle through the fabric, ignoring the remaining feathers caught in the rushes. One or two popped up as she shifted her position on the stool, creating a slight draught. It would have been impossible for the servants to get them all. The room was quiet, with her aunt as the only other person present. Ellen's anger slowly dissipated with every stitch she thrust into the seam, and each hidden feather fluttered out of the rushes. The more she thought on it, the harder it was to suppress further giggles. She glanced up at Lady Margaret, who sat at a large needlework frame, her concentration centered on the figure she worked. Ellen quickly turned her attention to her sewing when Margaret glanced at her, brushing away a lingering feather caught in her canvas. Never before had Ellen lost her temper with David as she had done this day, and not once, but twice. The first time, she refused to give him a chance to make a sound before stomping off into the castle. Gordon was always the one irritated by her presence, while David was amused. Why had she reacted that way? Ellen continued sewing and bit her bottom lip, wondering how her aunt would react to the question on her mind. She would never have an answer if she never asked the question. She carefully made the next few stitches, as if her sole concentration centered on her needle. She glanced at her aunt once more, then back to her work, and took a deep breath. “How does one know if they are in love?" The unexpected question broke the stillness. “What?” Margaret stabbed her finger with the sharp needle. She knew a similar question would come from Ellen, eventually. Twelve might not be too young to be thinking seriously on such topics, but not yet. Margaret made a promise to herself, to see David properly disciplined if he was indeed, trifling with Ellen's affections. “Has David done anything that would be improper?” she asked her niece, wanting to be assured of his behavior toward Ellen.. The question surprised Ellen. “Of course not, aunt. He barely speaks to me, and when he does decide to say something, we do nothing but argue." Margaret seemed satisfied with Ellen's response. Her own thoughts turned inward for a moment, as she lay her hands on her lap and thought of happier times, and treasured memories. Ellen looked up from her work and found her aunt's features serene. Something shone there she had never noticed before. Is she thinking of her husband? Is that how love looks? She stared in awe, never having seen her aunt in this dreamlike state. Her guardian was always level headed, concentrating on her duties to the duke's household and his children. Margaret lifted a hand, wanting to reach out to the vision before her. How long had it been since she had last seen her Will? Her memories brought forth a clear image of her husband, as if he stood before her now, but something was different. A gentle breeze blew his long chestnut colored hair away from his face while brandy eyes were dull with pain. His nose was narrow and not quite straight, with a slight bump just below the bridge. One corner of his mouth turned up in a grimace. The shadow of a beard hid sharp angles of his jaw, as well as one end of a thin white line. The scar stretched from ear to chin, along the
 
 edge of his jaw. Margaret frowned. You had no scar when you left years ago. Her heart pounded. What has happened to you, Will? Is the scar real, or have I somehow imagined it? It matters not. All that does matter is having you come home safely to me. Wherever you are, I know you are still alive and no one can convince me otherwise. "Aunt?” Ellen called softly, almost afraid to disturb the woman's inner thoughts. Margaret closed her eyes and let the vision of her husband fade, then turned to answer her niece's question. Her hesitation seemed more like a moment's contemplation of an answer, then it did the recall of a beloved memory. “You know there are few women fortunate to marry for love. Since time began, marriages have been made by parents to further a family's prosperity, or create alliances in times of war. A bride has nothing to say about her parents’ choice of husband for her. She can only make the best of the marriage. Everything she brings to the marriage belongs to her husband. She is expected to do her wifely duty, look after his home, and care for his children. "You are fortunate your father will allow you to make your own choice. Even now, he sees you have good judgment.” Margaret looked to her niece and gave the young girl a tentative smile. "Yes, I consider myself fortunate, but how would I know if I love?” Ellen continued her stare, as if looking at her aunt would somehow keep the woman from answering. Having asked the question, Ellen was not sure she wanted to hear the answer. What if her own suppositions were incorrect and her feelings misread? “Did you love your husband before you wed?" Margaret laughed. “No, I did not. I first met Will a few years after our parents signed the betrothal contracts. I thought he was the most arrogant, pompous, boy I had ever met, and I was determined to find some escape from the contracts. My parents expected me to behave a certain way. Unfortunately, I was somewhat like you and your mother, but only to a small degree. Will believed I was spoiled and willful. In some ways, I suppose I was. We argued constantly, before and after the nuptials. You never heard two people argue as much as we did. I truly believed we were doomed. "One day word a messenger arrived to tell me my parents had died of the sweating sickness. We were staying with Will's family and could not go back to my parents’ home because the illness was still rampant in the village. I wept for days and Will did his best to console me. It was then, we discovered just how much we did love. Not long after my parents’ deaths, Will was expected to go on crusade. That was nine -no ten—years ago. I received a few letters the first three years. There has been no word since." Ellen stared at her aunt, wide eyed. “Do you truly think he is still alive?" "Oh, yes, child. I know he is.” Margaret's face was lit with the assurance of one who knows a too long kept secret. “If you truly love someone, you would know in here, if they are lost to you.” She placed a delicate hand over her heart, emphasizing her point. "If you believe, then why does the king insist you wed again?" "He can insist all he pleases, but it will gain him nothing. If you truly love David, dear niece, you will know it.” Margaret frowned with dislike at the thought of being forced to wed again, then turned away from her needlework to stare out over the gardens. The king may believe I am widowed, but even a widow does not have to marry again if she chooses not to. Perhaps he expects me to pay a price to keep my freedom. Will's father still lives, so there can be no gain for a second husband, there. My family's property is under Hugh's guardianship, until Gordon reaches his majority. He is the closest male heir and it should all go to him. Ellen put a few more stitches into her work then set it aside. She needed solitude to explore the direction
 
 these new feelings were taking, and decided to go up onto the wall walk. When she left the solar, her steps were slow and measured, while she considered her aunt's words. Ellen had ignored Gordon's and David's teasing ways the last few years, but they were slowly becoming a source of irritation. Only Gordon proved to be a buffer in her ongoing arguments with David, and her brother would not do that forever. A gentle breeze blew across the moors and Ellen closed her eyes to it, enjoying the coolness. I have to get control of my feelings or David and Gordon will never cease their teasing. Maybe today was my fault. Maybe I should never have gone near the training yard, but David was wrong to shout at me as he did. Does he know how I feel? I would die if he thought me a foolish child. I do not know what to do. Ellen sighed. There seemed to be no answers to her dilemma. Later, there would be plenty of time to contemplate what to do. Right now she had chores to attend to in the great hall, and it was best she got to them. She hurried down the winding staircase from wall walk to great hall. Her slippers slid against the smooth stone, almost sending her flying into the walls. She barely slowed her pace to avoid tumbling the rest of the way down. Ellen paused at the bottom of the staircase to catch her breath, then glided into the great hall, as if nothing of importance were on her mind. Ellen joined her aunt, and kept herself busy seeing to preparations for the evening meal. With Margaret's guidance, she was learning to plan meals and direct the work. She kept the servants scurrying back and forth, bringing in baskets of bread and setting out trays of goblets to be filled later. Wine carafes were set on the head table, while flagons of ale were set out for the soldiers. Her earlier talk with Lady Margaret gave her a fresh perspective of her situation, and had her asking herself many questions. Ellen's face flushed as she still felt rather humiliated by her behavior in the solar, and dreaded seeing David at supper. Had he added to her embarrassment and shared a good laugh with Gordon? "Where have you been hiding?” Gordon asked, playfully tugging on her thick braid. Ellen was startled by Gordon's voice near her ear. “I haven't been hiding. I have duties to see to.” She glanced around the hall, at the off duty soldiers coming in for supper. “Where is he?” she asked casually, hoping, but knowing she would not fool her brother. Gordon did not act as if David had told him about the pillow fight, at least not yet. David was probably waiting until the three of them were together. It would be a means to get back at her for the way she embarrassed him in the training yard. It did not matter she had not done it deliberately. Her brother feigned innocence and gave her a bewildered look. “Who might ‘who’ be?” A wide grin told Ellen what he really thought. Ellen sighed and took a deep breath. “David.” Her reply came out more sharply than she intended. Would she never be able to hide what she was thinking? Gordon shook his head. “Have you not heard? His father has sent for David. There is trouble brewing in Scotland, and it seems they have been summoned to appear before their king. I do not know when David will return, or if he will." Ellen bit her tongue and held back a response. So this is how he gets back at me—by leaving without so much as a ‘by your leave’ ... No one will ever know how much David's hasty departure hurts. “Good riddance,” she declared and held her head high as she went back to work. He is welcome to go to court and stay there for all I care. He can have his pick of those fancy court ladies. If he cares so little, then it is better he left without a word, but he will never ever hurt me again. She refused to
 
 let his sudden departure bother her, but knew she was only lying to herself. What a fool she had been to think he might care for her as someone more than just a friend, or a sprite. She said a little prayer she would never again hear his pet name for her.
 
 CHAPTER TEN Four years later... Sixteen year old Ellen sat silently in the schoolroom, just as she had for the last ten years. Father Bernard had spent the better part of the last four years complaining about her silence. Since David and Gordon had completed their education, they had left the priest's tutelage for other things, leaving Ellen alone with the bothersome man. "Ten years I have tolerated your silence, for your father's sake. I could not find it in myself to tell him his daughter is dimwitted and has learned nothing from me." Ellen looked up from the parchment she had been staring at. “Oh, I have learned a great deal from you, Father, do not think I have not." Bernard sat back in his chair, surprised. His wide girth barely fit between the chair's arms. “She speaks! She has a voice! Saints be praised.” He responded sarcastically, and stared back at her. "Do you truly believe my father knows nothing of what you think of me? My father is no fool." "Then your father refuses to recognize the truth. You can not and will never learn anything. You are only able to do what God has purposed for you. Even in that, I have my doubts of your success. Any child of yours will undoubtedly prove to be as unteachable as you have been these many years. You are a daughter of Eve..." "A daughter of Eve who is only capable of learning feminine wiles to lead good men astray. I have heard that sermon a thousand times. Fortunately, I still do not believe it. But for the sake of argument, Father Bernard, what is wrong with a man's tongue, that he can not say ‘no’ when a woman tries to lead him astray? How can it be, that men direct women's lives, but are suddenly innocent of sin when they are tempted by a weaker vessel?" Bernard sputtered at Ellen's audacity, and ignored her questions. “You are no different than was your mother. She was wild and indifferent to her place." Ellen's anger, usually slow to rise, showed itself quickly. She had learned to ignore the priest's diatribe over the years, but when he belittled her mother ... “You will not speak of my mother in that way. Lady Anne was a good woman. She was not wild, but enjoyed being a free spirit. She loved life, and her family, and treated her servants well. Never before have I heard anyone speak ill of her, and I will not tolerate your doing so. You will refrain from ever mentioning her name again." Bernard sat back in his chair, a shocked look on his face. “You dare to speak that way to a man of God?" "A man of God?” Ellen asked incredulously. “You've proven yourself a ‘man’ with daughters of Eve. Is that your way of convincing them to give up their sinful ways? Do you teach them it is a sin to feel pleasure while you indulge yourself? Do you think I do not know whom it was that ran to my father with false tales of Stephen Hunter having his way with me?” Ellen braced her hands on the small table and stood slowly. She stared at the priest with a look of disgust. “I have known for years what sort of man you are. You are a hypocrite of the worst sort. I am thankful I need not return here for further instruction from you." Bernard slumped back in his chair and a sigh of relief escaped his lips.
 
 Ellen gracefully stepped away from the table, then looked down at the scrolls lying before the priest. She reached down and picked up one of them, then took her time unrolling it. She examined the contents, a puzzled look across her features. She read the text aloud in flawless Latin. When she was finished, she glanced up at Bernard and was pleased to see his mouth hung open like a hooked fish, and the shocked look in his eyes. She released one end of the scroll and let it roll up on itself, then casually dropped it on the table. “Who is dimwitted?” she asked smartly, then strolled out of the room. **** "Well done, sister." Ellen's face turned a shade of pink as she halted in the corridor where her brother stood, applauding enthusiastically. “You heard that,” she asked, cautiously. "I had not intended to, but could not resist. The one time you speak up to that pompous priest, and you put him in his place. I was surprised, Ellen, but proud of you. Bernard may think twice before belittling you again. But do not underestimate him. He will find a way to redeem himself, at least in his own eyes.” Gordon took his sister's hand and slipped it through his arm. “Pity David could not be here to witness your triumph." "The man has been gone these last four years without a word. Why would you wish him here now?" "Do I hear a note of bitterness in your voice, sister?” Gordon glanced at Ellen as they strolled along the short corridor to the staircase. He stopped and turned to look at her. "'Tis your imagination, ‘brother',” she countered. Gordon chuckled, and patted her hand. “Shall we find Papa and tell him of your victory?"
 
 CHAPTER ELEVEN Ellen peered around the staircase into the great hall, trying to avoid being seen. “Is he gone?” she asked her maid, standing below her on the last step. Ellen scanned the faces of the guests, hoping she would not find one in particular. "If you mean Lord Nicholas, my lady, I have not seen him. He may have gone with the others on the hunt." "Lord Nicholas? Hunt?” Ellen scoffed, and narrowed her eyes at Muriel's own questioning expression. “He would do nothing to ruin his pretty clothes,” she finished -not as she had—again. She glanced down at the smudges on her gown, then looked up in time to catch Muriel's disapproving gaze, as it swept over the mussed clothing. Time and again, Ellen could see the maid's despair about her ever becoming a real lady. Ellen clung to her hoydenish ways, an affective method of discouraging her many suitors. She never forgot her last retort to David, and, although he had not returned in the last four years, her heart belonged to him. She sighed. He was probably married now, to some fine lady of the Scottish court. Perhaps the time had finally arrived, to stop dreaming of dark ‘gypsy’ features and laughing black eyes, and offer some encouragement to her persistent suitors. She sighed again. In the last four years, she had received not a single word of apology or encouragement from the man she loved. Did he not care for her at all? Or did he still think of her as a little girl? Several times, Gordon had received notes from David, and Ellen held her breath every time, hoping there would be some word for her, some hint of hope for his return, only to be disappointed again. She took the disappointment and turned it into determination, to be the best pupil Stephen had ever taught. The lessons helped distract her mind from what she wanted most, and as a result, her hunting and tracking skills could one day, rival those of her teacher. Ellen spied her brother, and hoped to slip away to the garden before he saw her, but she hesitated a moment too long. Gordon's grin hinted at some devilment, as it often did of late, making her suspicious. “What have you been up to, Gordon?" His grin grew wider, and his answer was cryptic, as usual. “Soon enough you will know, dear sister, but I do believe Lord Nicholas has been asking after you.” Gordon walked away chuckling. Ellen pouted a moment. Whatever Gordon was hiding really had nothing to do with her. If it did, it could not be all that important, or he would have given her some sort of hint. If they were expecting more guests, then she would be told. She and Lady Margaret shared the responsibility of seeing to it their guests were quartered and provided for. Gordon was up to no good. She did, however, silently thank her brother for the warning about Nicholas, and slipped out of the great hall, into the garden, unnoticed by the guests. Ellen spent the morning weeding her herb patch, and plucked a few herbs for the kitchen and her medicine box. She brushed back loose strands of hair, leaving a smudge of dirt on her cheek. She should have braided her hair before working in the garden, but she had not planned doing this particular chore today. She sat back on her heels for a moment. Nicholas had spotted her in the great hall and she barely eluded him, vanishing into the garden. It was unlike her to play the part of a coward, but her sharp tongue caused her more problems lately than she cared to think about. Nicholas, more than any other, made her tongue all the sharper. She hoped he would not find her here. One never knew what that man was about. Footsteps crunched on the path behind her. Ellen sighed with disappointment she had been found out, but chose to ignore them. If she pretended she did not hear, perhaps the intruder would go away without
 
 disturbing her. At the moment, she did not care to speak with anyone, preferring to be alone with her thoughts. A deep voice startled her. "I believe I owe my lady an apology." Ellen froze, and stared ahead over the rows of herbs, her concentration broken. Had she wished so hard to hear him speak again, that her imagination had conjured him out of thin air? Her heart told her he had returned after a long absence, but her mind refused to accept it. She stood up slowly, afraid to face the newcomer, but turned to him in spite of herself. He stood there, more handsome than ever. His dark hair was longer, and touched his shoulders. His black eyes held the same devilish look her brother had been sporting of late. The shoulders were broader than she remembered, and the voice more cultured. David had come home ... or had he? “An apology, my lord? Since I have not seen you here before, what could you possibly have to apologize for?” She was not sure what he referred to, and refused to hazard a guess. "The braids are gone, as is the child. You have become a beautiful woman, Ellen.” David paused a moment and brushed the dirt from her cheek. “But your tongue is as sharp as ever.” He took her hand in his and kissed her fingers. “I was wrong to scold you that day in the training yard. I never meant to hurt you. It was a boy's callous response to a bruised ego. I would have begged your forgiveness then, but that pillow fight, drove all thoughts of apology out of my head. I must admit, it was the most fun I had had in a great while. Then my father's message demanded I return to Scotland immediately. "Am I forgiven?” David winced, for the apology was anything but. He suddenly seemed tongue-tied around the young woman he had watched grow for several years. "And you did not see fit to send a message? I will have to think about forgiving you, David. You broke my heart. I will not give you the opportunity to do so again.” Ellen drew herself to her full height. Her dark chestnut hair flowed freely down her back. Her gray eyes sparkled with delight to see him again, despite her words. Unthinking, she rubbed her hands against her skirts to free them of loose dirt, and managed to soil her gown even more. Ellen groaned. "Ah ... Aloof as ever when your feathers are ruffled.” David pretended not to notice, but could not help glancing at the stains on her skirts. He grinned. "What brings you here? A visit with my brother?" "Among other things. You were always in my thoughts, Ellen." Ellen gave him a dubious look. “I find it hard to believe your mind was on a duke's wayward daughter, while surrounded by the more fashionable, genteel daughters of court favorites. I am sure you found their company charming." "I admit, they had their moments,” he teased, and saw the disappointment in her eyes. He became serious, “but not one of them could compare with the daughter of the Duke of Ravencliff." Ellen blushed. "You have not said you would forgive me, my lady.” David looked hopeful. "I suppose I should,” came the careful reply, then she added quickly, “to restore peace between us, of course.” Ellen looked up into his dark eyes. A hint of mischief gleamed in her own eyes, a trace of the child she once was. "Of course. Then mayhap, I can complete my mission.” Still holding her hand in his, David led her to a
 
 seat near the garden wall. Urging her to sit, he knelt before her. David cleared his throat, suddenly feeling nervous. “Lady Ellen,” he began softly, then spoke more surely as he regained his confidence. “These last four years, I have been with my father, fighting rebel Scotsmen, but I never forgot the girl who followed her brother and best friend everywhere they went. I freely admit, the court ladies were tempting, but I quickly realized I had no heart to give any of them, because a little sprite stole it that Christmas night long ago.” He paused a moment in his speech and looked into Ellen's eyes. “Ellen, would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?" Ellen's mouth dropped open, then closed again, at a loss for words. This was the one thing she had hoped for, but the last she had expected from David. Throwing her arms about his neck, she rained quick kisses all about his handsome features. “Why?” she asked, the only word she could express, but not the one she knew he expected. David laughed. He held her shoulders for a brief moment, then slid his hands down the length of her arms and held her hands. He stepped back, putting a little distance between them. He ignored her question. “Your father and I spoke at length earlier, and he has given his permission, if you are willing." Again she asked, “Why?" "Why?” Her repeated question puzzled him. "Why do you wish to marry me?” Ellen looked exasperated, as if it should be obvious what she meant. "Because,” he replied simply, “You are the only one I could ever love. You are the lady of my heart. There could never be another like you." Ellen breathed a sigh of relief. “You have given me the answer I long waited and hoped for. Yes, David, I would be your wife." David leaned back for a moment. Once more, he brushed at the dirt stain on her face and laughed when her cheeks turned crimson. “You are beautiful when you blush, Lady of my heart. I must be back in Scotland in a few days, but I shall hurry my return. What do you think of a Christmas wedding?" "That would be perfect, David. I can not think of a better time for us. After all, it was at Christmas when we first met." David took her hands in his and drew her up by his side. “Shall we go in and tell your father of our decision? You can make your plans while I am away." Within days, the betrothal contract was agreed upon and signed, and David returned to Scotland. Ellen whirled about, performing her duties without giving them much thought. How could anyone not be as happy as she was? Lady Margaret often had to bring Ellen's attention back to her work, but nothing could dispel the happiness filling every inch of Ellen's being. **** Ellen studied the profusion of flowers in the garden, inhaled their scents, and cut a variety of blooms for the solar. She paid little attention to the squires following her sister Kitty along the garden path. Geoffrey stood by the kitchen door, talking animatedly with Sarah, the steward's daughter. Ellen saw how the girl flirted and held the squire's attention, but Geoffrey was soon distracted by Kitty's presence, and turned away from Sarah. Everyone knew Sarah was not about to let the duke's daughter garner all the attention for herself. Ellen watched her stalk over to the small group, and push her way between two young men. Kitty's laughter
 
 stopped abruptly as the young woman stood before her, hands resting on her hips in a defiant pose. Ellen saw Sarah's blue eyes narrow, and her full lips purse into a thin line. "One man is not enough for you, is it? You are not content until you have the attention of every male around you. Your arrogance will be your undoing." The duke's youngest daughter stepped away, surprised at the vehemence of the other girl's anger. Ellen held her breath, waiting for her sister's reaction. Kitty's quiet personality was well liked and she had never had to confront another person's accusations. Ellen sighed as Kitty broke away from the small group and ran toward the castle. Sarah called out, “May you never know happiness in this world, Katherine Ravencliff." Ellen grabbed her basket of cut flowers and hurried over to the group as they watched Kitty run off. Two of the squires quickly stepped aside as Ellen confronted the steward's angry daughter. “Your jealousy will gain you nothing, Sarah. My sister did nothing wrong. Perhaps if you stopped trying so hard, you would have what you want.” Ellen flicked her skirts away from the other girl, then hurried after her sister. Kitty sat on the floor in the solar. One arm rested against the edge of a chair, where she leaned her head. Ellen heard the soft sobs, and quietly closed the solar door to ensure their privacy. The basket of flowers was placed on a chair, then she knelt beside her sister, stroking the blond hair. “I have never known you to run from someone, the way you ran from Sarah just now." Kitty looked up at her sister, then wiped away the tears trickling down her cheeks. “No one has ever spoken to me with such hatred in their eyes. I do not try to get every boy's attention for myself." "Of course you do not. You are just like Mama. Papa often said Mama could attract attention like flowers attract bees. It just happened. Do not worry about Sarah. She envies you and does not know what to do about it. I do not think she really meant what she said, but I fear one day she may come to regret her words." Ellen stood and pulled Kitty to her feet, and offered her a handkerchief to wipe her eyes. “I could use some help in arranging these flowers in here. And perhaps a bit of advice about my new clothes would be so very helpful. You always have such wonderful ideas." Kitty rubbed at her wet cheeks and laughed. “That is because you are always so busy learning to hunt. You never have time to become more skilled in the gentler arts. Does David know?" Ellen stared at her sister, but accepted the remarks good-naturedly. “Would you have me change now? I think David may be disappointed when he learns where my skills lie." "I think David will always love you, no matter your skills. Now tell me what you have in mind. Has Aunt Margaret planned your wedding dress yet?" "No, but not for lack of trying. I have been so hard to please. Nothing seems right, and she has all but given up on me. She said I should ask you for ideas, but have not had the opportunity until now. I fear there will be no gown ready when the time comes." "Fear not, sister, you shall have your wedding gown with time to spare.” Kitty's face lit up with the challenge. “What do you think of this idea?"
 
 CHAPTER TWELVE The time passed in a flurry of excitement. Ellen spent hours going over details of the coming celebration. At times she despaired of ever having everything ready. Old Gwennyth clucked and assured her all brides had the same fears; all would be ready in time. Kitty laughed with amusement, promising the same would never happen to her. This would be a Christmas Ellen would remember all her life. Summer turned to autumn and Ellen gloried in the colors of the season, seeing them through different eyes. Everything was brighter; mornings were crisper, the air was clearer. Days grew shorter, and heightened her anticipation. Each day that passed and did not bring a message from her betrothed, would leave Ellen feeling downcast and in doubt of David's love for her. Did every bride feel the way she did now as her special day approached, emotions riding up and down like a frequently used bucket in a well? Margaret assured Ellen the feelings were normal and not all brides were as fortunate as she was. On Christmas morning, Ellen paused in her duties and closed her eyes. Tonight, she would be David's wife. Lady Ross. It slipped over her tongue like a sweet delicacy. She counted herself fortunate her father allowed her to marry for love, rather than choose a husband for his own reasons. Most marriages were based on connections for money and power. As Gwennyth promised, preparations were completed on time. Ellen kept busy, greeting guests and making arrangements for their stay. Below, in the kitchens, servants scurried about preparing the feast that would follow the mass and wedding. Mouth watering aromas blended with the scent of pine from the many green branches decorating the hall. Daylight faded on the short day and Ellen fretted. No sign of David. His message assured her he would be there in time to say his vows, but he had not yet arrived. Gordon paced about, eager to see his friend. Ellen sensed her brother's niggling doubt David might not appear, and wondered how her father could entertain the all ready assembled guests with joyful good humor. Ellen stared out over the wall walk. Torch flames flickered in the winter wind, making it almost impossible to see if David might be at the gate. Had something delayed him? Could he have changed his mind? Kitty found Ellen staring into the courtyard, the cold wind blowing against her face. Her cheeks glowed with color. “Why are you not in your chamber, getting ready?" "David has not arrived. He has changed his mind and does not wish to wed with me after all. What am I to do, Kitty?” Ellen was on the edge of panic, pulling the edge of her cloak through her fingers. "You will return to your chamber, where Gwennyth and Muriel can help prepare you for the ceremony.” Kitty gently tugged on her sister's arm. “You are nervous, Ellen. Everything will be fine. David loves you and he will be here. Come, there is still much to be done before the afternoon has fled.” Kitty led her sister back to her chamber to begin dressing, while assuring her all would be well. Ellen luxuriated in the hot bath water a half dozen boys had hauled up to her chamber. Rose petals floated on the water, their once velvet surfaces soaking in the moisture. She sank down into the water until it was up to her chin. Her hair floated about on the surface, until Muriel dipped her hand into a tin of soft soap, and applied it to Ellen's scalp. Ellen sighed with pleasure, as the soap was rinsed and her hair was wrapped in a linen square. Hints of fragrance were released as the strands were carefully dried, and combed. Ellen stood very still as the new gown was slipped over her head. The forest green velvet skimmed her slender figure, accenting her height. Kitty's sewing needle created magic in the simple gold design
 
 decorating hems of skirt and sleeves, and around the modest v-shaped neckline. A girdle of gold and green sat lightly on her hips. Ellen skimmed a hand over the soft fabric, smoothing the skirts of her gown. Her hair was smoothly arranged down her back, and a golden circlet decorated with small emeralds was placed on her head. This would be the last time she would publicly wear her hear loose. The maids giggled as one of them opened the bedchamber door. Ellen felt beautiful, but still doubtful, as Gordon stood in the doorway, dressed in his finest. He was ready to escort her to the great hall where their father waited. “You are a beautiful bride, Ellen. David is a very lucky man." Ellen blushed under her brother's gaze. “You say that because you are anxious to have him as a brother.” She fastened the cloak Gwennyth placed over her shoulders. "After all these years, you doubt the word of your brother now?” Gordon placed a hand over his heart and took a step backward. “You wound me, sister.” He laughed as Ellen rested her hand on his arm. “I must admit, you are partly right,” he added. “But I have known for years, you and David belong together. Come. Papa waits for us belowstairs. I will not see my sister late for her wedding.” Gordon's infectious grin scattered Ellen's remaining doubts.
 
 CHAPTER THIRTEEN Hugh, stood tall and appeared every bit the stern father, but the formality of his stance softened as his eldest daughter glided toward him. His eyes misted with pride as he took Ellen's hand and guided her out the great hall toward the castle's chapel. How had he been so blessed with this beautiful daughter? So much like his own Anne, in temperament. He found himself thinking of his wife, wishing she could be here to see her eldest daughter married. Memories of his beloved wife would have to suffice. Torches set in sconces on the keep walls cast wavering shadows across the new fallen snow. Wedding guests huddled in fur lined cloaks, waited in the crisp cold night air, clearing a path for the duke and his daughter. Kitty and Geoffrey followed closely behind them, standing close together to hide entwined fingers. David's father, Alex, escorted Margaret in the procession, and they spoke softly, casting frequent glances toward Ellen. “Does something distress you, Lady Margaret?” He heard the note of anxiety in her voice. "I cannot help but worry Nicholas will try something foolish. He has seen Ellen as his bride and cannot be pleased with this turn of affairs." "Do not worry,” Alex patted her hand and added assuringly, “No one will dare interfere in this marriage. My son has seen to it nothing will mar Ellen's special day." **** As they drew closer to the chapel, a jumble of thoughts raced through Ellen's head. Would David change his mind at the last minute and ride back to Scotland? Could she truly be the sort of wife David expected her to be? What of the wedding night? Margaret had told her what to expect, but it did nothing to lessen her fears. Her steps faltered as doubts assailed her. Her confidence returned as her father gave her hand a light squeeze. Yes, this was what she truly wanted, and she cast all doubts to the cold evening air, as they approached the steps. Ellen's soft gray eyes glowed with happiness when she saw David waiting at the chapel steps. How handsome he looked tonight. She missed him so much during these last six months. She breathed a silent sigh of relief. He was here, safe; he had not changed his mind. Hugh placed Ellen's hand in David's, then stepped aside leaving the bridal couple to stand alone before Father Bernard. **** Nicholas watched the couple exchange vows, and noted Bernard's glowering look. The dark expression quickly disappeared, while Nicholas’ anger simmered close to the surface. It was no secret how the priest and the nobleman's son felt about that Scottish upstart. David did not deserve to have Ellen. The Scots had no need of her dowry, nor did they have the right to claim English monies or land. Nicholas did. Once again, his plans were thwarted. He rubbed the faint scar running down the right side of his face from temple to jaw. He owed Gordon for that scar, and now he owed David, as well, for taking Ellen from him. Hugh's daughter should have been Nicholas’ bride. Eventually, he would collect payment from both men for the wrongs done him. He would keep watch for an opportunity to regain what rightfully belonged to him. **** The feasting and celebrating had already begun within the castle walls. As the wedding party entered the great hall, David caught Ellen and held her captive in the archway. She looked up at him, a question in her eyes. David laughed. “Time to lay aside old grudges, my lady wife. Do you forgive my long absence of these
 
 past months?" "Of course. You have your duties, as do I." "Are you sure?" "It was not of your own choosing. Of course, I forgive you.” Ellen saw no point to the questions when she understood duty would always play an important part in their lives. David kissed her soundly, then looked up at the top of the archway. Ellen saw his wide grin and followed his gaze. A sprig of mistletoe, tied securely to a long piece of twine, dangled overhead. The guests behind them laughed. Ellen flushed crimson. Hugh and Gordon stood behind them, beaming with delight. Few maidens were fortunate enough to marry for love. Alex spoke quietly to them, adding his own thoughts of delight for his son. “I recall the little girl who first made you welcome here at Ravencliff over ten years ago.” He turned to the bride. “You have become a lovely young woman, and, I believe, you could easily put many court ladies to shame. I am pleased to call you daughter." David slipped an arm about Ellen's slender waist and gently pulled her close to his side, chuckling at the constant, becoming blush of her cheeks. “My sprite will never be a biddable wife, father, but she will always be full of surprises. We will have a good marriage." The wedding party took their places at the head table, amidst cheers and well wishes from the guests. Wine flowed freely and food was plentiful, but Ellen barely knew what was placed before her. David offered her the most tender cuts of meat and shared his cup of wine. Minstrels played softly amid the laughter and chatter of the guests. Servants scurried about, refilling wine cups, removing empty platters and placing more trays of food on the tables. The guests attention was directed toward the head table where Gordon stood, waiting. “Friends,” he shouted over the laughter. “A toast, if you will.” Voices quieted and all attention went to Gordon. “A toast, to Lord and Lady Ross. May the union of the Scot's gypsy stallion and Ravencliff's unicorn be a fruitful one.” He laughed in delight as he watched his sister blush once more, and hide her face behind David's shoulder. The guests laughed and cheered. Gordon stepped down from the high table, still grinning at his sister's flushed cheeks, then stopped beside a canvas covered object leaning against the wall. “My wedding gift to you.” He pulled the covering to reveal a new shield. A black stallion and white unicorn reared up, facing each other, a red rose between them. A gold border surrounded the rich green background. "This is magnificent, Gordon,” David declared, joining his friend to better admire the workmanship. “Thank you.” He clapped Gordon on the shoulder in appreciation. "A toast.” Nicholas stood unsteadily, raising high the cup he held. “Be careful the horn of the unicorn. It can geld when least provoked.” He gulped down the rest of his wine and looked around for a serving maid to refill his cup. Ellen held her breath as Gordon, angered by the veiled insult, started toward the nobleman. She sighed as a hand clamped down on his shoulder. "Let it go, Gordon,” David advised quietly. “He is drunk and no one takes him seriously. You and I know what he is about. Would you spoil your sister's wedding with violence?"
 
 Gordon relaxed slightly under David's hand, and both young men returned to the head table. He frequently glanced Nicholas’ way, and Ellen could tell her brother was expecting the drunken guest to be brewing up some trouble. Entertainment started up again and was merry, laughter rang throughout the hall and most appetites were well satisfied, as the evening fled. "My lady,” Muriel whispered to Ellen. “Time to go up and prepare." Ellen's flush deepened and she looked to David. “Go ahead, sweeting,” he smiled. “I will join you shortly." David heard the mumblings of a drunken Nicholas, as both men watched Ellen climb the stairs to her chamber with Muriel close behind. "She should have been my bride,” Nicholas grumbled between gulps of wine. It was obvious he did not care who heard him. He grabbed at a nearby servant and demanded his cup be refilled. David began to rise, only to be stopped by a hand gripping his forearm. He turned to see the subtle shake of his father's head. David thought of his own advice to Gordon, and sat back, clenching his fists at the drunken remark. Had his father not stopped him, he might have done something foolish to ruin this day for Ellen. A short time later, as he prepared to leave the hall, Gordon stopped him a moment and spoke a few quiet words. David laughed, while two burly soldiers watched him with interest. The Scots bridegroom barely nodded to them as he made his way up the steps. Nicholas pushed his way past several guests, determined to stop David's unobserved departure, and shouted out, “Time for the bedding ceremony!” He charged his way to the staircase, only to have his path blocked by the two soldiers. Others followed his lead, but the soldiers refused to move. “We have the right to inspect the bride, Scotsman. Do not want you repudiating her later. Or do your Scots customs differ so greatly, you do not particularly care about the condition of the goods you have purchased?" David stopped briefly on the steps, turned slightly, and glanced over his shoulder with disgust. Words were unnecessary, as his dark, narrowed stare effectively silenced the disgruntled guest. David's men would keep all but the family from gaining the upper floors for a while. He continued on to Ellen's bedchamber. He knocked on Ellen's door, not wanting to frighten her, knowing she expected him to be followed. As Nicholas so crudely put it, the guests would want to see the bride to be sure she had no imperfections. David thought the bedding ceremony to be barbaric and disgusting, and intended to spare Ellen that particular embarrassment. Gwennyth opened the door and waited for David to enter the room. “Good night, Gwennyth, Muriel. Enjoy the evening. Lady Ellen will not be needing you in the morning." "As you wish, my lord.” Gwennyth bobbed an unsteady curtsy and followed Muriel from the room. David closed and bolted the door. He would have no intruders on their wedding night. He saw his bride glance past him, then slowly release her breath. “My Christmas gift to you,” he said, taking her into his arms, “no bedding ceremony. I will not share my bride with the rest of the guests." "I nearly forgot myself,” Ellen replied with breathless relief. “I, too, have a gift for you, but it pales in the light of your thoughtfulness.” She turned and carefully picked up a small cloth covered package, tied with string. She held it in both her hands and offered it to him.
 
 David carefully unwrapped her gift and gazed at the dirk within. Inlaid in the hilt was a single ruby, and around it, the hilt was covered with gold leaf. The blade itself was narrow, and had a thin Celtic design engraved on it just below the hilt's crossbar. “'Tis beautiful work, Sprite. I will keep it with me, always.” He set aside the dirk, then turned to Ellen and wrapped his arms about her waist. “Tonight,” he said, with a gleam in his eyes, “I intend to take my time unwrapping this beautiful gift."
 
 CHAPTER FOURTEEN Despite the indulgences of the previous evening and early hours, Nicholas rode to Fair Haven, as if the devil himself were chasing him. Patches of ice lay treacherously hidden beneath the new fallen snow, but he refused to slow down. His mount's thudding hoofbeats matched the pounding in his head, step for step. Nicholas’ temper simmered too close to the surface, ready to flare at the slightest provocation. Some days before, the road had been churned up in thick mud, and settled in a broken surface. The horse stumbled on a patch of ice, nearly toppling his rider. Nicholas grasped a fistful of the horse's mane, to keep his balance. The gelding regained his footing, only to have a length of the reins whipped against his flank. He whinnied and sidestepped, but regained his footing. His breath fogged in the cold air as he snorted in response to the unexpected punishment. By early afternoon, Nicholas arrived in the courtyard of Fair Haven Castle, and, after dismounting from the foam-flecked horse, slapped the reins into the stableboy's outstretched hand. “See to it my horse is properly cared for. Not your usual carelessness.” His scowl and a cuff across the side of the boy's head, was enough to warn the young servant of the master's black mood. "Yes, milord,” the boy replied, and ducked his head against the cold. He snapped up the reins, gave them a quick tug, and hurried away to the stable. Nicholas stalked into the great hall, while boy and horse were quickly forgotten. “Bring me ale, wench,” he bellowed at one of the serving maids. He loosened his cloak, then tossed it carelessly onto one of the chairs at the head table. The central high backed chair had an ornate design carved into the dark wood. No one knew, much less cared, what it meant. Nicholas stared at it resentfully. It represented the power to rule Fair Haven, which, for the moment, belonged to his father. Nicholas knew circumstances could change very quickly. Had he not altered a few to turn situations to his benefit? His smile was cold as he glanced once more at his father's chair. Time. All in due time. Nicholas turned, and taking a few steps, held his cold hands out before the huge hearth. A few moments in front of the blazing fire warmed his body, but not his heart, yet he was in the mood for another kind of warming up—a warming which had been denied him the night before. His anger began to simmer again as he thought of the heathen Scotsman wedded to the eldest daughter of Ravencliff. Time, indeed, and careful planning, would right all injustices, and Nicholas would have what he wanted. He knew just the person to become his ally. Long self-assured strides took Nicholas back to his father's chair where he made himself comfortable. “Where is that ale?” The serving girl reappeared, and placed a tray with a goblet and flagon of ale before him. Food had also been prepared, since he had missed the noon meal, but it was ignored as she filled the cup and held it out to him. Nicholas was amused by the distance the girl tried to keep between them. He took the cup from her, and appeared as if his thoughts were elsewhere. The girl tried to take advantage of his distraction and make her escape, but his arm darted about her waist and he pulled her onto his lap, holding her securely in place. He laughed with dark pleasure as she tried to free herself from his grasp. Her brown eyes widened like a startled doe's, caught with nowhere to turn. Nicholas fed on her fear and held her tighter. "Please, my lord. I have work to do,” she begged as she tried to pull herself free of him. “Lady Meredith would not be pleased if I do not finish my chores." "I am master here. You work when I decide, and at the moment, I expect you to please me. Lady Meredith's wishes can wait.” Nicholas nuzzled the girl's neck as she tried once more to escape.
 
 "You are not lord here—yet, Nicholas. Leave the servants to their work." Nicholas looked up to see Fair Haven's soft spoken mistress approach. Her gaze never wavered from his. His heartbeat quickened as she moved closer. Lady Meredith stopped before him, but said nothing while he gulped his wine. Nicholas was amused, and quickly bored by the serving girl's pleading look, released her when Meredith nodded dismissal. He chuckled as the girl scurried back to the kitchens. He focused his complete attention on Meredith. “When did I become answerable to you?” he finally asked, setting the empty goblet on the table. Meredith refilled it for him. He saw no change in her. She was just as beautiful as the last time he was here. Even his dreams could not disguise the attraction he still felt for her. Long golden hair lay in a neat thick braid against her back, a delicate gold circlet held wayward strands of hair in place. Brown eyes stared back at him, showing no fear of his temper. A deep blue gown, trimmed with a gold and blue girdle, clung to her slender figure. It seemed like a lifetime ago when she should have been his. "I do not know how you act when you are at Ravencliff; they must not have manners if they fostered you to behave this way. I will not stand to have you disrupt the order of Fair Haven, on one of your whims." Nicholas made himself more comfortable in his father's chair, enjoying the feel and fit of it. All the while, his gaze remained fixed on Meredith. He could sense her discomfort with his stare, and reveled in the thought. “Why did you marry him?” He saw how the unexpected change of topic made her blink in surprise. He was still capable of keeping her off balance. “You were meant to be my bride...” He reached for his goblet and quickly drained it, then slammed it back onto the table. “Not the bride of an old man.” Nicholas leaned forward, intending to intimidate her, and took pleasure as she flinched from his sudden move. "Five years past, you spurned my suit to marry my father. Were you so anxious to become a countess, you could not wait for me to inherit Fair Haven?" "You know my father arranged the marriage. I was unhappy with the arrangement, but there was never any formal agreement between us. You never spoke to my father for me." "Your father would never have approved a marriage between you and a second son. You are as greedy as he was." "When does a woman make her own choices?” Meredith countered quietly. “'Tis always a father or brother arranging her life for her, whether or not it is what she wants. Women are a means of barter. You know that very well." "Either way, it worked against me. Your father chose for you and took you from me. Ellen was allowed to make her own choice and she took another for her husband." "Feeling sorry for yourself?” Meredith looked a bit smug. "Not at all, my dear stepmother. I find it interesting, had you married my brother, Edward, you would be a widow now." "Yes, Edward stood in your way, did he not?” she commented suspiciously. “Were you responsible for his death?" Nicholas feigned shock at the accusation. “Do you believe me to be so cruel as to murder my own beloved brother for the sake of a few baubles and a title?” He slouched back in his seat. “Really, Meredith, there are safer ways to claim a fortune. Committing murder is dangerous at best. If one is
 
 found out, one loses all he has gained." "I am not sure what to believe where you are concerned.” Meredith stepped away from the table to give instructions to a servant. When she finished, she turned to find Nicholas standing before her. "How fares my father?” he whispered, and ran a thick finger lightly down her throat, to the top of her gown's v-cut neckline. Meredith shuddered with the bold hint, while her blood turned to ice. Slapping his hand away, she retorted. “If you are so concerned about your father, perhaps you should visit him in his chambers. He has been too ill of late to come below stairs." "Perhaps I will, but there is something else I would like, before I consider thoughts of visiting a sickroom.” Nicholas grabbed her wrist. “I can think of better ways to entertain myself at the moment.” He made his way toward the narrow curved staircase leading to the bedchambers. His grip tightened as Meredith pulled back, suddenly wary of his intentions. “Come, sweet. You cannot be all that shy." "Nicholas, no. Do not do this,” Meredith begged. Nicholas felt her trying to break free of the tight grip he had. He pulled her up after him, knowing she could not keep up with his quick pace on the narrow staircase. He reached the upper corridor and tightened his grip even more as she tried to pry his fingers loose. Red bruises appeared on her fair skin. He yanked on her wrist, intending to hurry her along. Meredith's slippers caught in the hem of her gown, causing her to stumble. Nicholas growled at her clumsiness, and wrapping an arm about her waist, carried her through the dimly lit corridor. He scoffed at the ineffective strikes of her small fists against his forearm. “Think you that pains me? I would expect more from you than puny punches." Smokey torches on the walls did little to light his way, but instead, sent eerie shadows dancing across the opposite wall. He hesitated before a closed door, then moved on to the next one. Forcing this door open, he shoved a weeping Meredith into her bedchamber and followed her in, kicking the door closed behind him. "Do not shame me further, I beg of you.” Meredith was left kneeling on the floor among the rushes. Her small hands covered her tear streaked face, muffling her sobs. Nicholas stared at his father's disheveled wife, then turned and strode from the room, unsure if he was disgusted with her, or himself. He shut the door tightly behind him, cutting off the sounds of Meredith's weeping and pleading. He glanced back at the thick oak door, and his hard expression softened for a moment. He had loved her once, so how could he turn on her this way? Was this a guilty conscience speaking to him? Nicholas shook off the strange feeling and stood straighter, determined not to let Meredith's tears affect him any more than they had. Moving back down the hall, he stopped once again, before his father's bedchamber. Was the old duke as ill as Meredith claimed him to be? Nicholas decided to find out for himself. He opened the door wide enough to slip into the room, and moved to his father's bedside. The room smelled of old age and illness, and felt as if the very air had been sucked out of it. Nicholas held his ground and studied the still figure on the bed. The old earl was little more than bones, with dry, papery skin pulled tightly over them. His white hair was long, but sparse. The face, which once showed strength of character and determination, held little resemblance to the commanding presence Nicholas remembered. His father's eyelids fluttered in restless sleep. His shallow breath rasped annoyingly. The bedcovers barely moved with each breath he took. Nicholas raised his father's head ever so slightly, to remove one of the feather pillows. He stood back,
 
 clutching the pillow to his chest and stared down at the shell of the man who had no love to give a second son. As Nicholas stared down at the bed, everything around him seemed to recede, and he was, once again, a small boy of eight. * * * * A group of hunters waited in Fair Haven's courtyard, ready for a day of hunting. Nicholas looked up at the imposing man, who was his father. The earl's mount sidestepped nervously, only to have the reins mercilessly yanked back. The gelding's huge head was pulled up and held that way for a moment. The earl's gaze never once left the boy. “You don't have the brains God gave you, for hawking, boy. This bird is more intelligent than you are.” As if to emphasize his point, the earl raised his arm where a hooded falcon sat. At the sudden motion, the bird stretched out its wings for balance, doing a little dance on the thick glove covering the earl's hand. Its tresses were held snugly, limiting its movements. Nicholas stared at the hunting bird, angry that it should be more important to the earl than he was. Should not a son be important to a man, even if he was only a second son? The boy never understood his father's neglect of him. His brother Edward looked down on Nicholas, a smug expression on his face as he sat his pony. Nicholas scowled back. Edward was much like their father, right down to the temperament, while Nicholas, so he had been told disparagingly, favored his mother. The earl gave his son a black look, then turned his horse toward the portcullis. Edward followed proudly, giving Nicholas a backward, smug glance, then set his pony to a gallop to catch up to his father. The rest of the mounted men quickly followed. Their horses kicked up a cloud of dust as they galloped out of the courtyard. Nicholas stared after them until they disappeared in the distance. His anger seethed just beneath the surface. The boy needed an outlet for his anger and growing hatred. He turned slowly and stared at the mews, a plan forming in his young mind. He slowly walked up the short ramp and entered the small building. The only light came from the open door. Three hunting birds, not fully trained, remained inside, their heads hooded. Nicholas backed out of the mews and ran toward the great hall. He knew exactly what he needed. Nicholas glanced about, and seeing no one, slipped into the empty stillroom. His mother used to work here with various herbs and had taught him a little about them. The scents of herbs hanging in bunches to dry, drifted from the low rafters. He looked about the small room, pushing around several containers until he found what he wanted. He peeked into one small jar, sniffed its contents, then tucked it inside his shirt. He glanced about to be sure he was alone, then quickly left the stillroom. He returned to the mews, then removed the stopper from the jar and poured a bit of the contents into his hand. He took some small bits of meat, rolled them in the powder and put them aside for a moment. After he shook the remaining powder from his hands, he rubbed the extra coating from the meat and laid a piece before each bird. He watched closely as they greedily tore into the food. Nicholas found satisfaction in the deed, and backed out of the mews. A tight smile formed in his young features. Today he would prove he was not as stupid as his father assumed him to be. Edward would learn to never again challenge his younger brother. Later in the day, the earl and his followers returned after a successful hunt. Nicholas stood outside the great hall, watching the scene unfold before him. John, the mews keeper wrung his hands in distress. Everyone knew of the earl's volatile temper, and Nicholas had a fair idea what his father would do. Nicholas watched the earl's face grow dark with anger as he listened impatiently to John's story. The earl's next words, spoken in a quiet fury, were quickly obeyed and John was dragged away. Nicholas continued to watch in silence, his features remained impassive. There was a lesson to be learned here,
 
 better to have someone else pay for your misdeeds. Nicholas's thoughts returned to the present for a moment, then wandered back to events two years earlier, when he recalled how easy it had been to rid himself of his older brother. A few coins distributed to the right persons saw to it Edward was quickly and conveniently dispatched. Nicholas had no worries about the murderers confessing his part of the plan. They did not live long enough to enjoy the coin they had earned. He saw to that. "Your favorite son is gone, father. There is no one to stand in the way of what I want. No one but you, that is. First lesson you taught me was how to hate. Then you taught me how to get what I wanted. I use those lessons now." Nicholas stepped closer to the bed and leaned over the old man. He placed the pillow over his father's face and pressed down on it. The old man's feeble struggle for breath lasted only a minute or two, then became still. The pillow was removed and replaced behind the earl's head. Nicholas chuckled. How easy it was to snuff out his father's pitiful existence. He stared down at the lifeless body, and smoothed out the bed covers. The earldom of Fair Haven was now his. His plans were falling into place. Once he gained his revenge against Ravencliff, he could settle into the life he had waited for. Time was his ally.
 
 CHAPTER FIFTEEN The next week flew by, keeping Ellen busy with the guests. She breathed a sigh of relief, knowing she no longer had to deal with Nicholas. He had disappeared the day after her wedding. She would be glad to see the rest of the guests go, so she and David could share some quiet time without interruption. Shortly after the New Year, the guests began to depart for their own homes. She stood quietly as Alexander, dressed in a fine wool tunic and leggings, set a fur lined cloak about his shoulders and glanced at his men as they prepared to leave Ravencliff. "I look forward to the day when you will come to our home, and make it yours. Our rough Scottish ways can benefit from the hand of a lovely English rose." "Do not forget the thorns which surround this rose, father." David remarked, his eyes filled with laughter. Alex grinned. “Ah, but think of the challenge of getting past them without getting scratched ... at least not seriously." "As long as I hold on to those thorns,” Ellen added good naturedly, turning her attention briefly to her father-in-law, “I will never be taken for granted.” Her innocent smile hid the mischief she kept under control. They conversed a few moments longer, then her new father-in-law and his men left Ravencliff, to return to Scotland. They could not afford to be away too long. As the bridal couple watched the men ride away, Ellen braced against the excited shiver coursing through her, and David took her hands in his. "By week's end we will follow my father home. It is a beautiful, wild country, Ellen. It reminds me so much of you. Like my homeland, you are beautiful, wild in some ways, and free.” He leaned forward and kissed the tip of her nose. Ellen's playful tendencies rose and she punched him in reward for his dubious compliment. Only Gordon could get away with such behavior. She giggled and stepped back. "Ow! What do you think you are doing, woman?” He frowned and rubbed his arm. "Wild indeed,” she scoffed. She glowed with excitement at the prospect of going to David's home. The glow turned quickly to anxiety. “There is little time to prepare for the journey. Oh David, I do hope your people will like me." "They will love you almost as much as I do, Sprite. See to the packing, but try not to overdo. I would like to get home within a reasonable amount of time." Initially, Ellen was horrified at his seriousness, but then she caught the twinkle in his eyes, giving away his enjoyment of her dilemma. "You can bring Muriel with us, if you like. Then you will not feel so alone when we first arrive." Grateful for his offer, Ellen knew he was remembering his own arrival at Ravencliff so many years before, and the feelings of aloneness, which everyone could tell had overwhelmed him. Granted, his circumstances had been different, but in her heart, she understood it had not made him feel any more welcome those first few days.
 
 As she hurried away to begin the long process of deciding what to pack for the journey, Ellen went back over what David had discussed with her concerning their return to his home. He had said he wanted his people to accept her into their midst. Given the hatred between Scots and English, he knew it would be a difficult personal battle for her, but he had held her close and affirmed his faith in her ability to fit into her new home and make friends. Like David, she only hoped the Scots would give her the chance. Ellen hurried to her bedchamber, calling Muriel as she went. In the room, she began tossing clothing about, finding what they would need for the journey to Scotland. A mountain of clothing sat piled on the bed when the maid appeared. Ellen glanced up to see Muriel staring at the pile. From the horrified look on her face, it was obvious the maid thought she had done something wrong, and Ellen was just now discovering it. Ellen turned quickly and continued tossing each item after giving it a quick glance. "Muriel,” Ellen spoke breathlessly, whether from excitement of exertion, she wasn't sure. “I want you to go with me to Scotland, as my personal maid." Molly stared at her mistress, for a moment. “My lady?" "I love Gwennyth dearly, but she is too old for such a long journey. Better she remain here, looking after Kitty. I think Molly will most likely take Gwennyth's place." Muriel picked up a shirt that had fallen to the floor. “I am honored you should choose me to be your maid in your new home, my lady, but,” Muriel hesitated, “but I can not go." Ellen looked up from the mess around her, surprised by the polite refusal. “This is not like you. I have never known you to turn away from the opportunity to take part in a new adventure." "I know my lady, but...” Muriel stammered and blushed a pretty shade of pink. “I have duties of my own, now, my lady.” She twisted the simple shiny ring on her finger. Ellen studied Muriel's reaction and realized what the girl was trying to tell her. “Did you marry? Who is he?” Ellen's tone was suddenly serious. "He is one of your brother's men-at-arms, my lady." Ellen grabbed the girl's arms and gently shook her “Why did you not tell me, you silly girl? Did you think I would stand in your way? You serve this household, but you still have every right to your own happiness. What is his name?" "Justin, my lady.” Muriel kept her eyes lowered. "Justin.” Ellen gave the name a bit of thought then lit up with remembrance. “That handsome soldier who stands guard by the portcullis?” Muriel's deeper blush and reluctant nod confirmed Ellen's suspicion. "When did this marriage take place?" "The day before your own wedding, my lady. We were not trying to hide anything,” Muriel hurried through her explanation. “We could not wait, but did not want to take away from your happiness. So we went about it very quietly. I would have told you sooner, my lady, but you have been so happy with your new husband, I thought to wait for a better time." "Oh, Muriel,” Ellen sighed. “I wish you had told me sooner. I will have to speak to my husband of course.” Ellen saw the agony in Muriel's face and felt guilty about teasing the girl. "Not to worry. Justin may be one of Gordon's men, but I am sure I can convince my brother to let him
 
 go, then I will speak to David about including Justin in the group of men to accompany us. Then you will have no choice but to be my maid." "Oh, my lady, how can I ever thank you?" Ellen grinned. “You can stop standing there as if you were scared to death, and help me sort this mess." The three-day journey with baggage laden carts and men-at-arms to escort them, proved free of raids from outlaws. Ellen had never seen such rugged country, and was in awe of distant snow covered mountains. The afternoon sunlight cast blue-gray shadows on their craggy surfaces, making Ellen feel colder with the look of them. Snow lay before the travelers in scattered patches, some untouched by human footprints. Along the trail, the sun warmed earth created a thick layer of mud where the ground was thawed. The horses churned up what passed for a road, spattering humans and animals alike, while the heavy carts occasionally bogged down. Guards had to dismount to push the carts along. Mud sucked at the wheels, only to turn hard and dry as the day turned to evening. When the travelers stopped for the night, tents were erected, and fires quickly built for cooking and warmth. They were too far from any cottages to be offered shelter from the weather and a hot meal. A cold wind blew down from the hills, making humans and animals alike, shiver in the settling darkness. **** David studied the darkening woods nearby, satisfied it was too cold for thieves, and that there were no places offering shelter to attackers. They had been fortunate this journey to remained uneventful. David slowly released his breath and watched it fog in the night air. The sooner they settled in, the better for all. Scotland could be a harsh country. The elements constantly did battle with the humans who inhabited the land, but he loved it just the same. He had adjusted well to living in England, but his love of Scotland came first, and never wavered. This was his home. He glanced at Ellen as she disappeared into the largest tent, proud she had not voiced any complaints of the hardships on this journey. The ladies he had known at the Scottish court were soft, demanding, much like English ladies, but when it came to supporting their men in battle, there were none stronger. Would Ellen have that same kind of strength if he had to go off to fight? Knowing the sprite he had watched grow to become a self-reliant woman, he dismissed any doubt of her abilities to cope. When guards were set and the rest of the camp quiet for the night, David entered his own tent. A canvas had been placed on the cold ground, and a pile of furs made a warm bed. Ellen lay sound asleep, one of the furs covering her from neck to toes. Her loose chestnut hair contrasted against the dark fur beneath her. David wondered what he had done right, to deserve the love of this lady. His heart warmed as he watched her gentle steady breathing in quiet slumber. David stood behind Ellen for a moment, then toed off his soft leather boots. Ellen curled up against the cold when he lifted one end of the furs to slip between them. He made himself comfortable and slipped one arm over her as she snuggled back against his warm body. Her sigh of pleasure brought a smile to his face. David lightly brushed the hair from her face and whispered softly in her ear. “No matter what the future holds for us, Sprite, I cannot imagine loving anyone else. You will always be the lady of my heart.” He lay back against the furs and, drifting off to sleep, failed to see the smile on his bride's lips. *** The rest of the journey went quickly, filled with Ellen's laughter and many questions. Despite the years she had known David, she knew almost nothing of his home, except for the fact Scotland was frequently
 
 at war with England. Well, perhaps not outright war, but the border skirmishes did nothing to endear one side to the other. The people they met along the way were generally hospitable, welcoming David and his men, but shying away from her, as if she were some strange creature. Ellen was not sure how to take their attitude. David assured her, the Scots would warm to her when they knew her better. His people were always wary of strangers, especially if those strangers were English. The travelers made good time, despite the cold, and on the third day, David halted at the top of a hill. Ellen urged her mount forward a few steps to get a better look at what had stopped her husband. Several small huts were scattered about the mainland below. A wooden bridge stretched a short distance from the shore to an island; it was the only way to or from the castle. Ellen shaded her eyes from the late afternoon sun, and stared at the lonely structure, and the men who patrolled the wall walk. A path straddled one side of the hill, steep and winding. From here, it appeared to be a tedious climb. “It seems so lonely,” she remarked to her husband. Ellen's voice held a measure of disappointment, but she had had no idea what to expect. "'Lonely’ is often the best defense against enemies. It gives you more time to prepare, since you can see invaders coming from a ways off." Ellen studied the castle surroundings again. On the far side of the castle, the distant mountains stretched down in a sheer drop to the lake below. The water looked cold, black and forbidding. There was no concealment that way, for an invading force. A great forest covered several hills on the mainland. Ellen shivered with the thought of what might be lurking there. She mentally pushed the notion from her mind. David would never bring her to a place where her life would be endangered. She accepted the fact of her husband's confidence in his people. She trusted him implicitly. But the people had minds of their own. Would they welcome her as David's bride, or would they be as cold as the climate and as hostile as that mountain appeared to be? When they reached the base of the mountain, several men-at-arms went ahead, pushing and pulling the carts along the rocky terrain, until they reached the long bridge. The weight of the carts’ set the wheels rattling against the wooden planks. Ellen noticed the bridge ended abruptly some twenty feet from the castle, and the heavy drawbridge was slowly lowered to fill the gap, allowing the travelers to enter. "Come Sprite. It's time you saw your new home.” David eased Thunderbolt down the steep mountain path and Ellen followed, with Muriel and the remaining soldiers following behind. Ellen glanced back to see Justin moving closer to Muriel, their fingers entwined as the group slowly moved up the path toward the castle. If Ellen was nervous about her new home, she could imagine how Muriel felt. The courtyard was busy with people hurrying about, completing their duties. The soldiers had arrived moments before, huffing and puffing, trailing the carts behind them, and servants scattered out of the way to make room. Chatter increased at the sight of David entering the courtyard, but gradually ceased when they caught sight of the women with him. While Ellen waited for David to help her dismount, she looked around at the crowd of servants. Voices were silent and faces registered hostility as they realized the woman in their midst was English. The unfriendly atmosphere chilled Ellen to the bone. David helped her down, then turned to his people. “This is my wife, the Lady Ellen. You are to treat her with the same respect you give my father and me." Ellen stepped closer to her husband, surreptitiously reaching for his hand. The silence was frightening, and
 
 Ellen had never been afraid before. Staying close to David's side, she was surprised when he released her hand and hurried to greet his father. Ellen was unaware of Justin and Muriel moving to stand behind her, as she watched David climb the steps to where his father stood, leaving her in the midst of silent fury. The servants did not look furious. For the most part their faces were blank of emotion, but she could feel it, like an underwater current, ready to pull her down into its depths, and drown her.
 
 CHAPTER SIXTEEN Ellen wandered aimlessly about the castle, wishing there were something she could do. If she were home at Ravencliff, there would have been much to keep her busy. Here, in David's home, she felt as useless as an old torn shirt. Even a few of those still had some use. She entered the great hall, which was smaller than the one in Ravencliff, and saw two servants standing before the head table, staring up at the wall. She followed the direction of their stare as she silently approached them. The shield Gordon had given David as a wedding gift hung prominently over the center chairs. Ellen might not understand the language the servants spoke, but there was no mistaking the tone. They were disgusted with the English shield hanging on Scottish walls. Their conversation was followed by snide laughter, until they realized they were not alone. Ellen was taken aback by the hate filled glare they turned on her before they stalked away. Ellen stood before the table, and studied the shield, remembering her wedding day. How could a month change everything so drastically? On that day, she was as happy as any young bride could be. She sighed with disappointment, confused as to how things could have gone so wrong. Returning to her bedchamber, Ellen took up her embroidery. It seemed to be the only thing she could do without someone frowning at her. Her thoughts faded away as she sat near a window and tried to concentrate on the design she worked. The needle poked through the cloth, carrying a strand of silk thread. Back and forth, she pulled the needle through until she tossed the work on the window seat cushion in frustration, and stared out the window. The chamber door opened and a young woman entered, taking Ellen by surprise. “Do you not knock before entering your lord's chamber? Or are manners so lacking in this country that you come and go as you please?” Ellen was shocked at her own sharp tongue, but refused to relent. The girl placed an armload of clothing on the high bed, and looked up at Ellen. "Lord David left the castle hours ago with his father and a few men. The housekeeper assured me no one was here." Ellen left her seat and went to the bed to inspect the clothes. The maid had pulled a few things from a stool. She ran her hand lovingly across a lawn shirt, turned and was about to leave with the bundle. “What do you have there?” Ellen rushed over and grabbed the clothes from the maid. Her actions felt like a childish tantrum, but she could not seem to stop herself. A shirt had a rent in one sleeve. Ellen glanced from the garment to the maid's knowing look. “I am quite capable of repairing my husband's clothing." "Well, Housekeeper told me to get them and I do as I am told ... my lady." Ellen noted the underlying disdain in the girl's reply. “Who are you?" "Catriona." Ellen studied the girl for a moment. Her dark brown hair lay in a long thick braid over one shoulder. Hazel eyes, a small upturned nose, and full mouth completed the pretty face. The dress she wore showed off more of her slim figure than Ellen thought appropriate for her station. Ellen felt a twinge of discomfort as the maid defiantly returned her stare. There was a hint of jealousy in Catriona's eyes. Was this girl the reason why David spent so little time with his own wife now? Ellen cared not for the direction of her thoughts and cast them aside.
 
 "Tell Housekeeper, I will be tending to my own sewing. She need not worry about Lord David's clothing." "As you wish.” Catriona gave Ellen a little smirk and arrogant curtsy, then slowly turned on her heel and sauntered out of the room. Ellen went to the door and closed it, disturbed by the knowing glance Catriona gave her before disappearing below stairs. Those wayward thoughts returned, creating a seed of doubt for David's fidelity. Perhaps some fresh air would clear her mind. Tossing her cloak about her shoulders, she climbed the steps to the top of the tower and stepped out on to the wall walk. A guard strolled by, giving her little more than a glance, and continued on his way. Ellen ignored him and concentrated on her reasons for being on the wall walk. The air was brisk, and refreshing, carrying the scent of pine on the wind. She wrapped her cloak tightly about her and looked up at the sky, at clouds so low, she imagined them to be just beyond her fingertips. Their steel gray color made her feel cold, like David's growing attitude toward her the last few weeks. She did not want to think of David as being unfaithful, did not want to face the fact her marriage might have been a mistake from the start. Ellen had loved David since she was a child, longer than she had realized. Never in all those years did she ever see anything that would lead her to believe he was untrustworthy. Why would coming home change him so much, or had she been so in love with him, she failed to see his true nature? Ellen's thoughts continued to chase one another around in her head until she was ready to cry out in frustration. To face the fact he did not feel the same about her, hurt more than she imagined, but Catriona's attitude seemed to hint something was going on. Ellen had no idea how she would handle the problem. She stiffened slightly as a pair of arms circled her waist and pulled her close. "What would bring my favorite lady up here to such a lonely place?” David felt Ellen tug sharply on the edges of her cloak, forcing him to release her. “What bothers you, Sprite? You seem as cold as the day. Has someone done something to anger you?" Ellen turned quickly and stepped away from him. She kept her eyes lowered and stared at his broad chest. How could she tell him of the doubts in her mind? Those, she quickly decided, she would keep to herself. “'Tis no more lonely here than it is in the rest of the castle.” Ellen closed her eyes and sighed. She did not want to argue with her husband. “I ... I still have not found a place for myself in your home." "Our home, Sprite. ’Tis yours as much as mine." "No. Despite the weeks we have been here, I am no more welcome now, than when we first arrived. Your people do not like your English wife, David. They never will. It does not help matters that you have kept your distance of late.” Angry words tumbled out of her mouth before she could stop them. “You enter our bedchamber long after you think I am asleep. No matter the time I wake, you are gone. You barely speak to me during the day. Many days, you say nothing at all. Certain things have been alluded to.” Ellen looked up into her husband's eyes, and caught a glimpse of simmering anger, before it was hidden. "What things?" "Nothing. I should not have said anything. I will find a way to deal with the problem myself." "Give them time,” he cajoled. “If anyone can convince them you belong here, I know you can do it." Ellen was taken aback by his attitude, as if he were trying to placate a stubborn child. “They do not need time, David. They resent your English born wife. How can I find a way to befriend them, when they are so hostile.” He does not know how they are, what they are doing, or could it be he does not care?
 
 It only happens when he is not around. I am caught between my words and his loyalty to his home and people. How do I make him understand what he does not want to see, that I'm not the frenzied new bride in a strange land? Mayhap better to say nothing at all. Ellen sighed softly. "How can anyone not love that fiery spirit of yours?” David's voice softened to a near whisper. “I know you, Sprite. You will find a way.” He held her tighter for a brief moment. “Come, it grows dark, and the wind has a bite.” He paused. “It shames me to admit I have been neglectful of you these past weeks. Why not have supper sent to our chamber? We will spend the evening alone, you and I." Ellen's heart felt lighter for a moment, at the admission. Could it be she had misread the circumstances, or failed to understand his meaning? Still, she stiffened at the hint of condescension in David's words, as if it were a simple matter to win over these folk. The Scots could be stiff necked when they refused to accept someone. Ellen relaxed again at the idea of not having to share him with his people, at least for a few hours. She shivered, whether from the cold or the thought of his attentions, she was not sure. She let him take her arm and guide her back into the tower. They took their time returning to their chambers, laughing and whispering, with only the stone walls to keep their secrets. They stopped in the long corridor, where David issued instructions to a servant, then he caught up with Ellen and escorted her the rest of the way to their rooms. Once through the door, Ellen paused, as David slowly removed her cloak and tossed it with his onto a large chest at the foot of the bed. “Forgive me, Sprite, there is something I must tend to, before we close ourselves away from the world, for the night.” David took a step backward, turned, then left her alone. Ellen remained frozen where she stood, then hurried across the room to stand near the blazing hearth. Her fingers were interlaced in a nervous gesture. Why did she feel as if this were her wedding night all over again? Why did his words on the wall walk still bother her? He was hiding something, of that she was certain. David had left the door ajar and it was now being slowly pushed open by a servant carrying a heavy tray. Ellen watched the servant silently cross the room and set his burden down on the small table before the hearth. He picked up a corner of the cloth covering the tray, and was about to remove it, but seemed to think better of it. Letting it drop, he barely nodded to Ellen and continued out of the room. Ellen waited patiently for David to return. The fire in the hearth burned low. She took the poker and stirred the ashes, rekindling the flame a little while longer. She peeked under the cloth covering the tray, but congealed gravy did nothing to enhance her appetite. She sighed, and climbed onto the bed, accepting the fact she was about to spend another night alone. She turned onto her back and slowly opened her eyes. Light cast from the bedside candle created shadows on the face hovering above hers. David's eyes were even darker than usual—if that was possible. A faint smile touched her lips as she lay, still half asleep. She was vaguely aware of his hands as they deftly loosened the ties of her nightdress. His kisses warmed her, as the hearth fire couldn't. Earlier cross words forgotten, Ellen welcomed her husband's embrace. **** Ellen awoke to a still dark room, and an empty bed. She pressed her hand on the spot where he had slept, and found it cold. David had been gone for a while, or had he been there at all. She could not be sure if his appearance in their bed had been wishful thinking on her part, or a dream, or if he had truly returned, hours later than he'd promised. She held off her disappointment and rolled onto her back, pulling the covers up to her chin. Shoving the covers aside, she shivered in the cold room, then rose from her warm bed, quickly washed and dressed. Although she wasn't looking forward another lonely day, Ellen made up her mind to begin again and not let anyone's miserable attitude spoil her day.
 
 Ellen hummed a light tune as she entered the great hall to break her fast. Her smile brightened when she saw David, but faded again into a nervous frown when he gave her a curt nod. What had gone wrong between last night and this morning, that he showed no warmth? "Good morning, my lady. Did you sleep well?” David's words were polite, as if he were speaking to a guest. "Very well,” she replied, keeping her eyes lowered as she accepted the bread he offered her. She had no idea what was wrong. Had she, in some way, offended him or his people? She could not imagine how. "Saddle our horses.” David finished his ale. “I wish to take my lady riding." Ellen glanced at Muriel as the maid hurried to her lady's chamber to fetch her warmest cloak. One of the grooms went to the stable. A few moments later, Ellen followed David from the great hall, into the courtyard. A feeling of something unpleasant about to happen kept nagging at her, and she tried to ignore it. She wondered why several men-at-arms who had mounted up, were waiting for David to lead the way. Ellen was unnerved by her husband's silence, as they rode across the bridge, down the mainland hillside. If this was meant to be an enjoyable ride, the lack of conversation made it otherwise. They turned off the main trail, to take another through the woods. Branches scratched at her cloak and caught in her skirts. The horses’ hoofs thudded dully on the half frozen ground. This was certainly not her idea of a pleasant ride and she pulled one edge of her cloak across her body to block out the chilled air. Eventually they reached the edge of the woods, where it opened out into a browned meadow. Ellen's face brightened at the unexpected, but pleasant sight of her brother, Gordon. A familiar face from home pleased her, but the presence of thirty more soldiers took away her smile. She turned to her husband for an explanation, the stony look on his face made her hesitate. “David?" "You will return to Ravencliff with your brother.” His tone was cold and distant. "I don't understand, David.” Ellen turned her mount around and faced her husband. “Have I done something wrong? You have only to tell me, and I will do what I can to right the wrong." "I am tired of the servants’ complaints about you. You make no effort to know them and their ways. You make no effort to become a member of my clan. You are not the woman I thought you were when we married. I am sending you home to your father. I cannot be bothered with a woman who prefers to be alone. I am tired of you, Ellen. Go home." Ellen's mount moved closer to David's, and she lowered her voice. “You can say that after last night?” Her cheeks turned pink with embarrassment, at the thought of the night before. “Did last night mean anything to you? Anything at all?" David's stallion sidestepped nervously. “It surprises me you remember anything, but you were available. I had need." Ellen's face grew crimson with anger. “Was not your little maid available to satisfy you?" "That is not your affair. Be grateful I do not hide you away in another castle and forget you. At the least, you can return home and start over. Perhaps you would be happier with another of your former suitors?" Ellen knew which suitor David spoke of, and it made her sick to think he could believe she would prefer Nicholas over her husband. If that was what he wanted, so be it. “I tell you this, David. You may send me home now, but I will ‘never’ forgive you for this.” She glared at her husband a moment longer, turned
 
 her mount and set it to a gallop. She would never give David the satisfaction of seeing the pain he caused her, or the tears she fought to hold back. "Ellen, wait,” Gordon called out and approached David. The Scotsman reached into his cloak and brought out a letter, which he handed to Gordon. “See your father gets this. It will explain matters as they truly stand. Under no circumstances, is Ellen to know the truth, at least not before she returns to Ravencliff." "Jonathan! Michael!” The soldiers moved forward in response to Gordon's call. "Escort my sister back to Ravencliff and see my father gets this letter.” Gordon watched as Jonathan tucked the missive into a pouch at his belt. He sent both soldiers on their way, then turned to David. Gordon mumbled to himself, as he watched his sister and her escort ride away. How does he do it? It is as though he is unaffected by what just happened. He moved closer to David and spoke to his brother-in-law. “That was a difficult thing you did, David. Are you sure it is the only way to deal with this situation?" David stared into the distance, watching Ellen ride away, her back straight and stiff. His eyes shown with pain at what he had been forced to do to his beloved Sprite. “You will never know how difficult, but you know your sister. She would have insisted on staying, and I could not allow that. I can only hope that one day, she will understand and forgive me."
 
 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN Time painfully dragged by and several weeks had passed since David had completed what he considered a despicable deed. He took a bite of the meal set before him, then pushed the trencher back. His appetite was gone, along with his wife. He felt like the most contemptible man in Scotland, for treating Ellen as he did. It did not matter that her safety was foremost in his mind. He doubted she would ever forgive him for sending her away as he had done. As if reading his friend's mind, Gordon leaned over and clapped David on the shoulder. “Do not worry about Ellen, brother. When she gets over being angry, she will realize you had good reason for what you did." "Will she? I did not want to hurt her, but I could see no other way to make her leave willingly. There are times when a woman's loyalty is a great disadvantage." "Never let Ellen hear you say that," Gordon chuckled. “She would believe you want her loyalty only when it is convenient for you." David winced at the remark and slumped back in his seat. He glanced up at Gordon, doubt showing in his eyes. “You heard what she said before she rode away. Do you think she would ever forgive me?” David did not appreciate Gordon's chuckle at his own discomfort. "Who can tell with my sister?” Gordon paused. “You said the McDougals consider her a prize to be gained at any cost. Do you not feel there may be someone else behind this plot? From what you have told me about this band, they do not have much sense between them. I, for one, do not think they could plan anything on their own. I believe someone else is behind this, but why go after my sister? We both know what would become of Ellen should they get their hands on her. You did the right thing sending her home. In time, she will understand." David took half-hearted notice of Gordon's momentary distraction to Catriona's approach. She refilled their goblets, then turned and sauntered away, casting a glance over her shoulder as she left. Gordon grinned and watched the way her hips swayed enticingly. Seeing where Gordon's interest was focused, David had no doubt about what was going on in the English knight's mind, and found little about the situation to be amusing. Gordon might find some time to enjoy himself while he was here, but now was not the time. David braced his hands on the table and pushed himself out of his chair. He leaned toward his friend and quietly advised, “That is something you do not want to play with. She is known for cheating on her husband, and once she climbs into your bed, you will have a very difficult time ridding yourself of her.” David was satisfied with Gordon's surprised look, and straightened. “It is time we saw to our defenses." **** David and Gordon stepped into Alexander's private chambers to find the man already there, working on plans to defend their home. David understood why these McDougal men were known to give no quarter. They were a rogue band living deep in the highlands, and while there was no love lost between them and the Rosses, David had to wonder what had stirred up this latest discontent. "Father, have you completed your plans?" Alex looked up at the two younger men and ignored the question. “Ellen is safe at Ravencliff?" "Angry, but safe, yes,” David replied guiltily.
 
 "Had you been honest with her, there would be no problem between you." "Had I been honest with her, father, she never would have left, would, in fact, have insisted on staying. She would never have understood or accepted the danger she was in." "I like that young woman. I hope you will make amends when this is over.” Alex glanced up from his map and did not like the downcast look on his son's face. “What is it?" "She has vowed never to return. I fear my marriage may be over before it has had a chance to become strong." Alex cleared his throat but said nothing more. Only David knew the best way to handle the situation, and facing the pain he caused by forcing Ellen to leave was more than enough to deal with. “There is work to be done. The McDougals are not clever enough to get past our defenses. We would do best if we met them on the field, beyond the bridge, keep them from our front gate. A dozen bowmen will be stationed in the parapets, another dozen in the courtyard. We are only vulnerable at our main entrance. The loch at our backs will prevent anyone from approaching from that direction. The cave entrance leading to the dungeons is underwater most times. We should be able to make short work of this threat. "David, you and Gordon will lead the men beyond our walls. I will take charge of the men in the courtyard. Be ready to come to our aid if the McDougals should prove they have more aid than we anticipate.” Alex smiled tightly as the young men nodded their understanding and left to assume their assigned duties. **** Soldiers ran from the great hall to report to their posts. Muriel tried to stay out of their way and was startled when a young soldier grabbed her arm as she hurried past him. She was pulled to a sudden stop, and caught her breath when she realized who held her back. “Stay out of sight, lass,” Justin warned. “I do not know what these rogue Scots will do to an English woman, especially if she is a servant." "I worry about my lady. She has been gone for weeks and Lord David says nothing. She could be on her way back and ride into the battle.” Worry and resentment colored Muriel's words. "Lady Ellen is safe. Worry for yourself, Muriel. Go lass, I will find you when it is safe.” Justin began to release his hold on Muriel's arm, but pulled her close and kissed her hard. “I love you, Muriel, girl. Now go.” Justin released her and swatted her backside before running off to report to his post. Muriel had no one to look after and found herself running up the narrow staircase to the bedchambers. She would go to Lady Ellen's chambers and remain quiet. There was no reason why she should not be safe there. She sat quietly, listening to the fighting going on in the courtyard. Steel clashing, men screaming in pain kept her frozen where she sat. The temptation to peek out the window was great, but she feared being seen. Muriel prayed Justin would survive the battle. Muriel thought about Justin and the effect he had on her life. Serving at Ravencliff was the only family she had ever known, since she could not remember her parents. Justin gave her something special, something she never thought to have, and she did not want to lose it. Muriel felt blessed that a man like Justin would pay her any heed, let alone marry her. Voices in the hall disrupted thoughts of her husband. Muriel's breath caught with fear as one man shouted to others to search every room. Muriel glanced frantically about the room. She found a small dagger beside the basin of water and held it firmly in her grip. Where to hide? One of the chests by the window was empty. Muriel had a deep fear of close, cramped places, but this chest seemed large enough to hide someone who was not very big. The chest was made of sturdy oak, its brass fittings were dull with wear.
 
 Muriel slowly lifted the heavy lid, hoping it would not creak, then sighed with relief and climbed into the chest, quietly closing the lid. Her breath caught in her throat, and she fought down her fear. She brought her knees up to her chest, making herself as comfortable as possible in the dark interior. Her hands trembled as she gripped the dagger in a thrusting position. Her fist clenched the weapon against her shoulder. The bedchamber door was shoved against the stone wall. Muriel held her breath in her dark sanctuary. She listened carefully to scuffing footsteps on the cold floor, and heard the reeds being scattered about as they were kicked across the floor. The steps moved closer to her hiding place. Should she be discovered, she was ready to defend herself. Her heart raced as she listened carefully, trying to make out muffled sounds. Every noise brought the intruder nearer her hiding place. Muriel's breath quickened as the steps came closer. Her face was damp with sweat from fear and being enclosed within the chest. She heard water splash on the floor, followed by the basin breaking as it hit stone. She tried to turn a little without making a sound, and realized a bit of the hem of her dress stuck out from the lid, making her vulnerable. How could she have been so careless as to not tuck in her dress when she closed the lid? If whoever was in the room should spot the cloth... Fingers grasped the lid to her hiding place, raising it enough to let in a bit of light, If it was raised any higher, she would be seen. Once more, she held her breath, expecting to be discovered at any moment. Another voice called from the doorway, “She's no’ aboot. We best be gettin’ oot of ‘ere now." "Aye, we go. There be nothin’ of value aboot." The two men hurried out and Muriel sighed with relief. Better to wait a little longer, just to be sure they did not decide to return for another look around. Her heartbeat slowed to a normal pace and she relaxed her grip on the dagger. Her muscles cramped with the lack of movement, and her hiding place was getting warm, but she dared not leave her retreat yet. She could not hear any sounds outside the castle and wondered how the battle was going. Muriel had no idea what she would do if the Rosses failed to defend their home. How long would it be, before someone came looking for her? Muriel's eyelids fluttered closed as heat within the small space, and worry, took their toll. When Muriel awoke, she heard someone calling to her. She tried to climb out of the chest, but was too stiff to move, having remained in a cramped position for so long. She had no idea what hour it was. She recognized her husband's voice. “Justin ... Justin. She realized the thick walls of the chest muffled her voice, and she pounded against the side. The lid was thrown open and she gulped in fresh air, then wept with relief. "What were you doing in there, woman?” Justin asked as he helped her out. Muriel fell against him, when her legs refused to hold her up. Her skin stung like a thousand bites while circulation began to restore itself throughout her arms and legs. “I hid. Someone came in here looking for Lady Ellen. They almost found me instead." Justin held her close and said a quick prayer of thanks that his wife was safe. “I was out of my mind with worry, afraid someone had found you. But you are safe and well.” Justin held her tightly, as if someone would snatch her away if he loosened his hold. “They are gone, Muriel. When they could not find what they wanted, they withdrew." "Will they come back?" "I do not think so. They lost too many men in the field beyond the castle. Come, there is much to be done below."
 
 **** Daylight was quickly disappearing, and the battle was nearing an end on the field beyond the Ross’ castle. The surviving McDougal men fought half heartedly while searching for a means of escape. David's men kept pushing them back, keeping them on the defensive, until they finally turned and ran. Most scattered in different directions, but the leader and two of his men headed straight for the forest. David and Gordon used the flat of their swords to urge their horses to a gallop, and pursued the three men into the woods. Moments later, they were surrounded by thick growth, slowing their pace. They hacked at the bushes, then David slowed his horse and brought it to a halt. The McDougal men stood in the middle of the trail, swords in hand, ready to resume their battle. They grinned, a demented look in their eyes. One man glanced up, and a dozen men jumped from tree branches overhead. The riders looked up, too late to protect themselves from the unexpected attack. Both were knocked from their horses by their attackers. David and Gordon quickly regained their feet and tried to use their swords, but lacked the room to maneuver. David cursed his own foolishness at being caught in such a trap, as he and Gordon defended themselves in the close quarters. The two knights stood back to back as they wielded their weapons against their attackers. Their fighting space grew tighter as their opponents moved in. They stood silently for a moment, chests heaving from the exertion of the fight, and knew they were defeated. Forgive me, Sprite, I only wanted to keep you safe.
 
 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN The tavern was poorly lit, but the drinkers did not care. Ale sloshed about on dirty tables. Tallow candles left milky puddles of wax, which hardened quickly as it dripped onto the cold tabletop. Raucous laughter flowed as easily from the occupants of one table, as the ale from the cups. A man drunkenly grabbed at the serving maid and fell off his stool. Rather than attempt to get up, he sluggishly laughed, slumped against the wall and promptly began snoring. His companions roared with laughter, and made feeble attempts to grab at the girl as she quickly escaped their clutches. The patrons barely glanced at a lone man, sitting with his back to the wall. His heavy cloak remained closed, hiding his clothing, making it impossible for the other customers to guess his rank. The wall torch failed to illuminate his face. The stranger's hood was pulled forward, casting a shadow across his features. He leaned back against the wall and kept his arms folded across his chest, within the folds of his cloak. His posture seemed to dare anyone to approach him. He stared back at the customers who curiously looked his way. It was apparent he was waiting, but no one would hazard a guess who he was waiting for. The stranger listened to the rain pouring down on the thatched roof, as if from a wrung out cloth. He watched three men step through the door, laughing loudly, and shaking themselves like a pack of mongrels. Water droplets sprayed off their long scraggly beards and matted hair, wetting nearby drinkers. The newcomers’ insidious looks quelled any angry complaints. The drenched men laughed again, then made their way to the back of the room, tugging at their wet clothing as they moved. His view of the room was blocked by three large, solid bodies. The hooded patron casually looked up in disgust, his features remaining in shadow. A serving maid approached with caution. “Three more ales,” he ordered quietly, never looking away from the men. As the maid left, he gestured for the new arrivals to be seated. He said nothing more until after the drinks were served and the girl had left. "Is it done?” He looked from one man to the next. They shifted uncomfortably in their seats, turning away from his gaze. “Well? Is it done?” He did not like having to repeat himself. Other voices in the tavern seemed to fade away as he stared at the three sitting before him. Their tense silence indicated something had definitely gone wrong with his plans. "The girl was gone. We got into the castle and searched everywhere. We didna find her." "Could not find her? You could not find her?” Nicholas kept tight control of his voice and temper. “Lady Ellen could not have vanished into thin air. She had to be somewhere in the castle. I doubt that Scotsman rarely let her out of his sight unless one of you revealed my plans to the wrong people.” He looked from one man to the next, searching for some sign of betrayal, and decided there was only one way to assure the completion of his plans. “I will see to the missing Lady Ellen myself. What of the other matter?" "We disposed o’ the two o’ them, just like you wanted. Made it look like they was attacked by robbers.” The boldest of the three men avoided Nicholas’ eyes and took a gulp of his drink. "Two of them?” Nicholas would have preferred not to know how these bunglers had further fouled up his scheme, but if something else had gone wrong ... He stared at them with disgust. Would nothing go right with the execution of his plans? "Aye. They was riding together. The followed us tae the woods where the trap was set." Nicholas’ hand tightened on his mug. His face reddened with barely concealed anger, making the scar on the right side stand out thin and white. “What did this other rider look like?"
 
 The nervous man scratched at his beard, as if deep in thought. His ale sat before him, ignored for the moment. “He sat tall in the saddle, had yellow hair, and coldest blue eyes I ever seen. He followed Ross into the woods, swung a sword like he was the devil hisself, when he had the room to move." "We made sure they didna ha'e room for fightin',” the second man chimed in, proudly. The third companion kept his thoughts to himself, not wanting to provoke Nicholas’ anger any further. Nicholas sat back in his chair and a tight smile formed on his thin lips. The description pleased him. If it truly had been Gordon caught with David, then his scheme would be complete that much sooner. “What did you do with the bodies?" The second man shrugged and drank his ale. After rubbing the back of his hand across his mouth, he looked up at Nicholas. “We took them oot to the middle o’ the loch and tossed them overboard. Nobody be finding ’em there." "Aye,” the third man smiled with pride as he described the details. “We stuffed the bodies in burlap bags with a bunch o’ rocks to drag them down. There be no one to find them for a long time, if ever.” He leaned back from the table and flashed a broken toothed grin at Nicolas. Nicholas tossed a small bag of gold onto the table, and sat back as the men eyed it greedily. "That be only half what ye promised us,” the first of the trio complained, and gave Nicholas a dark warning look, but failed to intimidate the man. "That be for only half a job done.” Nicholas mimicked their speech as he suddenly sat forward. “I do not pay full rate for unfinished work." "We can go back and find the lass for ye,” the second suggested hopefully. "No. I do not have time to wait for another plan to be botched. I will do this myself. Perhaps it is for the best it turned out this way. Go. If I need you again, I know where to find you." Nicholas listened to the incoherent mumbling, as the first man grabbed the pouch of coins, and the three ambled off to find another table. The night would last longer than the coins. He finished his ale, gave his hood a tug forward to assure his identity was still hidden, then stalked out of the tavern into the wet night. **** The rain had let up by the time Nicholas reached Fair Haven, but not before it had soaked through him. After changing into dry clothing in his chambers, he held up his hands to the brazier, then rubbed them together briskly, trying to restore their warmth. He dismissing his manservant, then helped himself to a goblet of quality wine—at least it was quality compared to what the tavern offered. He gulped it down and refilled his cup, aware someone entered his room. “I said I did not want to be disturbed,” he warned menacingly. “Can you not obey a simple command?" "Does that order include me?" The feminine voice was soft, unexpected. Nicholas turned, goblet in hand, to stare at the woman. Meredith's black gown emphasized the pale beauty of her golden hair and fair skin. She looked like a wraith, on the verge of disappearing at the hint of a false step. Her eyes were overly bright, as if she anxiously sought his pleasure, but was desperate not to seem anxious. Her teeth bit into her lower lip, reddening it. Nicholas sensed her hesitance. “May I offer you a cup of wine? He stared at her as she shyly stepped forward to accept the cup he offered.
 
 "You are scheming again, my lord." "Why would you think that?" "I know you, Nicholas. You have almost everything you ever wanted.” She sipped from her cup. There was something different about her. Since his father's death, his young stepmother had kept to her rooms, not seeing anyone after the burial. Now she was here in his chambers, uncaring what gossip would say about the young widow. Nicholas cocked his head as he studied her, and wondered what she was about. Could it be she was worried he might send her away? Could he send her off to a convent for the rest of her life, and free his own life of her? With his father gone, there was no reason, beyond decency, to keep here. What did he care of decency if it did not fall within his plans? Nicholas stared at her a moment longer, knowing he made her uncomfortable, but enjoying the sensation. At the same time, another sensation assailed him. He thought of another way she could earn her keep at Fair Haven, and a lecherous smile spread across his face as he slowly advanced on her. Nicholas was drawn to her movements, which were slow and deliberate, meant to entice. A pretty blush crept up her throat and spread across her cheeks. He was not sure if it was the wine or his own stare causing the color to stain her pale skin. He gulped his drink, trying to hide his discomfort as he watched her gaze at him over the edge of her cup. What she intended was obvious, and he was rather amused, given her reaction the last time he approached her. She was wasting no time securing her position in Fair Haven. It would be a fitting punishment of sorts, if he decided to send her away. Had she married him instead of his father, she would have everything she wanted now, rather than waiting on his mercy. Nicholas took a step closer to her, his eyes darkened with her invitation. He grinned as she stepped back, wary of his intentions, as if she were having second thoughts. Every step he took had her taking a matching one backward, until she was pressed against the wall. The goblet fell from her hand. He watched her gaze scan his features. Nicholas took pleasure in the timidity emanating from her, and was surprised when she reached up to touch the scar on his face. He swooped down over her for a demanding kiss and felt her arms circle his neck, her fingers toying with his hair. Mayhap he would keep her around a while. **** The tallow candle had burned itself out, leaving the chamber in darkness, except for the red glow from the braziers. Nicholas glanced over at the sleeping Meredith. He felt sated for the moment, but another hunger made itself known as his stomach rumbled ominously. He quickly, but quietly, dressed, then made his way below to the great hall. A pageboy cautiously set a tray of bread, cheese, some roast chicken, and wine before Nicholas, then scurried away. Nicholas chuckled. It paid to keep the servants on their toes, wary of their lord. Meredith's ‘gift’ to him earlier, put him in a good mood. His father would most assuredly be turning over in his grave if he knew what his young widow had done. The idea of Meredith becoming as jaded as he was pleased Nicholas no end. He would have to instruct her further in her new behavior. She could prove to be a valuable asset to his plans.
 
 CHAPTER NINETEEN Ellen went about her duties as if she had never left them, but the lightheartedness was no longer a part of her spirit. Her husband was a sore spot to her thoughts, like a bad tooth. She tried to avoid the subject, but the pain she felt was subtle and never ending. If she thought about it too long, it festered into anger. She said little to the servants she had known and been friendly with all her life. Since her return, they were keeping a respectful distance, leaving no doubt in her mind that word of David's reasons for sending her home had traveled quickly. Why else would they look at her strangely? Ellen could not bear the humiliation of being called ‘boring’ and ‘unwilling to fit in', but how did a person fit in with a group of people who disliked them from the start? Why had Gordon not returned to support her? She would never forgive her brother for taking David's part, sending her home like a child being punished for committing a wrong. Ellen had spent the previous night with Margaret, helping one of the village women with a hard birth. The poor woman's laboring lasted all through the night, until she finally managed to expel the child from her body. They did not think the child would survive; it was slow to catch its first breath. When they were about to give up on the little girl, she gave out a lusty squall, letting everyone know she refused to give up so easily. She was a fighter. Ellen's eyes filled with tears, not only in happiness for the mother, but with grief for herself; for she would never know the joy of having a child with David. Even now as she dashed away tears brought on by the memories, her heart turned cool. Let him turn away from her and find someone else if that was his wish. She would never trust another man. Alone in her room, Ellen sorted through her gowns, examining them for needed repairs. As long as she kept herself busy, she had no time to think about David and what he might be doing—who might be sharing his attention and his bed. She mentally shook the thought from her head. Let him do as he pleased, he was no longer any concern of hers. Liar. She pulled back the protective layer of material used to separate one gown from the next, and stood motionless for a moment, staring at the next garment —her wedding dress. She ran her fingers gently across the fabric and stopped, then picked it up, rage coursed through her, and pain filled her heart, making her want to tear it to shreds. Instead, she folded the green velvet gown neatly and laid it in the bottom of the chest. Perhaps one day she could look at it without feeling such pain. Having lost interest in the rest of her clothing, Ellen wandered to the window and looked out over the moor. The spring day was warm and bright, but did not quite touch her. She felt as if nothing would touch her again. She was startled from her gaze, when a rapid knock sounded at her door, then it cautiously opened. A slender arm, covered in light blue velvet slipped through the opening and a slim hand waved a white cloth. Ellen could not help herself, and laughed. The door opened further. “Well, I thought to never again hear you laugh.” Kitty hurried into the bedchamber. Her face was aglow with excitement. “You will never guess what came for Papa." "I have no idea, but I am sure you will tell me,” Ellen gave a small smile. She thought nothing would stop her sister from telling her about the most recent arrival, whoever, or whatever it might be. "King John has ordered Papa to attend him at court, and we are all to go, as well. Oh, Ellen. What a marvelous adventure this could be. Do you think the tales about the king are true? Is he as sly and dangerous as they say?" Ellen laughed at her sister's exuberance. “Never let King John hear you utter such words, sister. He might take off your head for treason.” While Ellen was joking, she regretted her words at Kitty's reaction.
 
 Kitty raised a hand to her throat and her color paled. “Would he really?” she squeaked. “I meant no harm." "Do not worry, Kitty,” Ellen assured her sister, as she stroked the younger girl's blond hair. “But you must be careful what you say about the king. Men have lost their heads for less. You must listen, and be silent, speaking only when a question is directed to you, and then you must think carefully upon your answer before you speak." Kitty nodded her head vigorously, and took Ellen's hand. “Hurry, let us see what other news the messenger has brought." **** When the sisters arrived in the great hall, they were disappointed to learn the messenger had left moments before. The girls sat on either side of their father, while he studied the missive and frowned. "All the years I have served the king, never has he demanded my presence at court. Something is amiss here, but I have no idea what it might be. We have done nothing to offend him, nothing to bring special attention to us." "We can do naught but obey, Hugh. Perhaps after we arrive, he will tell us why we were summoned.” Margaret rose, smoothed her skirt, and stood by the fireplace. It was clear to Ellen that Margaret's no nonsense reply put an end to any assumptions they might have had, then the older woman stepped back quickly as Ellen and Kitty besieged her with questions about life at court. "Hugh, when are we expected at court?” Margaret asked. "We are to be there in a fortnight.” Hugh's expression darkened. "He gives little time to prepare our household and set out. The roads are muddy with spring rains. How does he expect us to arrive in so short a time? Fly?” Margaret frowned and started for the door. Ellen giggled as strange pictures formed in her mind, while Kitty's smothered laughter hinted at similar thoughts. Ellen cleared her throat, “Perhaps we should see to our packing?” She raised her eyebrows in question and glanced at the others. A nod from Margaret, was all the approval she needed. Ellen took her sister's hand, and they returned above stairs to begin the tedious work of supervising the packing. Maids had added more clothing to those all ready piled on the high bed, and Ellen began to sort through it. What did one wear when attending court? She was at a loss, for she had never been overly concerned about the quality of her gowns. She was as comfortable in a work dress as she was in a fancy gown. Two piles of clothing grew, and the maid took from one, folding them neatly and placing them in the chest. Ellen's quick decisions made packing easy. Bedding and other household items would have to be packed as well. One did not go visiting without bringing along all their own supplies. Ellen laid a finger against the corner of her mouth, and considered the extra four chests against one wall in her room. Since she had come home a few weeks ago, David had seen fit to send back all her belongings. Now she stared at the chests, wondering if she should go through them. No, she decided. To open them now, would be to open wounds, which were not quite healed. Leave them be, and perhaps one day, she would be ready to face those unhappy months of her short marriage. Did she still love and miss David? She was not sure now, but refused to examine her feelings too closely, yet again. One day... It took another two days of concentrated work to make ready for the journey to London. Ellen envied
 
 Kitty's innocent excitement, knowing she herself would never look upon another journey with such joy and enthusiasm. What might have been excitement on her part, quickly dampened at the sight and memory of the chests in her bedchamber. Ellen turned her back on the recent past, determined not to spoil this adventure for her younger sister. The morning of their departure was sunny and warm, promising a good day. Ellen glanced about at the carts lined up at one end of the bailey, while men-at-arms waited patiently beside their restive mounts. She stood beside Stephen, who held the reins of the sisters’ palfreys, while Geoffrey gave Kitty a boost up onto her mount. Ellen had to admit, impatience was beginning to get the better of her. The portcullis had been raised and the drawbridge lowered across the moat. In moments they would be on their way. Ellen's turned her attention to the sound of clattering hoofs crossing the wooden drawbridge, then thudding along the bailey's hard packed ground. Like an omen, a dark cloud covered the sun and refused to move further. Ellen shivered. She stood beside Stephen, while others milled around, waiting for the disheveled messenger to state his business. Perhaps the king had changed his mind and decided her father need not go to court after all. "My lord,” the messenger began, breathless from the hard ride. “I am glad to have found you before you began your journey. I have an important missive for you." Ellen recognized the Scottish brogue and frowned. What would a Scotsman be doing here? She clenched her hands by her sides. If David had changed his mind and thought she would go running back to him, he would be disappointed. She had made a promise never to return to that country and she meant to keep it. Ellen knew her father was impatient to be on his way. She watched him quickly break the seal and read the contents of the message. Hugh's hand slowly dropped to his side, as if he were in shock, and he stared ahead at nothing. Ellen hurried over to him, a sense of dread filling her. She tamped it down as she approached him. “What is it, Papa?” she asked softly and slipped the parchment from his hand. She skimmed over the contents, then stopped and read it carefully. She paled and dropped the message. Ellen moved slowly, as if in a trance. “They can not be dead,” she murmured, and turned toward the castle's great oak doors. She disappeared within the castle walls, where her wails of grief echoed hauntingly off the cold stone walls.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY The main hall at Windsor Castle was filled with chatting courtiers. For a moment, Ellen felt out of place amidst the brightly clothed nobility. She wrinkled her nose at the overpowering perfumes masking more subtle and unpleasant smells. She clutched Kitty's hand, keeping her younger sister close by her side. Ellen was aware of the awe Kitty felt as they continued along the way being cleared. The closest courtiers whispered behind their hands, glancing back at them. Ellen admired her father's self-confident poise, his purposeful stride, the way he seemed to ignore all these people staring at them. He had been here before with her mother, but that was so many years before. Were there any faces he would recognize? Lady Margaret stood in place for Ellen's mother, and almost had to run to keep up with Hugh. Ellen would have laughed at the sight had she not been so nervous. She shortened her own steps and quickened her pace, to stay close behind them. Hugh stopped abruptly and bowed low before the king. Ellen almost bumped into her father before she stopped short, then dropped into a low curtsy, nudging Kitty to do the same. Nobles standing close by chuckled at her supposed clumsiness, causing her face to flush with embarrassment. "My Lord Ravencliff. Were you not to be here three days ago?” King John's tone proved he was in no mood to hear excuses from the duke. Hugh straightened and stared at the intimidating man standing before him. “We were prepared to be here as you commanded, your majesty. As you can see, we are in mourning. My son, and my daughter's husband were killed in battle a fortnight ago. Word only reached us a few days ago.” Hugh glanced at Ellen as he spoke. "This was your only son and heir?" "Yes, your majesty." "My condolences on your loss. As to your daughter's husband ... Am I given to understand she was wed to a Scotsman?” King John stepped closer to Ellen, and bid her stand before him. He was pleased with her manner, the way she kept her eyes downcast. He placed a finger under her chin and lifted her head, to better examine her features. He glanced back at Hugh. "Yes, he was." John turned his attention back to Ellen. “I can not say I am sorry the Scotsman is dead. She should have been wed to a good English nobleman, not a Scottish savage. I do not recognize this alliance between your daughter and a heathen. I shall think on someone more suitable for her." Ellen's eyes darkened with anger, but she wisely kept it under control. She would not embarrass herself or her family before the king. She lowered her gaze and folded her hands before her. She did not like the way he stared at her, or the way he barely glanced at Kitty, as if she were of little or no importance. The king reluctantly turned from the sisters and looked again to their father. “This must be Lady Margaret. You are widowed as well?" "Your majesty is well informed,” Hugh cut in. “Lady Margaret is my late wife's sister. She has been in my home these many years, having taken charge of the care of my children. She -" "Begging your majesty's pardon, but I am not widowed. My husband has not returned from the crusades, but I know he is still alive and will return."
 
 "The crusades ended many years ago, madam. If your husband has not returned to you by now, he is not likely to return at all.” John turned away from the woman and faced Hugh. "You will be shown to appropriate quarters. I will expect you to present yourselves for the evening meal. I will brook no excuses.” The king turned abruptly and strolled out of the hall, stopping long enough to collect his queen. He ignored the courtiers. Hugh turned to his family after the royal couple had left. “Something is not right here, but I will try to find out what his majesty has in mind. Find your rooms, and rest. I will see you at supper.” Hugh walked away. Ellen trailed behind Margaret as the older woman followed one of the queen's ladies-in-waiting to the upper floors. Ellen stopped long enough to grab Kitty's wrist and drag her sister along with them. There would be time enough later for Kitty to explore and satisfy her curiosity. Ellen was appalled to find they would be sharing a small room with a half dozen other women. Ladies in various stages of undress, lounged about on straw mats, whispering and giggling. Some tried to nap and complained bitterly about the noise. Ellen glanced at her aunt. “Are we expected to stay here?" Margaret whispered back. “'Tis unfortunate, but yes. Only those closest to the king can expect private quarters. I fear your father does not fall into that group." Ellen sighed softly. “I suppose we shall have to make the best of it.” She stepped gingerly over a girl who slept soundly, despite the chatter going on. “We will have to help each other with our clothing. There is no space for maids to come in and help. I am not complaining about the conditions, aunt,” she hurriedly whispered. “Yes, I suppose I am. I do not understand this crowding, when there seems to be so much room in this castle." "His majesty is most likely expecting more guests. I have a bad feeling, Ellen, but there is no real reason for it. I wish I knew what the king was up to." "I am sure we will find out soon enough. We must rest now, and prepare ourselves for whatever may happen this evening." **** Ellen was awakened by the commotion of other women arguing as they prepared to go to the great hall for supper. Gowns were straightened and smoothed down, wimples were placed over neatly combed hair. Ellen moved slowly, stiff from remaining in one position so long. She feared she looked as terrible as she felt. The other women chattered as they left the small room, leaving her alone with her aunt and sister. Ellen laid a hand lightly on her mourning gown and felt the pain of loss once again. The gown was wrinkled and in need of brushing. She still found it hard to believe Gordon and David were gone. She refused to believe they were gone. How could a handful of peasants best two strong young men, trained knights? It wasn't unusual to go a long period of time without hearing from her brother. Despite the fact she did not believe they were dead, something had happened to them. She tried, unsuccessfully, to remind herself the pain she felt was for Gordon. David no longer mattered. Fool. The rough black wool reminded her of the soft velvet of her wedding gown. Was it so long ago she had been happy and in love? Now, there was nothing but a dull pain in her heart. She wanted to think only of Gordon, to put David out of her mind for all time, but she failed miserably. She knew of no way to turn from a lifetime of loving someone. David was part of her soul and not to be easily forgotten. Ellen's thoughts snapped back to the present and she made a silent vow to get David out of her heart and mind forever, and move on with her life.
 
 "I thought you would never awaken,” Kitty complained. “Aunt said we must wait for you." "You should be a little more generous to your sister's state of mind,” Margaret gently reprimanded her younger niece. “Do not forget, we are all in mourning, Ellen more so than the rest of us. She has lost a husband as well as a brother, and the journey here has been very tiring.” Margaret straightened Kitty's silk wimple and circlet. “I expect you to behave accordingly, Katherine. Do not shame us before the king." Kitty gave a small pout, “I promise to be good, aunt." It was rare when Margaret called Kitty by her Christian name, but at those times, the younger girl knew not to argue with her mother's sister. Ellen followed them out of the room, and below stairs. A tiny smile turned up the corners of her mouth as she imagined how hard it would be for Kitty to stifle her curiosity. The smile quickly vanished, when they reached the entrance of the hall. Ellen was stunned to see so many more people than had been present earlier in the day. Hugh approached them. ” Margaret, Kitty, you are to join me at table. Ellen, the king has invited you to sit at his table." Ellen looked up at her father. “It should be you, Papa. After all, you are a duke. Can I not decline his invitation?" "'Tis not possible without giving offence. And we can not afford to displease him when we do not know why we have been summoned." "We must do as the king has ordered.” Margaret laid an assuring hand on Ellen's arm. “Do not worry. All will be well." Ellen nodded and turned to follow the page standing beside her father, glancing back to see her family move in the opposite direction. The boy guided her to the dais and motioned her to be seated to the left of the queen. She curtseyed to the queen then took the seat indicated. An empty space remained between Ellen and the next person. Diners at the lower tables looked up and stared at her, whispering to one another. Ellen could imagine what they thought. She was in mourning. She gently slid her hands along the folds in her skirt and smoothed them out, then nervously placed her folded hands in her lap and stared down at the table. Ellen wanted to search the hall for her family, to be in their company. She fought the impulse to run to them. She would not embarrass her father. "I see by your dress that what my husband tells me is true, you are in mourning?” Queen Isabella spoke softly, her tone encouraged Ellen to answer. "Yes, Your Highness, for my husband and my brother.” Again conscious of the frock she wore, Ellen kept her answers short for fear of saying the wrong thing. "Then yours is a double sorrow. I am sorry for your loss." "Thank you, Your Highness." "What was your husband like? Were you married long?" "No, Highness, we were married but a few short months, then he sent me home.” Tears glistened in Ellen's eyes. “I will never know the true reason he did that, nor can I ever forgive him. But he is gone now, and reasons no longer matter."
 
 "Ah. Despite your words, you sound like a woman who loved her husband very much. Did you know him long, or did your father arrange your marriage with a stranger?" "My father left the choice to me. He trusted my judgment, you see. David and I knew each other as children. I loved him all my life, and I will never love another." The queen's expression became clouded for a moment, as if she knew something was to happen. She smiled once more and patted Ellen's hand. “You are still young. One day you will learn to love again, and marry.” Isabella turned her attention to the questioning nobleman sitting to her husband's right, leaving the young widow to fend for herself among strangers. What can she know of lost love? She is barely free of her childhood, and she offers me her wisdom on loving again? Ellen knew her thoughts were uncharitable, but being summoned to court and put on display at the king's table made her most uncomfortable and angry. Ellen studied her surroundings, committing them to memory. She did not want to be here, but neither did she wish to squander the experience. The guests were dressed in bright colors, silks and satins, velvets and brocades. They reminded her of birds with gaily colored plummage. They also chattered like magpies. Ellen found the excessive noise offensive and wished she could have supped in her room. She wanted no part of this charade. If Gordon were here, he would know what to do, but Gordon would never have the opportunity to sit at a king's table, never be able to trade tales with other young knights. She shoved the thought away. Her brother was not dead. Something had happened to him and David, but they were not dead. She refused to believe it. She pushed the plate about in front of her, moving it slightly so it was out of line with the others. A line of cooks and serving maids demanded her attention as they brought forth platters heaped with all sorts of food. Ellen's stomach rumbled softly, at war with her mind, which emphatically stated she was not hungry. Torches burned erratically, a draft teasing at the flames, as smoke added to the soot stains on the walls behind them. Musicians wandered about, playing softly. Ellen wondered how anyone could hear them above the grating voices. She turned her attention to the hall entrance, where there seemed to be a disturbance of sorts, but was quickly settled. "Forgive me for being late, my lady. I was unforgivably delayed. Had I known you were waiting patiently for me, I would have hurried away from my business." Ellen stiffened at the familiar voice near her ear, but did not want to believe. She turned slowly, hoping it was nothing more than her imagination. “What are you doing here?" "Why, dining with you, my sweet. King John has been gracious in partnering us for the time we are here. Did you think he looks on you with special favor?"v "I do not know why I am sitting here, at his table, when I would prefer to be in Ravencliff with my family." "You are here, because he has given me leave to court you.” Nicholas held up one hand to stop her from saying anything, then took her hand in his and kissed it. “He does not recognize your so called marriage to that heathen Scot. Before the year is out, my dear, Ellen. You will be my wife, and no one will dare interfere." Nicholas turned to the platter in the middle of the table, then used his dirk to stab a piece of venison. “Would you like a morsel, my sweet? No? Pity.” He bit the meat and chewed it, thoughtfully. Nicholas
 
 glanced at Ellen's whitened face and burst into laughter. Ellen seethed with anger and began to rise from her seat, only to have Nicholas grip her arm and hold her in place. She sat down again, and glanced about, hoping no one was paying any attention to her. When Nicholas released her arm, she casually rubbed the spot, sure he must have left bruises. How was she going to get out of this mess? She was used to being allowed to make her own decisions, asking for guidance when she needed it. Nicholas never did approve of permitting a female to make her own decisions, and now he fully intended to see to it that right taken from her. He reminded her too much of Father Bernard. She half expected the priest to be hiding close by. She was tempted to peek under the table to see if he lurked there, and started to lean as if to take a quick look, but thought better of it. How was she going to avoid Nicholas if the king had given his permission, allowing him to court her? Ideas flooded her mind. Perhaps Stephen could help her. Nicholas interrupted her scheming. “You see, my dear Ellen. With your brother gone, your father has no heir, except through you. I fully intend to be the next to control Ravencliff. King John has promised it to me. I shall be as kind to your family as they were to me when I fostered there." "What do you know of my brother?" Nicholas chuckled. “Did you think the king would not tell me of your brother's death? It is perhaps, an unfortunate circumstance for you, but will benefit me greatly. Do not think to go to your father for help, for there is nothing he can do. King John has given me his word. I will have you and Ravencliff."
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE Ellen paced the floor of the small room, feeling much like a caged animal. The other women had left to break their fast, and Kitty had returned for a few moments, bringing with her two rolls and a piece of cheese. Even for a king's hall, breakfast was a very simple affair. Ellen rather missed the porridge served for breakfast every morning in Scotland. The Scottish breakfast had been simple, but was heartier than this bread and cheese. She pushed away thoughts of the home that had been hers for a short time, but would never know again. Did David's death not cancel out the vow she had made never to return there? Foolish girl. Dead or not, there is no longer a reason to even think about returning to Scotland. Her one slender tie to that country was gone, torn away in some foolish battle, or so others would have her believe. A battle to protect one's home can not be considered foolish. But why did it cause David to send me back to England? And why was Muriel not sent back as well? Can a man-at-arms better protect his wife than a nobleman? Ellen realized there were too many questions begging for answers. Better to consider the present and the untenable situation she now found herself in. How could she avoid Nicholas? His presence offended her, and he thought he would court her? What about her year of mourning? Was she not entitled to that time, if not for her husband, at least for her brother? Would King John make a mockery of this time for her? If the rumors were true, the king might be many things, but surely he would not intrude upon a family's grief before their year was past. **** Ellen's face brightened. Searching through one of her trunks, which were stacked in a corner, she pulled out her boy's attire, and quickly changed her clothes. Rather than pulling a gown on over the rough clothing, she brought out a cloak and wrapped it around her body, tugging the large hood over her eyes to hide her face. Ellen opened the door slightly and peered into the corridor. A servant turned a corner and disappeared down a flight of stairs at the far end of the hall. Laughter echoed off the walls and she saw a young woman hanging on to the arm of an older man. Ellen recognized one of her room mates, and quickly drew back out of sight. She shook her head and thought it was rather early in the day for an assignation. Their footsteps passed her by, then Ellen peeked out the door again. The corridor was clear. She opened the door a little wider, then stepped out of the room, shutting the door quietly behind her. If she could escape the palace without being caught, she knew where she could go. Ellen found Stephen busy in the stables, grooming the Ravencliff horses. “Stephen, saddle up two horses, quickly." The hunter turned quickly at the half-whispered words and held up the edge of the hood to get a better look at the face hidden in shadow. “What are you doing here, Lady Ellen?" "Shh,” she warned sharply. “I wish to ride out of this place for a few hours." "Are you into mischief so soon?” he laughed. "Please, Stephen. I will explain when we are gone from here." "Does your father know?" "No, but he will understand when he finds out.” Ellen glanced around. They were alone for the moment.
 
 She watched Stephen saddle two horses, and fervently wished he would hurry. If Nicholas knew she were here, he would see to it a close watch was kept on her. Once he knew she had ridden off for a few hours, he would most likely try to have her confined, for ‘her own safety'. Ellen was fairly sure of the excuses he would undoubtedly invent to control her, but she preferred to face a band of outlaws rather than be confined to a crowded bedchamber, like some criminal. "Are you so unhappy after only one day in the king's house? I would have thought you would see this as a great adventure." Ellen turned a black look on him, from the shadows of her hood. "'Tis not the king's house that makes me unhappy, but the company he keeps.” Ellen stared straight ahead and kept too tight a grip on her mare's reins. “I do admit, I would much prefer to be home in Ravencliff, than remain here with the king's favorites." "Forgive me, Ellen, I did not mean to make light of the situation. I know this is a trying time for you and your family.” Stephen gave her a quick look, then let her led the way out the courtyard. Ellen waited until they had put some distance between themselves and Windsor Castle. “Nicholas has been granted permission to court me. King John does not recognize my marriage to a ‘heathen’ Scot. He would have terminated the marriage himself, had David not been so considerate as to get himself killed in battle.” Her words dripped with bitterness. "I thought you were done with David when you left Scotland." "As did I. I do not know, Stephen. Circumstances have left me so confused, I am not sure how I feel about him. I am his widow, but the king says nay. He would also interfere in my mourning time for my brother. I wish to heaven we had not been summoned to Windsor. My life is no longer my own. Now I am at the mercy of a king whose whim is being manipulated by a ... by a...” Ellen sighed. “I can not find the words to adequately express how I feel.” She struck the saddle's pommel with the side of her fist, making her frustration evident. Stephen chuckled. “You seem to be doing well, my lady.” He hesitated a moment, then continued. “If you should need my help, you have only to ask." "I intend to. I wish to stay away from the castle as much as possible. The less I see of Nicholas, the better I feel about it. Of course, I shall have to speak to my family so they will not worry about my disappearances.” Ellen looked up at Stephen, pushing her hood back a bit. “Perhaps we can use the time to continue our lessons?” She was hopeful he would agree. Stephen smiled at the young woman. “Perhaps we can, my lady. We are in a strange land, at least this part of England is unfamiliar to us. It could provide some new lessons." "My horse is in sore need of a good run.” She looked up at her companion, a mischievous gleam in her eyes. “Shall we?” She flicked the end of the reins against her mare's withers, sending the horse into a gallop. Ellen glanced over her shoulder and laughed at Stephen. Catching him off guard was always fun. Ellen's hood fell back as her laughter was lost to the wind. Strands of hair floated across her face, interfering with her vision. Determined to reach the forest, she gradually slowed the mare's pace to a walk, and waited for Stephen to join her. "What do you hear?” he asked, as his gelding stopped beside her mare. Ellen looked up into the trees, admiring the young green leaves. She urged her horse into the forest and
 
 made her way between the thickly grown trees. When they were completely surrounded, she stopped and looked around again. A sense of peace overcame her and she smiled. “I hear the silence." "What else do you hear?" Ellen cocked her head and listened carefully. “I hear someone approaching. They are trying to walk softly, but their steps fall heavily, as it they were tired. There may be more than one person." Stephen nodded approval, then quickly drew a dagger as the sounds came closer. He relaxed when he saw two men approach. “It has been a long time, John,” he called out. “What brings you to this part of England?" Ellen stared in wonder at the bear of a man who stood before them. She glanced at his companion, who was shorter, and leaned heavily on a wooden staff. The bigger man must have been close to seven feet tall. He was huge through the shoulders and had thick arms. Beefy hands held a long bow with a nocked arrow. His hair and beard were shaggy and gray. Lines creased the corners of his still sharp dark eyes, and the rest of his weathered face. He made Ellen a little nervous as he looked from her to Stephen, and back again. "Ho, Stephen. Been long time we ha’ bumped heads. Not since—” The man let out a bellow of pain, as his companion thumped him with his heavy staff. He glared at the smaller man. "Only one man, have I heard of in all England to match your size,” Ellen finally said as the words rushed from her lips. She realized she had said too much when Stephen gave her a sharp look. The men continued their conversation, while Ellen feigned disinterest and gave her attention over to her surroundings. A short time later, the big man and his silent companion ambled away, disappearing around a turn in the woods. "Say nothing,” Stephen advised. “Some words are better left unspoken.” He headed in the opposite direction of the strangers. Ellen followed silently, keeping her mount to a leisurely pace. This ride, had improved her mood and provided her with some unexpected adventure. The thought of returning to the castle was one she cared not to linger on. Stephen spent the rest of the morning teaching her a few new tricks in tracking. Ellen embraced the lessons with enthusiasm. If only she could return home, and lead the same sort of life she had before she married David. She valued the freedom her father had allowed her; it was the kind of freedom denied to most women. If her marriage had survived, would David have been like her father, or would he have tried to tame her? It was a useless exercise to think on it now, for she would never know. **** By the time they returned to Windsor, Ellen's mood was a good deal more cheerful then it had been earlier in the morning. Her heart was lighter, and she knew, somehow, her brother Gordon was still with her, and always would be. She felt a sense of peace as she peeked around corners to be sure the corridors were clear. Everyone should be in the hall below stairs partaking of the noon meal. Ellen was too happy to worry about eating. After she changed into appropriate clothing, she would seek out her father and tell him what was going on. She did not want him worrying over her disappearances. In fact, she thought, mayhap her family could help cover her absences with one excuse or another—anything to avoid Nicholas. A young page, no more than ten or twelve years of age, waited impatiently in the corridor, then bowed at
 
 Ellen's approach. Ellen self-consciously held the ends of her cloak together. It would never do now, to start new gossip. She waited a moment for him to speak, wondering why he would seek her out. "Lady Ellen?” he asked politely. "Yes.” Her reply was cautious. Why would anyone be seeking her out? Unless... "His Majesty wished me to tell you, that you, Lady Katherine and Lady Margaret have been assigned to another room. He hopes the three of you will find it more comfortable. He bid me show you to your new quarters." "Thank you, kind sir,” she smiled and gestured for him to lead the way. "Your personal belongings have already been sent on,” he assured her, then led the way down the corridor and took a turn into another narrow hall. At the far end he pushed a door open and stood aside as she cautiously entered. The room was a little larger than the one she had just left, but the far corner was cast in deep shadow. Ellen had the strange feeling someone was here, but shook it off. "This room is to be yours. Lady Margaret and Lady Katherine will be sharing the adjoining room." "There must be some mistake..." "No mistake, my lady. It is as the king wishes." "Then I must thank the king for his kindness.” Ellen followed the boy back to the corridor, then surreptitiously reached into the small purse at her belt and withdrew a coin for the page. “And thank you for your help, young sir.” Why would the king be so generous now? The page looked at the coin with surprise and gave her a wide smile of thanks, before running off. Ellen felt a twinge of guilt, that her aunt and sister should be sharing another room while she had this one to herself; it made no sense. Her thoughts drifted back to the more immediate problem of her family helping her evade Nicholas’ attention. Thinking about her family doing this for her, filled her again with a sense of guilt, but at the same time, she knew they shared her distrust of the Earl of Fair Haven. Ellen darted into her room. She quickly shut the door, then leaned against it and let out a sigh of relief. If the page had noticed anything unusual, he showed no sign. The room lay in shadow, and she waited a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dimness. She tossed her cloak onto the bed and looked about for her black gown. She had left it on the top of her clothes chest, but it was not there. Mayhap it had been misplaced when the chests were moved. Where could it have been placed? She glanced back at the small bed in the corner of the room. The gown was nowhere to be seen. If someone had decided to play a trick on her, she would be quick to repay them in kind. She peeked under the bed, where only a thick layer of dirt hid. This was her only black dress until she could have another made. The castle seamstress was busy, making gowns for the other ladies. Her mourning dress would have to wait. "Is this what you seek?” A voice came out of the shadows, and something hit her in the face. Her dress. "Did you think I would not find out about your little excursion beyond the castle wall?" "How did you get in here?” Ellen knew it was a foolish question, the moment it passed her lips. She would have to be more careful next time.
 
 "Did you think I would not have you watched? I know every move you make, as soon as you have made it. Do not think to hide anything from me, Lady Ellen.” Nicholas said her name with a sneer, then stared hard at her body, clothed in the boy's garments. “From now until we are wed, and afterward, of course, you will do as I say. When I am not here, you will be closely watched. You are not to go riding unless one of the kings guards escorts you." "I am not your wife, therefore I answer only to my father." "And your father answers to the king, who will set the rules by which you will live until you leave here with me. You will not be returning to Ravencliff. Your new home will be Fair Haven.” Nicholas stepped closer and touched callused fingers to her soft cheek. “Do you understand me, my lady?" Ellen said nothing but continued to stare at him defiantly. Nicholas turned toward the door, stopped a moment and looked at her. “There is one more thing. Those clothes you are wearing are to be burned. If I see, or hear of you wearing anything similar again, you will be punished, severely. Have I made my wishes clear?" No words came from Ellen until he was almost out the door. She shouted loud enough for anyone in the vicinity to hear. “I will never marry you, Nicholas, do you hear me? I would rather enter a convent than be wed to you." "That can be easily arranged.” He laughed devilishly.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO Ellen paced the floor of her room, ignoring the cold stone beneath her bare feet. She wrapped her cloak about her shift and continued pacing, then released her grip on the material. Her anger was more than enough to keep away the spring chill. For the last few weeks, Nicholas had kept her a prisoner within the castle. If she attempted to leave the castle walls, a guard was sure to follow her. She felt sure he had the assistance of one or two ladies to spy on her. Ellen did her best to avoid him as much as possible. She spent part of her days with the queen's ladies and their needlework. Lady Margaret and Kitty kept her company, since they were reluctantly working on a new trousseau for her marriage to Nicholas. Ellen knew the importance of playing a good game, letting people see what she wanted them to see, even if she despised the situation herself. Most of the young ladies there were single, happily chattering on about the men courting them. They giggled and gossiped, and occasionally tried to draw her into the conversation. Young Elizabeth seemed especially enamored of Ellen's suitor. “He is so handsome,” the girl sighed. “The scar does not detract from his looks. It makes him more mysterious. I wonder how he came by it.” Elizabeth's eyes had brightened. “Perhaps a duel in a lady's honor?" Ellen had replied with an unladylike snort, earning a warning glance from her aunt. “More like carelessness in training,” she murmured, glancing away from Margaret. She gave her needle a sharp thrust into the fabric she was embroidering. A dark look flitted across her face. That was not the first time Elizabeth or one of the other girls tried to coax Ellen to talk about her courtship. She would have been more willing to tell them about David, had they asked, but like their king, the ladies thought Scots were wild and dangerous. The temptation to ask was always there, but gossip, even the most innocent of questions, always seemed to manage finding their way to the ears. Ellen preferred not to be the subject of their attention. Such attention, so far, had gained her nothing but trouble. When they spoke of other things, Ellen did not hesitate to contribute to the conversation, being careful not to overstep the boundaries of mourning. She was expected to keep a demure attitude, but she knew David and Gordon would not have wanted her, or Margaret and Kitty, to lead completely sheltered lives for a year. They had, themselves, been too full of life to accept such conditions. They were alive somewhere, she could feel it—if only she could prove it. While royal favor had gained her a slightly larger, more private room, Ellen knew she had only traded one cage for another. She would have preferred to have a room with her sister, and let Margaret have this one, but even in that, she was thwarted. How could something so unimportant, create such misery? **** The door to the adjoining room opened and a pair of blue-gray eyes peeked into the semi darkness. “Would you like a little company, sister?" Ellen barely glanced at Kitty, standing in the doorway between the two bedchambers. “I make poor company, these days, Kitty. Better you should seek out your new friends and be entertained by them." Kitty moved closer and kept her hands folded before her, a look of innocence in her eyes. “Better I seek out my sister and keep her company. She has had so little of it since we arrived." "And you know where that fault lies.” Ellen whirled about and faced her sister. “He has guards outside my door, day and night. I can go nowhere without his knowing. If I choose to ride, he is to be notified so
 
 he may accompany me. I feel like a small bird in a very large cage. There is much room to move about, but it is a cage, just the same. If he does this now, I am in dread of what he will do when we are married.” Ellen dropped onto her bed with a thump. "You have not resigned yourself to this marriage?” Kitty asked, a look of horror on her face. "Of course not, but how does one defy one's king and live to tell about it?" Kitty sighed with relief. “Perhaps I can be of help?” She sat cross-legged on the bed, and gave her skirts a sharp tug. All decorum was lost on her. “King John has announced there will be entertainment tonight, and everyone must attend; no excuses will be accepted." "You know we cannot attend, Kitty-" "No excuses,” the younger girl repeated herself. “If you like, we can make it impossible for Nicholas or his men to get close to you. I have overheard several nobles asking about you. If we can arouse their interest, Nicholas would be forced aside, at least for the evening." "He would never stand for it. You know that." "Are you so anxious to be in his company?” Kitty asked slyly. "Of course not, but I would never forgive myself if you should be forced to bear the brunt of his anger, because you thought to inconvenience him." Kitty waved a hand negligently. “I am not the only one who wishes to see you free of that pompous-" "Kitty!" "-windbag. Oh, do say you agree, Ellen. We are allowed a bit of amusement, and it will be fun showing Nicholas he can not expect to rule over you now. Given time, I am sure we can find a way to circumvent this wedding. I cannot imagine him as a member of our family.” Kitty shivered with disgust. Ellen agreed, against her better judgment. “All right. I will go along with your plan, for now. Promise me, if I find your actions could place you in danger, you will stop immediately and allow events to run their course." "Of course, I will.” Kitty replied unconvincingly, and hugged her sister. “Now put on your prettiest black dress." "My only black dress,” Ellen added laughingly. “Off with you, now, or I shall never be decent enough to appear belowstairs." A short time later, Ellen left Jane in her bedchamber to straighten up. She stopped a moment and looked back, watching the maid sort out the gowns and store them. While Jane was competent, Ellen missed Muriel, and wondered how her companion and confidant was dealing with life in Scotland. Ellen sighed and left the room. Kitty waited in the corridor, pacing impatiently. A guard lounged against the wall, obviously enjoying the scene. Ellen turned a dark look on him, making him grin lasciviously. She turned away in disgust, slipped her hand through her sister's arm and quickly walked away. Wherever Ellen went guards followed at a discreet distance. She was aware of every time they changed shifts, always keeping her in sight. When the girls entered the hall, she was surprised to see a group of
 
 Kitty's friends clustered together, chatting quietly. All the girls wore identical dark cloaks. That was rather odd. She gave Kitty's arm a brief tug and nodded in the group's direction. "In a moment, then I will tell you the plan.” Kitty took her sister's hand and led her slowly to her friends, stopping now and again along the way, to speak to people they knew. "Kitty,” Ellen whispered impatiently. “What is going on?" Kitty sighed as they joined the group waiting for them. “Are you ladies ready?” Kitty glanced at all the subtly nodding heads, then turned to Ellen. “Papa told me earlier that Stargazer is about to foal -" "Foal?” one of the girls cried out in shock. “That is no place for a lady." "Keep your voice down, Lilith, if you please. You are right, the stables are no place for ladies, but under these circumstances it is the last place the guards would think to look. Stargazer is a bit highstrung, and this is her first baby. Ellen, you are the only one who has ever been able to quiet her when she becomes too anxious, and Stephen could use your help now, in keeping her calm." "I have a feeling all these cloaks have something to do with your plan?” Ellen seemed amused. “I can not go dressed like this and Nicholas -" "I rescued the clothes Nicholas insisted be burned. Stephen hid them in the stable.” As Kitty spoke, the girls surrounded her and Ellen, and two of them produced dark cloaks to match their own. “Once we have these cloaks on, your guards will not know who to follow. Ellen, you will leave the hall with Lilith and Mary. The three of you will take a leisurely stroll around to the back of the stables. When Ellen has gone inside, you will take your time returning. The rest of you will go off in twos and threes, distracting Ellen's guards. By the time the guards figure out what has happened, they will not know where to start searching. I expect Stephen will help you to return unnoticed." Ellen stared at her sister in surprise as she donned the cloak and turned up the hood. “When did you become so devious? I am impressed." Kitty turned an innocent smile on Ellen. “Never underestimate the quiet ones, sister. We have our ways.” She turned and sighed. A group of young nobles were about to join them. "Oh no. We cannot do this with these men around, demanding our attention.” One of the girls began to panic. Kitty thought quickly. “All right, this may work to our advantage. We will ask the gentlemen to join us for a stroll about the gardens. We break up into several small groups. Ellen, you will follow one of the groups, then slip away when you can. The guards will think some of us are intending to dally with the gentlemen." "Proper young ladies do not dally with gentlemen,” another of the girls replied, sniffing. "And proper young ladies do not create diversionary plans so one of their number can slip away into the stables. But we will do it to help Ellen. You know how she feels about Nicholas and the way he has her watched. It would do him a great deal of good to learn he can not always have things his way,” Lilith concluded smartly, her opinion interrupted by the gentlemen's arrival. **** Nicholas stared at the men surrounding Ellen and the group of young ladies, and realized he was being deliberately pushed away. Someone would pay for interfering in his plans. Ellen appeared demure, as did Kitty, but Nicholas knew it was all a means of garnering attention other than from him. He should be the
 
 only one to entertain Ellen. After all, she would be his wife soon. There was no reason for all these other men to be paying her court, especially when she was supposed to be mourning David and Gordon. Perhaps she did not care about her brother, or the heathen, as much as she claimed. That thought set him to wondering. Was it possible her mourning was a sham? Was she playing a part to defy him? The more he thought about it, the angrier he became. He looked about the hall, as if in search of someone, and an idea struck him. Several long strides took him to Margaret's side, where three older women spoke with her in quiet conversation. “Forgive the intrusion, ladies, but I must speak with Lady Margaret.” Nicholas grasped her arm and guided her to an empty alcove. He glanced about to see if anyone watched, then drew the tapestry across the opening, for privacy. He stared at Margaret for a moment, “What game does your niece play?" Margaret pressed her back against the cold, dark stone wall. “I have no idea what you mean,” she responded. Nicholas distrusted the wariness in her words. She had to know what her nieces were up to. He saw the fear in her eyes, and secretly gloated over it. At least one Ravencliff woman had the sense to fear him. “Why does Ellen surround herself with noblemen when she belongs to me?" "Until words have been said over you, she is free to talk with whomever she pleases." Nicholas’ hand slid slowly up Margaret's arm, along her shoulder to her neck, where it menacingly covered her throat. He took pleasure in her gasp, and the wild look in her eyes. The taste of her fear encouraged him. “Words or no, she belongs to me. And you are going to help her see that fact." "Ellen has a mind of her own. You have always known that. She makes her own decisions." Nicholas’ hold on her throat tightened just enough to create a slight discomfort and show his displeasure. “She cannot make proper decisions. Her marriage to that heathen proves it. Now, how will we go about convincing her she needs guidance?” He felt her swallow convulsively, and eased his grasp for a moment. "She is a woman grown, a widow, and beyond my guidance." "You will regain control over her, and make her see things my way. Or the cost to you will be very dear. How do you think the bishop would react were he to hear of your dalliance with the Duke of Ravencliff, and all the while you claim your husband is still alive?" "There is no dalliance, there never has been." Nicholas ignored her, and gently rubbed his fingers against her throat once more. If the wall had been less solid behind Margaret's back, he was sure she would press further into it, trying to escape his caress. “Have you no concern for your soul? The bishop would have the right to excommunicate you.” He hesitated and stared at the white skin of her throat, made luminescent by moonlight filtering through the window. “On the other hand, I am aware the bishop seeks a husband for you, and makes suggestions to His Majesty. You may soon find yourself wed to some dottering old fool. A word from me, and you would find your future well secured. "What will it be, Lady Margaret? May I count on your aid in this endeavor? Or shall I have a little talk with the bishop? Either way, I will have your cooperation. Whether or not it is easy, will depend on you." Nicholas felt Margaret slump a little against the wall and took it to mean she would help him. “You will convince Ellen, that it is in her best interests to wed with me. Very shortly, I expect to see a change in her
 
 demeanor towards me." "Aunt Margaret?” Kitty's voice sounded muffled from the other side of the tapestry. "Do not forget what I said, Lady Margaret,” Nicholas whispered his warning. “Convince Ellen to change her mind, or you will pay the consequences.” He let his hand slide down her throat, and lower, in a suggestive threat. A wide grin replaced the grimace, as he felt her tremble once more. Nicholas took a step back and gestured for her to take her leave. Margaret pulled aside the tapestry just enough to leave the alcove. She willed her knees not to give out on her. “I am sorry, child. I needed a few moments alone. Why were you looking for me?" "We wondered where you had gone off to. Ellen has retired for the evening and insists we do not worry about her. No one knows where Nicholas has got off to, and you know how he enjoys turning up in the most unlikely places. Come, the king has offered shelter to a troubador, and the man is about to tell his tales." Nicholas moved the tapestry slightly, enough to give him a small view of the two women in the corridor. He smiled devilishly as Margaret glanced back, then followed her niece below stairs. He found great satisfaction at the fear in her eyes. The sooner Ellen was under his control, the sooner he could go forward with his plans.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE Ellen was grateful for the help of Kitty's friends. She trailed behind one of the small groups, listening to their chatter and the girls’ giggles. The young noblemen had no idea what they were up to. At the first opportunity, Ellen slipped away from the group and hurried to the stables. "Ah, you are here. I was not sure you would be able to get away unnoticed. You can change in the room there.” Stephen pointed to a partially opened door beyond the stalls. After Ellen had changed her clothes for the ones Stephen had hidden for her, she sat cross-legged on the floor by the mare, stroking her muzzle and speaking softly to her. The laboring mare rolled her eyes and attempted to get up, but Ellen held her hand firmly on the mare's head, preventing her from rising. Ellen calmed her with soothing words, then glanced up at Stephen. "It should be soon,” Stephen commented, then added, “It is not proper for a lady of your station to be here. I could find one of the boys to help me." "You know, no one can talk to Stargazer as I can. None of the boys can keep her calm long enough to foal.” Ellen pursed her lips before speaking again. She knew it would bring a chuckle from Stephen. It was a mannerism she had learned years before to get around him when he tried to be firm with her. Everyone and everything had been too serious of late, and she needed something of a distraction. “If I can not use my station to do the things I wish to do, then what good is it?" Stephen shook his head but had to agree with her logic. He knelt behind the mare to check her progress. Ellen again spoke quietly to the Stargazer, giving the animal encouragement as the mare arched her neck and moaned against the pain of the next contraction. Moments later, a dark, bloody bundle of gangly legs and long neck lay on the straw covered stall floor. Ellen's excitement showed in her eyes and wide smile. She watched Stephen tear away the rest of the opaque sac covering the baby, then sat back and waited anxiously while the small creature struggled to its feet. Ellen stood and cautiously stepped back, until she was on the outside of the stall door. She never took her eyes from the foal. Spindly legs shook and quivered for a few moments as the baby fought to stand, and eventually it managed to gain an unsteady balance, and stood by its mother's side. Stargazer, already on her feet, turned to lovingly nudge the infant to nurse. "A colt,” Stephen announced. “It looks strong and healthy. David would have been proud of this little one.” The newborn's coat was wet and looked thick. It's color was a mahogany hue, almost as dark as its sire. Dark eyes rolled with wonder as it seemed to consider its new surroundings. "David? This is Thunderbolt's son?” Ellen asked in surprise. "You did not know?” Stephen chuckled again. “No other stallion could get near our Stargazer. A bit like you, I would say.” Stephen glanced up at Ellen, then turned his attention back to the mare and her colt. “Got her mind set on one male and no one else will do, even if that one is lost to her." "He is not lost to me, Stephen. I choose not to think on him. Despite that, everyone else may believe it, but I do not and will not believe David is dead, or Gordon for that matter.” Ellen blushed as her temper flared, but quickly put it aside. "Good, because I do not believe it either. Something about the whole situation does not feel quite right, but there is no way we can get to the bottom of it." He frowned, then turned his attention back to the
 
 colt. “What will you name this little fellow?" "Scot's Honor,” she replied quickly. “He belongs to an honorable man.” Ellen watched the colt clumsily fold its legs beneath it and settle down close by its mother for a night's sleep. Ellen glanced around and saw an apple sitting on a small keg, as if waiting for her to find it. She took the fruit and offered it to Stargazer, who ate it greedily. Ellen rubbed Stargazer's muzzle, enjoying the velvet texture of it. The mare whinnied softly, as Ellen stepped back. “I must return before Nicholas discovers I am not in the castle. Thank you, Stephen, for renewing my faith in life." Ellen left Stephen with the mare and foal, and quickly changed her clothes, returning them to their hiding place. When she was ready to leave, she hesitated, as if she wanted to say something more to her father's best friend, but decided against it. Ellen gave her friend a grateful smile and pulled the cloak's hood over her head before leaving the stable. She had a great deal to think about. When she reached the corridor outside her chambers, Ellen peered around the corner to see where the guard was. He stood by her door, unfortunately alert. The only way to gain access to her room would be through her aunt's, and the connecting door. She wondered vaguely, if Nicholas was aware of the door between the two chambers. If he were, he would surely see to it the door was sealed against her. Ellen took a deep breath and strolled to her aunt's door, praying it wasn't bolted. She sighed with relief when it opened easily, then quickly stepped into the chamber and closed the door quickly behind her. "You are returned. Thank goodness.” Margaret spoke just above a whisper. "There was no need to worry, aunt. I was with Stephen. Did Kitty not tell you?” Ellen saw the worry in Margaret's face and wondered what had happened to cause it. "I knew where you were, but Nicholas has been here twice, looking for you. I told him you were exhausted and asleep, that you did not wish to be disturbed. He was rather insistent the second time. I had Kitty bolt your door to keep him out." "I can assume, then, he does not know about the connecting door between our chambers." "Apparently not, or he would have insisted on using it, then have it sealed.” Margaret turned to pace the small room, wringing her hands. "There is something more, is there not?” Ellen knew her aunt too well not to see how nervous the woman was. “What has Nicholas done?" "Nothing of which you can do anything about, I fear." Ellen gently grasped the older woman's arm as she passed by once more. “What is it? I know he has done something. Did he threaten you in some way?” She saw the tears filling Margaret's eyes. Ellen tossed her cloak over a nearby chest and, taking Margaret's arm, invited her to sit beside her on the bed. “Tell me what he did." "He has threatened to go to the bishop and bring charges against me, to have me excommunicated." "He can not do that, aunt. You have done nothing wrong." Margaret continued reluctantly. “I am not worried for myself, but I can not allow him to sully your father's good name.” Margaret took a deep breath before continuing. Tears glistened on her dark eyelashes. “He says he will tell the bishop I have a relationship with your father, that should not be. You know I would never do that, Ellen. I believe with all my heart, that my Will is still alive after all these years. He will come home."
 
 "I believe you,” Ellen responded quietly. “What does he want in return for his silence?” She thought she already knew the answer to the question, and rubbed her hands nervously against her skirt. "He wants me to convince you to marry him. He thinks he has the right to you, after what our family has done to him." "And what has been done to him that he did not bring upon himself?” Ellen studied her aunt's features, paled by anger and frustration. Ellen felt a surge of anger within herself as well. By what right did Nicholas think he could manipulate people's lives? She would have to think on the situation and find some way to thwart him. She could not hide from him forever, or expect her family to make excuses for her indefinitely. Sooner or later, the king would have something to say. The king. That was it—or rather the queen. She could talk to the queen and see if she could count on at least one royal ally to stop this wedding. No, that would not work; there was always the danger of the request going back to King John, before she was prepared to state her case. Another way had to be found, one which would not include other people. Her face lit up. "Fear not, aunt, I have an idea. Nicholas will no longer be making threats to anyone in our family.” Ellen understood Margaret's expression of horror. “No, I will not do anything as drastic as that. As much as I hate the thought of it, I will have to play his game, until I can find a way to destroy his plans. "Do not worry for me. I believe all will work out as it should. He will never again threaten you or anyone else in my family.” Ellen kissed her aunt's cheek, then took her time going through the connecting door, shutting it quietly, so the guard would not hear. She was unsure what she would do with the vague idea she had, but she knew the threats had to stop. As long as Nicholas used them, he believed he could control those around him. “He does not control this lady,” she whispered as she prepared for bed. **** Ellen was unusually cheerful when she appeared in the hall to break her fast. Her mood took a sudden dip, and her eyes darkened with displeasure as Nicholas approached her. After witnessing the birth of the colt the night before, she would allow nothing to spoil the day for her. She took a deep breath, and forced a small smile to her lips, as she broke off a piece of bread and chewed it reflectively. She refused to give him the satisfaction of her displeasure. Perhaps being nice would confuse him. Yes, that could very well do it. He expected her to be sharp tongued as usual. She would give him a taste of compliance. “Good morn, Nicholas. Did you sleep well?" Nicholas sat beside her, a surprised look in his eyes. “I would have had a better night, had I known what you were up to. Did you not hear me knocking at your door?" "Why, did not my aunt tell you? I retired early and slept soundly. I heard nothing outside my door. Oh, I wish to thank you for the room. It was very thoughtful of you." Nicholas’ eyes narrowed with suspicion. “If there is anything else you wish, for your comfort—or that of your aunt and sister—you need only ask." Ellen heard the pride in his voice, and held back her disgust. If he truly thought she would go to him for anything, he was sadly mistaken. She only cared to keep him away from Margaret, ending his threats to her. She popped a bite of cheese into her mouth, looking around at the people leaving to attend to their duties. If she could convince Nicholas she was bowing to his wishes, perhaps he would stop pursuing her so relentlessly. She finished her drink, then turned to face him. “If you will excuse me,” she said politely, and nodded her head, “I have a great deal of sewing to do."
 
 "I would rather you go hunting with me this fine day. We have spent little time together. It would be good for others to see that you are inclined to accept my proposal of marriage." "You have not yet proposed, Nicholas. It would be misleading to have others think you have.” Ellen found it difficult to keep the sharpness out of her voice. "I will not spar with you, my lady. We are as good as married. ’Tis only a matter of having the words said." Ellen saw the spark of anger in his eyes and decided it would be wiser to back away from him. “Perhaps later in the day, we may keep company, in a public way, of course. I will not have people speaking about me or my family in a degrading manner." "As you wish. I will expect you to join me later, Lady Ellen." Ellen rose gracefully from her seat, aware Nicholas watched her every move. She glided along the dais and stepped down, then climbed the stairs to the solar. She tried to hide a smirk, and almost failed. There were too many people around who did Nicholas’ bidding. Ellen wondered what he held over them to gain their cooperation. It did not matter, she concluded, as she straightened her shoulders and marched up the worn stone steps. She would get around his spies. Once again, she thought of Scot's Honor, pictured the foal's struggle to stand. Like the colt, she would stand on her own. She paid scant attention to the gossip in the solar, while she worked on her embroidery. Nicholas did not have to know the dress she worked on was for Kitty. Ellen was in no hurry to complete any new clothing for herself. She glanced up to see one of the ladies worked on a deep red brocade. Ellen thought it a horrible shade, and shivered at the thought of wearing something that looked the color of blood. Her attention was brought back to the conversation when someone announced she was with child. Beneath the cloth she worked on, Ellen surreptitiously pressed a hand against her stomach and fought back tears. She would never know the joy of giving David a child, of seeing the pride in his eyes for his son. She imagined a boy, dark like his father, and just as stubborn. The image in her mind brought a moment's pleasure, and a small smile to her lips, but faded away when she wondered again if it could ever be. Her gypsy Scot may be lost to her. If he did search her out, could she forgive him for sending her away? Ellen didn't know, which made her question her feelings for the missing Scot. Ellen blinked rapidly to clear away the tears gathering in her eyes. It would never do to have anyone express their concern for her emotional state. She wanted no apologies, no pity for her assumed loss. They were entitled to their personal joy, as she once had been. She joined the group in expressing her happiness for the lady, while deep inside her heart was breaking for the love she may have lost forever. She vowed to herself, that if she were forced into the marriage with Nicholas, she would do everything she could to avoid giving him an heir. A child conceived in a loveless relationship would have no life. She did not want to think of Nicholas twisting a son to suit his purposes. Even a daughter would fare poorly under Nicholas’ scrutiny. Ellen focused her attention on her work, and thought about the problem at hand. When she returned to her bedchamber later, she was surprised to see the corridor clear of any guards, but one woman stood alone. She paced the floor between the entrances to Ellen's and her aunt's rooms, as if waiting impatiently for someone to arrive. Her pacing stopped when she saw Ellen. “You are Lady Ellen?" "Yes,” Ellen replied warily. She could not recall having seen the woman before.
 
 "I am Lady Meredith of Fair Haven.” She hesitated. “Nicholas’ stepmother." Ellen was surprised to see that Nicholas’ stepmother was not much older than herself. She wondered what business the woman could have with her. “Yes, do come in, Lady Meredith.” Ellen pushed open the door and stood aside to allow Meredith to go ahead. “You wish to speak to me about something?" Meredith paced the small room then looked up at Ellen. “You are to marry Nicholas?" "So the king has decreed,” Ellen replied cautiously. There was no reason to let this woman know how she truly felt about the marriage. "Is there no way you can cry off?" "Not that I am aware. What makes you think I do not wish to marry him?" "You do not love him." "And how would you know that?” Ellen's curiosity was piqued. Why would this beautiful woman want her to disobey the king's command? Lady Meredith was beautiful. Ellen had heard she was now a widow. Her choices for another marriage would be plentiful. She was wealthy as well. While most of Fair Haven and its riches would go to Nicholas, Lady Meredith was, undoubtedly, well set with her own income. "'Tis not of any import how I know. I can tell you this. Several years ago, I was to marry Nicholas, but my father had other ideas for me and wed me to Nicholas’ father. I am widowed, as are you, but I would marry Nicholas if only he would look my way. He thinks I spurned him in favor of his father's title and wealth." "Did you?" "You are blunt, but I should not be surprised. Of course not,” Meredith stopped her pacing and exclaimed indignantly. “It was my father's choice, not mine.” She continued pacing again. “Now that I am free, I would wed with Nick, if he would have me.” Meredith hurried over to stand before Ellen. “I have always loved him, despite...” She stopped before she could finish the sentence, then let out a sigh. "Despite what?” Ellen asked gently, feeling as if she were playing some sort of game and did not know the rules. She had not meant to be rude a moment earlier. There was something more to this lady's plea. If only it were a simple matter to get out of this undeclared betrothal. Meredith was more than welcome to Nicholas’ attentions and his bed. Ellen wanted no part of him. "It matters not. I made a grave mistake, coming to you this way. Please forgive me, Lady Ellen. Nicholas is lost to me forever, and I must accept that.” Meredith sniffed then stood straight. “Forgive me for taking up your time.” Meredith hung her head in dismay, then hurried out of the bedchamber. Ellen looked after the woman, curious about what she might have been holding back. What did Meredith know that could upset her so? Ellen watched her vanish around the curve in the staircase, then closed the door to her room and leaned against it. A bad feeling skittered through her, and, although she made sure never to be alone with Nicholas, she promised herself she would double her efforts to have others around her when he appeared. She glanced at the closed door. What had Nicholas done to create such a mix of fear and devotion?
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR Ellen was blissfully at peace when Nicholas had been called home. As relieved as she was to see him go, she thought it would be too much to hope he would stay there. She refused to let thoughts of his return spoil her freedom. Spring blossomed into summer, bringing with it the scents of a warm season. Meadow grass turned a deep rich green, and scattered flowers produced cascades of color. Ellen used the summer blossoms as an excuse to escape the castle, where obnoxious winter odors lingered. If only King John would give her family leave to return to Ravencliff. She saw no reason for their extended visit, except to entertain the king. Grand meals, gossip and intrigue did little to hold her interest. Her father often complained of the boredom of court life, wishing he could return to his home and attend to matters there. Ellen heartily agreed with him. The sooner she could leave Windsor, the more content she would be. The day before, Stephen had escorted her and Kitty into the town. Ellen was fascinated by the wares being offered, and decided to purchase a few trinkets for her family. The choices had been hard, but in the end, she'd found something special for each family member, and something for Stephen. Kitty had teased her about purchasing a gift for Nicholas, knowing how vehemently Ellen would react to the suggestion. Kitty had bounded away to another stall, laughter bubbling from her throat. Thinking about it now, Ellen smiled. Only Kitty would dare tease her in that fashion. As she did every morning, Ellen visited Stargazer and watched the colt frolic about in a nearby field. She stood still, waiting patiently while Scot's Honor came to know her. The colt trotted over to her, tossing his head and short mane. Stargazer stayed close to her offspring, but welcomed Ellen with a whinny. Ellen laughed, as the mare nosed about, looking for the apple she knew Ellen always had with her. The mare chewed happily, while keeping a watchful eye on her young offspring. Ellen reached out and touched the colt's soft muzzle. “One day, you will do your sire proud,” she said softly and continued to gently rub his face." "He shows promise of great strength,” Stephen commented as he stood by Ellen's side. “King John has hinted at interest in your Scot's Honor." "He can hint at interest elsewhere,” Ellen replied indignantly. “Scot's Honor belongs to David." "But you are David's widow, and holder of all he owned." "It seems the king considers me a widow when it suits his purpose." "Aye, but given a choice, I think I would rather see the king own the colt, than Nicholas.” Stephen reached out to touch the colt, but it quickly darted out of reach. "And I would see neither of them have the colt,” she replied hotly. Ellen closed her eyes and calmed herself. “The king prizes nothing. He only cares about what more he can possess. Neither he nor Nicholas will have Scot's Honor. I will find a way to keep both of them from claiming the colt." Ellen stared across the meadow, at the peaceful sway of flowers and grass in the gentle morning breeze. “Stephen, has the king been to see the colt?" "Not that I am aware. What are you thinking?” Stephen asked carefully. "How can one claim what another does not have?” she replied slyly.
 
 "Lady Ellen, what are you thinking?" Ellen was aware Stephen might not approve her idea, but she would go through with it, if she had to do it alone. She only hoped there would be no price to pay by her family for her daring. “I may have an idea to keep both king and ‘suitor’ at bay." "Ellen..." "Stephen, Scot's Honor is all I have left of David. I will not part with the colt.” Ellen looked up at her father's best friend. “Will you help me?" "Lady Ellen, you know how I feel about deception, but I know what will happen to the colt if either King John or Nicholas gets control of him. While John is the lesser of two evils ... If you can devise a plan, then yes, I will help you." Ellen impetuously flung her arms about Stephen’ neck. “Thank you, Stephen." Realizing what she had just done, from the embarrassed look on Stephen’ face, Ellen backed away quickly. She glanced down at her hands, her fingers entwined before her. Her lack of decorum, for just a moment, left an awkward silence between them. Ellen suddenly realized Stephen’ source of embarrassment. She no longer was the young girl he had taught to track and hunt. She was a young woman, a widow—the grown daughter of his closest friend. For the last few years, Stephen was always there when she needed someone to talk to. Why should things change now? Because our situations have changed. I have to remember my place as the duke's daughter, especially when others might be about. I will not have others gossip about me, or Papa's best friend. For the sake of propriety, I must be more careful. She looked up at Stephen, and found him staring after the mare and colt as they trotted about the meadow. “We have little time to work out some sort of plan. I think Papa may be able to help." "Do not worry, we will come up with something,” he added, not looking at her. Ellen regretted her impulsive action of a moment ago, causing Stephen's sudden coolness toward her. She turned her gaze to the colt, watching it kick up its heels as it romped about the meadow. “I will keep you safe, if I have to send you to Scotland to do so." A short time later, Ellen searched about the castle for her father, only to discover he'd gone off to London and wouldn't return until the next day. Margaret smiled when Ellen stamped her foot in frustration, like a small child with a temper tantrum. “Perhaps some needlework will take your mind off whatever troubles you,” the older woman suggested. Ellen sighed and reluctantly allowed her aunt to lead the way to the solar. The two women took their places and settled their embroidery on their laps. Ellen concentrated on threading a needle and paid little heed to the gossip going on, until she heard Nicholas’ name mentioned. She looked up at the girl who spoke. She was about the same age as Ellen. “What did you say about Nicholas?" The girl's face turned bright pink, but Ellen continued to stare, hoping to intimidate her. Ellen stood and stepped before the girl. “What were you saying about Lord Nicholas?” The other women held their breaths, waiting to see what would happen next. "All I said was, I felt most honored that Lord Nicholas sought me out last evening. I was most flattered by his attention.” The girl's voice was barely a whisper.
 
 "Speak up,” Ellen demanded. “You told your tale a moment ago, and seemed proud of yourself." The girl repeated her words, a look of uncertainty in her eyes as she glanced up at Ellen. "You should have no fear of me, my lady. You words confirm what I have suspected for some time. For a man who wishes devoutly for this marriage to take place, he shows a callous attitude toward his intended bride." "But you have never shown any interest in this union. Why would you care what he does before vows are said?” the girl countered. "What he does before the wedding will not change afterward. He will never be faithful to one woman. He does not have it in him to honor any vows he makes." "Forgive me, my lady,” Jane, in awe of the noblewomen gathered in the room, almost forgot herself and quickly curtsied to her mistress. She whispered a message to Ellen, curtsied again and darted out of the room. "Please excuse me, there is a matter I must tend to.” Ellen's curtsy to the other ladies was not as quick as Jane's had been, but it hinted at urgency. Ellen strolled from the solar, fighting the impulse to run off, as the maid had done. As she closed the door behind her, she was aware of the curious whispers, and their eyes staring at her back. Let them wonder, she thought gleefully. Something more for them to speculate on and gossip about. Ellen hurried to the small chamber her father had been assigned. She paused a moment in the doorway, allowing her eyes to adjust to the darkness. The only light came from a fat, smoking candle on the small table where Hugh was busy composing a letter. She crept into the room. “Papa...” Ellen stopped when her father held up one hand, signaling her to wait until he was finished. Hugh looked tired, and Ellen hated to bring her problem to him, but there was no one else she trusted. She watched her father sign his name to the parchment before him, then sprinkle sand on his signature to dry the ink. "We have been here too long, but we can not return to Ravencliff without the king's permission, which he has denied, yet again. I am sending off some instructions for winter preparations. I would not be surprised to learn that Nicholas has had a hand in this.” Hugh sighed, then added, “After following the court about these last few weeks, I would be more than happy to take my family and return to Ravencliff.” He looked up at his eldest daughter and his frown disappeared. “Was there something you wished to ask me, Ellen?" Ellen fidgeted a moment, suddenly having second thoughts about her plan. “Papa, I need your help with something.” She rushed over to her father and knelt by his side. She studied his blue-gray eyes, and thought how tired he looked. “King John has hinted he would like Scot's Honor given to him, but I can not do it." "Scot's Honor?” Hugh looked confused. "Yes. The son of Stargazer and Thunderbolt. The king has hinted at interest in the colt, but I can not give up what belongs to David." "David is gone, Ellen—" "No, Papa, David is no more dead than is my brother. Aunt Margaret told me once, I would know in my heart if they were truly gone, and my heart says they are not." "What do you ask of me?"
 
 "Will you send Stargazer and Scot's Honor to Alex Ross? They will be safe there, and well cared for. I would rather send them off and never see them again, then have one of two men treat them miserably.” Ellen saw the doubt in her father's eyes. “Papa, when did King John or Nicholas ever care about good horses, or anything else for that matter? They only care about increasing their possessions." "I fear I must agree with you, but what would you have me do?" "Send them to Ravencliff with your messenger, then on to Scotland. Please, Papa." Hugh sat back in his chair and sighed. He seemed to be thinking over Ellen's words, considering her plea. “All right. I was going to send Geoffrey with the message, but it might be better if Stephen went instead. I am sure he would be more than pleased to return home ahead of us." "I am sure he would. Papa, this will not put you in an uncomfortable position with King John? Despite taking the horses to a place out of John's and Nicholas’ reaches, I would not want to do anything to hurt you." "You are a kind, considerate daughter. Do not worry about me. I can deal with the situation. Why do you not send Stephen to me and we will settle this problem for you." "Thank you, Papa.” Ellen jumped up and rushed to the chamber door, but stopped short. Running back to her father, she hugged him tightly and kissed his cheek. “I love you, Papa." Hugh shook his head and chuckled, as his daughter bounded out the door, in search of Stephen. **** The next morning, Ellen grabbed two apples and strolled out of the castle courtyard to the meadow beyond. No one was about. Her heart sank at the absence of Stargazer and her colt, but she felt a measure of satisfaction, knowing her horses would find a good home with David's father. Ellen was suddenly overcome with anxiety as horsemen rode through the meadow, led by the king. Did he know of her scheme to send the horses away, out of his reach? Please do not punish Papa for what I have done. Ellen's heart beat furiously, waiting for the tirade that was sure to come. John pulled on his mount's reins, bringing the animal to an abrupt stop. He dismounted and approached Ellen. A signal from him sent the hunters on their way back to the castle. Ellen despised the knowing looks in their eyes, aware of the gossip that would shortly fly about the great hall. In the open like this, she knew her reputation could be torn to shreds if the king so chose. She dropped into a deep curtsy and bowed her head. "You have led me a merry chase, my lady,” John scolded as he took her arm and helped her to rise. "Your Highness?” Ellen wondered what she had done to earn the gentle reprimand, besides having the horses disappear. "I mention interest in the colt, and now I find it is gone?” John held his mount's reins and casually strolled toward the castle, with Ellen by his side. Ellen did not think her heart could beat any faster. She took a deep breath and willed it to slow down so she could think. “Colt, your majesty? I have no colt that could be of interest to you. I have no colt at all." "Where did you send it off to?" "Your Majesty, I have no colt, anymore than I had a marriage.” Ellen's voice was soft, and held an
 
 innocent tone about it. She prayed John would never notice how much she shook. "Touche, my lady.” John stopped and faced Ellen. “It is rare I meet anyone who dares defy me in so subtle a manner. You amuse me, Lady Ellen. Perhaps I should cancel the contracts for your upcoming marriage and keep you in London for a time." Ellen's breath quickened. From the pot to the fire. How could she get out of this one? She did not care for the king's veiled suggestion. Neither choice facing her was to her liking. “And what of Lord Nicholas?" "What of him? I could as easily find him another bride. There are many ladies in the court who have hinted at an interest in the earl. I thought you did not want this marriage?" "I do not, but the king has commanded and I am expected to obey. I would not see my family shamed because I refused to do as Your Highness has ordered." John looked thoughtful. “The contracts will stand. I owe a great deal to the Earl of Fair Haven and this is how he preferred repayment.” He sighed as he glanced over Ellen's face and slender figure. “I do believe the earl has the better part of the agreement." Ellen shivered at the lascivious look from the king. She was relieved to be considered unavailable for any possible liaison with the man. Marriage to Nicholas might be the lesser of two evils. At least she could shut herself away from him. Ellen continued to walk with the king, happy to have the conversation turn to light topics. Let the courtiers think what they would. Once she was gone, they would find someone else to gossip about. Ellen was only concerned with going home and never having to see the English court again.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE Weeks passed quickly, as did the seasons. King John moved the court three times, visiting the castles of dukes and earls and sending them in a frenzy as to how to feed and entertain the royal guest and his entourage. Ellen sympathized with the lords, and was grateful her father's castle was far enough away from London to avoid an unexpected visit from the royal family. King John stunned the duke and his family when he expressed his desire to see the castles on the English side of the Scottish border, publicly announcing his plans to go to Ravencliff. All Ellen's sympathy focused on her father and Margaret, for they would be chiefly responsible for housing, feeding and entertaining this great crowd, as well as provide the wedding feast. John was being very conniving in ordering everyone to Ravencliff. The royal coffers would not be responsible for a single farthing for the holiday festivities. Ellen seethed inside. Not only was she being forced into a marriage she did not want, but her father would be held responsible for all expenses. A crowd of this great size could very well leave Ravencliff wanting. The Ravencliff household would be fortunate to get through the rest of the winter, when everyone was gone. Ellen ignored the looks of ‘better you than one of us’ from the other members of the nobility. They were being spared the expense of hosting the royal entourage, which would surely have beggared them. It didn't matter that Ravencliff would be facing double the usual expense. Ellen could hardly wait for the holidays to pass, to be rid of this mob. She put on a cheerful face for the benefit of her father and aunt, and went about her duties. She stood in the great hall, where the hearth fire burned brightly, but failed to send its heat into the far corners of the room. A figure stood beside her, and she glanced up, a twinkle in her eye. “Mayhap,” she said softly, “I should go back to my first lesson of chopping firewood. Heaven knows we will need a goodly supply." Stephen sputtered as he tried to keep his laughter under control. Ellen's remark was one he did not expect, but he preferred not to be put in the situation of having to explain to anyone the source of his mirth. “The king might think again about this marriage, if he knew you chopped wood." Ellen's eyes grew large as she considered his words. “Do you think Nicholas might reconsider if he knew his bride were no better than a village woodcutter?" "Unfortunately, not. I think he would more likely lock you in some tower room." The two remained silent for a few moments while they warmed their hands before the hearth. Ellen wrestled with an idea she had had the last day or so. For weeks, she remained surrounded by well meaning, but annoying people. She wanted to break away from them for a few hours, to regain a level of peace she had not known in months. “Stephen,” she said slyly, “would you be a good friend and saddle two horses while I change my clothing?" "You can not leave when the king is here." "I can and I will. You know better than anyone else how closely I have been watched. I need a few hours away from everyone.” She hesitated and looked up at her father's best friend. “I want to go into Scotland, to see the place where David and Gordon were supposed to have died." "Ellen, there is nothing to be gained by doing this. You will be opening wounds that have not had enough time to heal. Do not put yourself into this situation." "With or without you, Stephen, I will find it. I do prefer it be with you."
 
 Stephen sighed resignedly. “As you wish, my lady. Be sure you let someone know you will be gone for a while." "I will tell Kitty, so no one will worry about my absence. Thank you,” she whispered and hurried away. She did not see Stephen shake his head, or slowly walk out of the great hall. She understood his reluctance, but this was something she needed to do for herself. All these past months, the anger of being ignored by her husband and the further humiliation of being sent home, had died very slowly. Ellen was only beginning to see David's side of the matter. She understood now, why he had sent her home, but she still could not forgive him for doing so. She could only hope, that by making this short journey, she could bring herself a measure of peace. She felt a need for closure, a need to forgive herself for her harsh parting words. For peace of mind, she needed to accept that, despite hope to the contrary, he was never coming back to her. Her heart continued to believe there was still slim hope that David and Gordon were still alive. Could she ever stop her heart and mind from warring with each other? Ellen's patience was quickly wearing thin as they crossed the border and rode into Scotland. The tension within Ravencliff's walls slipped away for a time, only to be replaced by the need to find out what had happened to David and Gordon. "Ellen, too much time has passed to find out anything more. I spoke at length with Alex, when I brought the horses to him. There was nothing to hint at Gordon's and David's deaths being anything more than dying in battle. Why would you think otherwise?” Stephen did not understand Ellen's determination to see the battle sight. "If they did die in that battle, there was something wrong about it, but you know I truly do not believe either of them is dead.” Ellen sat straighter in her saddle. “If we hurry, we might still have some daylight left to look around.” With no carts to haul, the pair made quick time. Ellen quickly followed Stephen's lead when he slowed his approach to the woods within sight of the island castle, then quickly dismounted. The trees and shrubs were bare. She held on to her mare's reins and stepped onto the narrow path meandering between the trees. Was this where they fought their last battle? “Are you sure this is where David and Gordon were last seen that day?” She pushed branches aside and moved deeper into the wood, along the path. A darkening gray sky peeked through the bare branches. "Alex showed me this spot when I brought Stargazer and Scot's Honor to him. Said several men saw David and Gordon riding this way, and disappear into the wood. They never came out again." "How could anyone have defended themselves in such a small space?” she asked as she pushed more branches aside, then cautiously stepped into a clearing. “There is barely enough space to move about, never mind wield a weapon." "I have no idea, but I do know we do not want to be caught here after dark. Perhaps we might ask to spend the night with Clan Ross." Ellen shuddered at the thought, recalling what life was like for her when she lived there with David. But Stephen was right, it would be dark shortly, too late to head back to Ravencliff. “All right,” she sighed. “We will pay Alex Ross a visit—but only for the night. We will be on our way at first light. Then we can be back at Ravencliff by noonday." They backed out of the clearing, when Ellen stepped on something and nearly fell. She was about to kick the object out of her way, when its dirty yellow color caught her attention. She stooped down to examine the item and gasped when she realized what it was. Her hand trembled as she picked it up, and her breath caught in her throat. A dull yellow gleam showed through, despite the grimy cover. She gently
 
 brushed off the dirt, and held her breath. It could not be. Ellen rubbed her sleeve against the stone in the hilt and fought back tears that threatening to fall. Now was not a good time to break down weeping. A single ruby shone dully. “Stephen, this is David's." "Are you sure?” Stephen glanced over her shoulder at the soil-caked dirk lying across her palm. "Of course I am sure. I gave this to David as a wedding gift. How could anyone have missed it, after all this time? Surely, someone would have found it long before now." "Perhaps not. It may have been tossed into a bush and forgotten, or fallen and no one noticed at the time.” Stephen paused and glanced at the darkening sky. “Come. We must seek shelter now.” They continued out of the woods, then turned their mounts to the downhill path. Ellen carefully slipped the dagger into her belt with her own small knife, and held the hilt tightly for a moment, before finally releasing it. Their horses’ hoofs thudded dully on the wooden bridge, sounding lonely in the quiet evening. They stopped near the end of the bridge and Stephen looked up to the parapet where a soldier stared back down at them. “Lady Ellen Ross, requesting entry,” Stephen called out. "No Lady Ross here,” the guard called out and laughed. "We should find another place to go, Stephen. I have never been welcome here and never will be.” Ellen glanced up at the still laughing guard, then nudged her mount to turn. "Has Alex ever said that?" "No, but these Scots do not abide the English, and I will not be an unwelcome guest in my husband's home." A voice shouted from behind the wall, setting up a commotion Ellen could not understand. Angry bellows of commands and reprimands quickly put an end to the guards wayward sense of humor. Chains creaked as the portcullis was raised, then the drawbridge was slammed into the bridge, as it was carelessly dropped. The horses shied and stepped back. “Make it quick if you are coming in. I ain't got all night,” the guard grumbled. Ellen and Stephen urged their horses to a trot and entered the courtyard, where Alex stood waiting. Ellen kicked her foot free of the stirrup and jumped down from her mount. “It has been too long, my lord,” she tentatively greeted Alex, not sure what his response might be. "Why so formal, lass? Have I lost a daughter, as well as my son?” Alex held out his arms and Ellen ran to him. “You are always welcome here. Never doubt it.” Alex held her close and heard her muffled sobs. "I did not know if I would be welcome.” Ellen sniffed and fought back the desire to weep. Once released, she would not be able to stop the tears until they were used up. She didn't want to become a spectacle, and give the Scots something else to criticize about her. Instead, she returned Alex's hug, and released a barely heard sigh. "Losing my son will never change that. Your father has been a good friend for many years. How can I turn away his daughter?” Alex tightened his arms about Ellen and smiled. “Come with me. There is something I would like to show you before we go in.” Alex took Ellen's hand and led her to the stables. A soft whinny beckoned Ellen into the almost dark building. The doors were left open for a moment, until Alex had lit a fat tallow candle and placed it safely out of reach of hay and horses, then the doors slid shut almost silently.
 
 Ellen followed the whinny and a smile lit her face upon sight of her mare. “Stargazer,” she whispered. “It has been too many months since last I saw you. How I miss you, my girl.” Ellen laid her cheek against the soft muzzle and sighed. The mare was a welcome sight. Moments later, a second horse demanded attention and Ellen looked to the next stall. “Is that..." "Yes, lass, it is your Scot's Honor. He is almost as big as his mother." Ellen stepped closer, careful to avoid the young colt's tossing head. He settled down, and stood placidly, allowing Ellen to stroke his muzzle. “He has grown strong.” For a moment, she regretted ever having come here. Emotions were riding high, and she felt as if she were a full watering pot, waiting to be tipped slightly. Scot's Honor, she realized, would be a magnificent steed when he reached maturity. She smiled with pride, happy she had had the horses sent here to Scotland where they would be better appreciated. "He will do his sire proud when he is grown and trained,” Alex told her, not taking his eyes off them. “Perhaps you wish to take them back with you?" "Oh, no, Alex. King John is at Ravencliff and would like nothing better than to claim the colt for his own. And I still must deal with Nicholas. He, too, would love to claim Scot's Honor for himself. Better the two stay here where I know they will be safe and well cared for." "As you wish, Lady Ellen. Only you can rightly judge your circumstances.” Alex took Ellen's arm, blew out the flickering candle and guided his guest out of the stable. As they slowly walked across the courtyard, Ellen suddenly stopped and dropped her hand from Alex's arm, forcing her father-in-law to turn to her. “Why did David do it? Why did he send me away like that?” Ellen took a step back and looked up into Alex's round face, searching for answers. "Come inside, lass. We will have a bite of supper and talk.” Alex looked back at Stephen who remained several paces behind them. “You are welcome also, Stephen." Alex tucked Ellen's hand through his arm and they made their way into the great hall, with Stephen following closely behind them. The shield Gordon had presented to David and her as a wedding gift remained on the wall over the main table as a reminder of happier times. Ellen studied the shield, and felt a surge of anger as she recalled Nicholas’ crude, drunken toast, and the near fight afterward. Would her memories ever find peace? She and Stephen sat on either side of Alex as supper was placed on the tables. Ellen's appetite was at war with her discomfort at being here again, but she forced herself to eat something. There was venison stew, chunks of cheese and bread, apples, and fruit tarts, and hearty ale. As she took small bites of the stew, she glanced about at the servants. Some cautiously looked her way, some were still showed open hostility that this particular English woman would have the audacity to return to their home. Soldiers talked among themselves as they continued to glance at her, making her feel more unwelcome. "When...” Alex sat forward in his chair and glanced about at the mixed responses to his daughter-in-law's presence. Visible anger slowly built up within him. “When has Scottish hospitality been given so grudgingly?” He looked about at his men sitting in small groups about the hall, while servants stood where they were, staring at the floor in shame. “Lady Ellen is not responsible for the troubles visited upon us in the last year. Not all English are to be despised, just as not all Scots are to be trusted. Lady Ellen was married to my son and heir. David may be gone, but Lady Ellen is still my daughter by marriage, and will be respected as such.” Alex sat back as servants nervously resumed their duties. "You did not have to do that for my sake,” Ellen acknowledged softly, not looking up, “but I thank you
 
 for your support.” She fingered the dagger at her waist, then drew it out slowly and lay it on the table between her and Alex. "Was that not your wedding gift to David?” Alex leaned forward to get a better look at the dulled weapon. "It was." "He left it behind when he went into battle." "No. He had it with him. I asked Stephen to show me the place where David and Gordon disappeared. This dagger was under some low growing brush. I am surprised no one found it long ago.” Ellen paused as she lightly touched the small ruby in the hilt. She looked up again, turning to Alex. “Does it not seem strange to you, that their bodies were never found?" "They may have been hidden. There was a goodly amount of blood spilled." "Why hide them? Not a single body of the other fallen warriors disappeared from the field, but none were found where my brother and your son were last seen. Why were Gordon and David the only ones to vanish? It is something which has always bothered me." Ellen laid a hand on the earl's sleeve. “Alex, do you ever think they may still be alive somewhere?" "Why would anyone hide them this long? I would think if someone wanted to ransom them, they would have long ago." "Perhaps not. You have enemies, as does my father. Whoever did this wanted something. “Ellen used her eating knife to cut off a small piece of cheese from the wedge before her, and forced herself to eat it. “I think the battle that day was a means to disguise a more sinister plan. The only thing that makes sense at the moment is that someone saw a way to rid two houses of their only male heirs. In itself, that does not seem to be enough reason to plot against them. How I wish I knew what the true plan might have been. Whatever the chosen goal, it either failed or has proven to be quietly successful.” She sighed. “We may never know." Alex took her hand in his and gave it a gentle squeeze. “No matter, my girl. You will always be as a daughter to me. I could ask for none better." "Thank you.” Ellen gave into the sudden impulse to kiss the earl's cheek, surprising him. “If you will excuse me, I would like to get some rest. The day has been particularly tiring, and we must leave early. Can you imagine what Papa will say when I return?" "Did you not tell him?" "Not directly. I told my sister. Papa knows Stephen is with me so I know he will not be worried. I recall the last time Stephen and I were together. A great deal was made out of an innocent meeting. One day, I may tell you what Papa did.” Ellen glanced at Stephen's reddening features and smiled warmly. “I fear I have embarrassed my father's best friend,” she said laughing. Stephen grumbled something unintelligible, then gulped down his ale. The two guests were shown to bedchambers above stairs, and Ellen had mixed feelings at being shown to the chamber she and David had shared many months ago. The night was long, as she stared at the far wall, listening to ghosts of the past, reliving happy moments shared with the man she had loved all her life.
 
 Gradually, she was lulled into a dreamless sleep and awakened in what seemed only moments later. Gray light filtered through the window as a maid moved about quietly, setting a tray on a nearby table, seeing to it fresh water was in the pitcher. “Master Hunter waits below for you, my lady,” the young girl said when she noticed Ellen was awake. “He wishes to be off soon." "Thank you. I will be ready shortly.” Ellen watched the maid and realized the girl was not sure what to expect. “Please. I never meant to make anyone feel uncomfortable. Our two countries have been at odds for so long. Can we not, among ourselves, call a truce and become friends? English and Scots can come to an understanding if we try hard enough. I have loved David all my life, and will always love him." The girl stopped, straightened her back and gathered her courage, then turned to face the question. “Then why do you marry again? That is why we resent you so. You claim to love the earl's son, but now you marry another?" Ellen sensed no malice in the girl's questions. “I marry because my king commands me to. Given my own choice, I would not do it. I can not prove otherwise, but I know in my heart that David still lives.” Ellen paused. “I would like to come back to visit, if I know I would be welcome." "'Tis the earl's choice, my lady. But if you truly loved David, then you would be welcome." Ellen smiled and hugged the surprised maid. “You and all within can be assured, I did, do, and will forever love David. I had best get a move on, before Master Hunter decides to leave without me.” Ellen quickly dressed and took a bite of the apple on the tray. Taking it with her as she headed out the door, she stopped briefly and turned to the maid who still stood staring, confused by the unexpected hug a moment before. She gave the girl a quick smile, then hurried on her way to the great hall. "We must hurry, Lady Ellen. I am sure your father will not be in the best of moods to have you gone overnight. We had best come up with a good story to give the king." "Aye, King John. We shall deal with him when we must and not before.” She nodded, then turned to the older man beside her. “Alex, thank you most kindly for your hospitality. I will find a way to return again for a visit." "Until we meet again, lass,” Alex gave Ellen a quick hug and placed a warm kiss on her forehead. As reluctant as Ellen had been to enter the castle the night before, she was more reluctant to leave this morning. A king, a father, and an unwanted betrothed would be waiting her return. Now was the time to spin her tale.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX Light snow fell from a steel gray sky. Daylight waned, as guards lit torches and placed them in sconces at regular intervals along the courtyard wall. Plumes of dark smoke wafted upward on the wind, dissipating into the cold air. Two guards stopped newcomers and spoke briefly with them, then allowed the strangers to continue into the castle's guarded perimeter. Wagon wheels clattered along the cobblestone courtyard, gaining the attention of several curious members of the nobility. One man jumped down from the first of five wagons, doffed his cap and bowed low, then glanced over the group. “I would like to speak with your lord,” he said in a thick accent. The man's dark hair was thick and curly. A dingy white shirt, belted at the waist, showed beneath a dark cloak, and reached midthigh in length. The ties were loose and dangled freely. Dark leggings fit snuggly over muscular legs. His soft leather boots were worn. The curious nobility said nothing, as ladies clutched an arm of the man nearest to her. They cleared a path for the man, while a second one joined him. One of the household guards mumbled something unintelligible, then gestured to the newcomers to follow him. Both men silently strode into the great hall, as if they themselves were of English nobility. The evening meal had just begun, and Ellen sat in her appointed place with Nicholas by her side. She kept her features blank, and refrained from speaking to anyone, as she picked at the food before her. She sipped from her goblet and glanced up when the strangers approached. Curiosity kept her gaze on the two men as they bowed low before the king. Nicholas leaned toward her and glanced back at the newcomers as he whispered in her ear. Ellen ignored him. If she could not deal with his crude comments now, how would she manage after tomorrow when he would be ever around her, like an annoying gnat? She wished it were only a matter of a hard swat to be rid of him forever. Melting snow left water droplets on dark hair. The second of the two men looked particularly unkempt and dangerous as he arrogantly tossed one side of his cloak over his shoulder, but Ellen could not take her eyes from him. The black patch over his left eye made him appear especially sinister. What was there about the man that struck a familiar chord with her? She knew she had never seen him before, yet she felt as if she had known him all her life. He turned to her for a moment, his dark eye staring, as if he tried to read her mind. His features remained hard. Ellen shook her head and turned away from him. He needed no encouragement; he was bolder than was proper. But what could one expect from such a rogue? Ellen turned to look at the first man and his conversation with the king. Better to concentrate on that then to wonder about his stony faced companion. "We ask only for a meal for our company, in exchange for an evening's entertainment. While on the road, we heard there is to be a wedding in three days’ time, a joyous occasion to be sure. We would be proud to dance and sing for your guests.” The speaker looked hopeful. Although this was Hugh's domain, he deferred to the king's whim. King John seemed to give the offer some consideration, then agreed heartily. “We could do with some fresh entertainment,” he announced. “Bring some food for these people. When they are finished, they shall show us something new.” He looked again to the gypsy. “Perhaps a few wagers might be placed on a wrestling contest between your best man and ours?” John gave the man a sly look, and waited for a response. Dark eyes glanced about the hall, quickly assessing the men. “Done,” the gypsy leader announced, and slapped his companion on the shoulder. “Mikos, here is our best. He will meet any one of your challengers. Will you not, Mikos?"
 
 The second gypsy continued to stare at Ellen. “If that is what you wish,” he replied in a flat tone. His gaze never wavered from the lady. Nicholas jumped up from his seat. “You dare to stare at a noble woman?" "Forgive me, my lord,” the gypsy bowed. “The lady has a quiet beauty that can not be ignored. I meant no insult to her,” Mikos looked up at Nicholas, “or to you.” He bowed his head once more. Nicholas sat down again, only slightly pacified with an apology from the dark eyed devil. He leaned toward Ellen as she spoke quietly to him, her words filled with anger. She subtly pulled her hand out from beneath Nicholas', then folded them on her lap. Ellen glanced once more at the gypsy who still stared at her, then turned away to follow his companion. She knew, without looking, that Nicholas glanced at her and the gypsy, as if something were going on between them. Something about the strange man made her heart beat rapidly, and it frightened her. Only David had caused that kind of reaction within her, and he was gone. She did not want to feel anything for anyone else. Before she could request permission of the king to leave the hall, Mikos returned. His features remained blank, but the intensity of his one good eye was like a spell. Ellen sat back quickly, as he reached toward her, but snatched four apples from a large tray on the table, and tossed them, one by one, over his shoulder. His partner laughed and began juggling them. For a few moments, Ellen watched as the fruit was tossed into the air, only to be easily caught and tossed up again. The circle pattern arced as Mikos joined his partner, and the apples went back and forth between them. Moments later, Ellen watched Mikos nod to his partner, then step back. The partner caught the fruit and kept it moving without a break in his rhythm. Her breath caught as Mikos approached her once more and offered her the single apple he had held on to. Ellen refused to look at Nicholas, realizing the gypsy was deliberately baiting him. She reached out tentatively and took the apple, her gaze locked with his. She felt as if she were falling under his spell. In her mind, Ellen heard her brother Gordon, as he had proposed a toast on her wedding day. A toast, to Lord and Lady Ross. May the union of the Scot's gypsy stallion and Ravencliff's unicorn be a fruitful one. A grin slowly spread across the gypsy's face, colliding with her memory. Why she should think of that moment of her first wedding day, she was not sure. There was no possible connection between the gypsy handing her an apple and her brother's toast a year ago. Ellen grew pale and dropped the fruit on the table. She could almost believe Mikos had read her mind. She watched helplessly, as the apple bounced once and landed hard in the edge of Nicholas’ plate, upsetting it onto his lap. Gravy splattered his face, while a lump of congealed fat slowly rolled down his chest. Ellen choked back a fierce desire to laugh and instead, jumped up from her chair, a look of panic on her face at the small disaster she had caused. She dared not look at Nicholas again, fearing he would see in her eyes what was on her mind. "Your Highness,” she turned suddenly to the king. “Your Highness, forgive me.” Ellen glanced at her father, then scooted between the chairs and ran from the dais and up the steps at the end of the great hall. She knew everyone watched her, wondering what had happened. One of the soldiers standing by the staircase stepped aside to let her pass. Ellen glanced back. The one eyed gypsy stared after her, still grinning. Ellen's heart continued to beat rapidly as she slipped through the narrow opening. The gypsy's knowing eye haunted her. Her vision blurred, and she felt faint. She paused on the narrow staircase long enough to press her sleeve against her tear filled eyes, then hurried to her chamber. “It cannot be,” she sobbed, “It
 
 cannot be."
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN The night before her wedding ... Despite the continued noise and laughter belowstairs, Lady Ellen sighed. She had regained tight control over her emotions; if she gave in now there would be no end to it. What she had seen in that gypsy's eye, at the last moment, could not possibly have been real. It was wishful thinking to believe what she imagined could be true. Her mind played cruel tricks on her. David was gone, and she was alone; all hope was finally shattered. All the dreams for a bright future were dead. Ellen stood before the window in her bedchamber and gazed out over the wintry scene. The shutters lay open, letting in the bitterly cold night air. No wind disturbed the white flakes drifting earthward to cover the barren land. Branches of trees beyond the meadow reached out in despair, covered with an icy burden of fragile white. They appeared as forlorn as she felt. The wet blanket below the castle walls sparkled in the moonlight, like a bed of countless diamonds. Despite its beauty, the snow shone with a cold desolation, matched only by the growing ice in her heart. Ellen could easily imagine the source of the ribald laughter, echoing from below. It was not difficult imagining Nicholas responsible for the crude remarks aimed at her and her quick departure from the hall. She could make out none of the words, but she knew him too well, knew the pleasure he derived from belittling her before his friends. His voice shouted above the others, providing the rowdy guests with entertainment. She refused to listen to the merriment or give thought to tomorrow. This Christmas brought no joy; no desire to take part in the festivities. Earlier in the day, Ellen had all she could do to keep grasping hands away from her female servants as they worked in the hall completing preparations which were being made for the evening's festivities. Several male servants, under the steward's direction concentrated on the placement of holiday decorations. Holly branches were tied and hung over doorways and window seats. As she stood before the open window in her room, she thought of the sap from freshly cut logs popping and crackling in the hearth fire, while the scent of pine from well placed boughs filled the air, mingling with aromas from the kitchens. Cook was not to be outdone. Roasted goose and boar, venison, and quail were only the beginning of the planned feast. The scents of sauces, sweetmeats, freshly baked bread, tarts, assorted pastries and spicy frumenty failed to lure Ellen to join the guests. She had lost her appetite for food or company. The gypsy had seen to that. For the last three days, he seemed to be everywhere, following her. He unnerved her with his silent, one-eyed stare. Ellen felt as if he knew her thoughts before she did. What was he up to? Was he looking for an opportunity to lure her away? Stop it, Ellen. You have listened to too many tales of gypsy cunning and thievery. He would not dare come near you. With King John here, you would be particularly safe. After all, he wants nothing to happen to the bride. The chamber door opened, and Kitty burst into the room, followed by Ellen's maid. Muriel carried a tray bearing a light meal and a goblet of wine. The young woman placed the tray on a table, careful not to upset the cup already there, and glanced at the braziers around the room. The coals glowed brightly, but did nothing to dispel the icy draft from the open window. "You will catch your death,” Muriel declared. “And with your wedding-" "Hush, Muriel,” Kitty gently silenced the woman. “Be off with you. I will tend to my sister." Kitty waited until the servant left, then hunted through a chest for a warm cloak. She found a large one, and draped it about Ellen's shoulders. She eased the edges of the cloak together to enclose and warm
 
 her sister. “The king made your excuses for not attending the celebration so tonight. But there was nothing kind about them. He seemed to enjoy making sport of you. Nicholas seems angry that the bishop can forgive your absence so easily, but His Grace assured Nicholas he understands your nervousness the night before your wedding. I think Nicholas hoped to have the king command your presence. He would have liked nothing better than to see you shamed before Papa and the rest of the nobility, especially with that one-eyed gypsy always staring after you." Kitty stared at Ellen, then continued her report. “The rest of the meal has been served and the guests are eating and drinking as if there is no bottom to the larder. If they continue this way, there will not be enough to see us through to spring. I do believe Nicholas would like to try to empty the coffers. You would think Papa controls an endless bounty, the way Nicholas indulges himself and his friends. He takes advantage of Papa's generosity,” she finished with obvious sarcasm. "He thinks himself lord of the manor before the wedding is done,” Ellen scoffed without turning. “He is nothing more than a greedy serf in a lord's guise. What of Papa?" "He sits quietly by the bishop's side. What can he say? The king decreed this marriage and Renfrew will see it done. I do not think Renfrew is pleased to see how Nicholas already acts the heir to Ravencliff. Renfrew is certainly different from Father Bernard. I cannot fathom what Nicholas could have done to get the king to write up these contracts." Ellen wondered vaguely if Kitty's sudden shiver was due to the cold bedchamber or thoughts of Nicholas. “Whatever it was, you know for certain it had to be underhanded.” Ellen paused a moment, and when she spoke again, her voice was barely audible, as if she were afraid to voice her thoughts. “If it were not a sin, I would have killed myself when the betrothal was made." Kitty gasped in horror at Ellen's words. “Do not speak of such things! To take one's own life is a mortal sin.” Kitty hesitated. “It was the gypsy. What did he say to you, Ellen?" "He never spoke a word. It was the way he looked at me. It was unnerving. I could not stay there and remain subject to his stares. And yet, I could see David in his eyes." "Perhaps we should have a word with Papa. I am sure if you tell him how you feel, he will see to it the gypsy band is sent on its way. Nicholas must be fairly drunk. He paid little heed to the grease splattered across his clothing. Only this time, there was no bouncing apple to blame. I must admit, he plays the fool rather well, even if he does not realize it himself.” Kitty attempted to redirect her sister's line of thought. “Please, Ellen, do try to eat something and get some rest. Tomorrow will be difficult enough." "Do you believe in miracles, Kitty?” Ellen still did not look away from the window, and remained centered on her own thoughts. "Miracles? Why, this is the season for miracles,” Kitty replied with a touch of hope in her voice. Ellen needed something more than a miracle to escape this unwanted marriage. If only David ... She let the painful thought slip away. “For a moment tonight, I thought I had been blessed with one, but realized it was too much to hope for. Pray for a miracle to end this farce of a marriage before it is begun." Kitty moved to stand between Ellen and the window. She wrapped her arms about her sister's waist and closed her eyes, fighting back tears. “I will pray really hard, Ellen. I promise you, I will." Ellen returned the embrace, then gently turned Kitty's head to gaze into her shining green eyes. Ellen
 
 smiled. “You must not weep for me, sister. With Gordon gone, I am the eldest and must wed where the king wills. My wishes not to remarry are no longer of any consequence. Nicholas has seen to that. “As for you ... It's past time you seek your own bed.” Ellen managed a brave smile. “At least one of us should be pretty on the morrow. What would Geoffrey think if he saw dark circles under your eyes? Off you go now, and do not worry. Everything will be all right, and I will be fine.” She kissed her sister's cheek, then sent her on her way. "You will not...” Kitty dared not finish the question, but her meaning was understood. "No, sister, I will not. In that respect I am too much the coward.” The sisters exchanged one more hug and Kitty reluctantly left. The door latch caught with a soft click and Ellen closed her eyes. Twin tracks of moisture streaked her face. Kitty would have been upset to see her weeping. A miracle indeed. Ellen stopped believing in miracles the day her father's soldiers brought proof of David's death. After eight months, she still could not think of it without tears. She sighed, then closed and fastened the shutters against the night. If only she could as easily close out the mocking sounds of merriment below. Ellen stepped before the small fire burning in the brazier to warm her hands, and barely glanced at the food on the tray. She finished the cup of wine sitting on the table before Jane brought the tray. The cup the maid had left, contained a sleeping potion, and Ellen wanted no part of it. She half expected Nicholas to come creeping into her bedchamber when everyone else had drifted off to sleep. He was not above trying to get a sample of what would be his before the vows were said. She set aside her own goblet and almost changed her mind about Jane's potion, but climbed onto the large bed, instead. She curled up within the heavy cloak, pulling the garment about her thin body, and snuggling into its warmth. Ellen breathed deeply of the faint scent remaining of the man who had worn the garment. She slid her hand lovingly across the tightly woven fabric, recalling the way it draped across a pair of broad shoulders. Was it just a year ago they had been blissfully happy? How could fate have been so cruel, to take him from her when their life together was just beginning? She ignored the bedside candle and stared into the shadows, waiting for blessed sleep to quiet her thoughts and bring her peace. No matter what happened tomorrow, she would never forget laughing black eyes and a teasing smile, set in dark gypsy features. Nicholas may force her into a marriage she did not want, but he would never destroy her memories. **** The chamber door clicked open, a silent figure entered and carefully shut the door again, sealing out the rest of the castle. Jane tiptoed her way across the room, directly to where the tray lay, and clucked sadly after examining the goblet in the dim light of the brazier. Everything on the tray remained untouched; not a morsel of food had been eaten, or a drop of wine drunk. She quietly moved a stool to the side of the bed where she sat and watched Ellen sleep. Jane could not bear to see the earlier look of resignation and defeat etched into Ellen's features. So sad and thin. This no longer was the girl she had watched grow up, following her brother and the young Scots boy. I remember hearing of the time Ellen doused David and Nicholas with water from the stream, when she caught them fighting over her. The maid smiled and nodded. Even that angry incident had played out in happier days for everyone. Jane spied the dried tracks of tears on Ellen's face, made barely noticeable in the brief candlelight. Ellen was not one to carry on and complain when things failed to go her way. Jane wanted to reach out and trace the smudges, but knew Ellen would awaken. The maid reluctantly sat back, her heart aching for her young mistress.
 
 No one knew Jane sat with her mistress. Old Gwennyth's daughter could do no less. It was a fact, no one ever noticed servants ’til one needed them, making it possible for those workers to see all that went on, and exchange gossip. Even the servants, who knew more than most what went on about the estates, could not understand the turn of events. How had things gone so wrong? Jane heard the faint sounds coming from belowstairs and shuddered at what she imagined was going on.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT Bishop Renfrew sat between King John and Lord Hugh on the dais, and watched Nicholas. Crude jokes were shouted at the soon-to-be bridegroom, and Nicholas laughed at every one. Unlike the majority of priests, Renfrew held a certain respect for women, understanding and accepting the fact they had their place in the world. It would have pleased Ellen to know the bishop did not like the jokes that were aimed at her. Had Father Bernard been present, he would have placed full blame on Ellen for refusing to join them in the hall. Renfrew's eyes missed nothing as he watched Nicholas grabbing at the serving maids. Nicholas certainly did not behave like a man in love, as he had at first given the bishop to believe. "I wonder if the timing of this wedding is fair to Lady Ellen.” Renfrew spread some honey on a piece of bread and took a bite. His comment seemed not to be directed toward anyone in particular. Nicholas returned to the dais and refilled his goblet. Wine dribbled down his chin and stained his tunic as he gulped down the potent liquid. “Whatever do you mean, Your Grace?" "Am I to understand, Lady Ellen has not been allowed her full year of mourning?" Renfrew stared at the new earl. Nicholas’ drunken gaze fixed on the bishop and a slow smile crept across his ruddy features. “Better she remarry now, then spend more time mourning the death of a heathen Scot.” His slurred speech did nothing to take the sting out of the caustic words. Several of his friends sniggered at the remark. Nicholas shrugged, and turned away, just in time to catch another serving maid and plop her onto his lap. He offered the giggling girl some of his wine, which she accepted willingly, spilling more when Nicholas tipped the cup too fast. Renfrew appeared to be thoroughly disgusted with Nicholas’ cavorting. He turned to Lord Hugh and spoke quietly. “I do not envy you having him for a son by marriage. Had I known what the king was up to, I would have argued with him to at least permit your daughter her full year of mourning. That would have allowed more time to find a way out of this debacle of a marriage." Hugh leaned toward the bishop and bowed his head in appreciation “I thank Your Grace, for your kind thoughts toward my daughter, but you know the king better than anyone.” Hugh glanced at the king who, was laughing at Nicholas’ antics, then lowered his voice so his words would not carry back to the monarch. “Once he has his mind set on something, there is no changing it. I do have to wonder what Nicholas offered John, to be awarded Ellen's hand in marriage." Renfrew sipped his wine and leaned closer to the duke. “He paid for the privilege. John's coffers are low, fighting his barons to keep his throne. He needs all the gold he can get his hands on." Hugh sat back in disgust, and drank from his cup. The wine tasted sour on his tongue. He had no taste for this evening's debauched celebration, or the wedding to follow on the morrow. Renfrew glanced about the great hall, a curious expression set on his features. “What has become of Father Bernard? I had expected to meet with him upon my arrival. From what I have heard, he is in favor of this match?" Hugh snorted with disgust. “Father Bernard is in favor of anything which pleases Nicholas. I have often wondered about the friendship between those two. But his absence has nothing to do with Nicholas. A few days ago, Bernard received word his brother was seriously ill, and he left immediately for the abbey.
 
 He did assure me he would return in time for the wedding. He wanted to be here to see it come to pass. I thought he would return before tonight to take part in this ‘celebration.’” "Let us be grateful there is one less questionable personage to deal with. I am not pleased to have to perform this marriage, but since the king has ordered it, at the very least it will be done properly." "This was never meant to be, and can only bring more misery to my Ellen. I can only wish there were a way to stop the marriage for good." "Amen to that,” Renfrew concluded and finished off his wine. “If you will excuse me, Lord Hugh. I thank you for your hospitality and your efforts to make this as pleasant an evening as possible. I find I am still tired from the long journey, and the callousness of the bridegroom has rather disgusted me." "Of course, Your Grace.” Hugh stood as the bishop moved away from the table, followed by his scribe. The bishop turned to King John, who appeared to be amusing himself with the goings on. “By your leave, Your majesty.” Renfrew bowed slightly in respect and turned as John negligently waved him away. Renfrew paused when obnoxious laughter erupted nearby. Nicholas spoke animatedly with one of his friends, and their words drifted back to the priest, despite the raucous din filling the hall. "I am finally getting what I have wanted these many years, Donald. It will be a pleasure to tame that woman. It is long past time she learned her place.” Nicholas laid a heavy hand on his friend's shoulder. Donald laughed, tipping his cup toward Nicholas, as he swayed drunkenly. “Even those two fools could not stop you from your goal." "No one can stop me when I want something. You should know that." Renfrew's hands tightened within the confines of his wide cassock sleeves. How much more could one man endure? He agonized for Lord Hugh as they watched Nicholas slap his friend on the back, then stagger away to find more entertainment. Two fools? Does he speak of Gordon and David? Nicholas would not dare have involved himself in their deaths. The cleric's stomach tightened when he saw Hugh's hands clenched by his sides as the angry duke watched Nicholas fondle yet another of the serving maids. Renfrew felt helpless in his ability to stop the wedding. Could the Earl of Fair Haven have had anything to do with Gordon's and David's untimely demise? Nicholas may not have involved himself directly in the deaths, but Renfrew surmised it was not beyond Nicholas to go to any means to get what he wanted. There was little doubt in his mind that the idea continued to nag at Hugh and the duke would surely seek out the truth if it took to the end of his days.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE The tower guard stepped carefully along the walk overlooking the courtyard, and shivered despite the heavy hauberk beneath his cloak. He turned quickly and leaned over the railing, holding out his torch to better see the area below. He searched for the sound he thought he had heard. One squire, muttering to himself, hurried along to the barracks, his footsteps crunching on the thin layer of snow. Seeing the boy, the guard relaxed as his breath turned into fog in the cold night air. Satisfied that nothing was amiss, he continued his rounds. Three figures huddled deep within the shadows of the recessed wall. The fine powered snow had been trampled, hiding traces of their presence. Dark hooded cloaks kept them hidden from the guards on duty. The leader glanced upward and listened for the guard to continue his rounds. He kept his voice to a bare whisper. “Show us this room you spoke of,” he told one of his companions. The second man nodded and took the lead. Staying close to the outer wall, they continued moving in darkness until they reached a shadow stretching across the courtyard. One at a time, each figure kept low, and darted silently across the cobblestones, to a side entrance leading into the chapel. Their booted feet made sharp crunching sounds on the snow crust, as they slipped on the frozen ground. The leader used hand gestures to keep their voices from carrying back to the watch on the crisp night air. He entered first, and grabbed an unlit torch from its wall sconce. His companions quickly followed, their heads turning from side to side, being watchful of any unexpected passersby. "There is a room below the chapel no one knows about. We can stay there for a time, while we decide our next move." He used a candle from the corner devotional to light the torch, before going through a low doorway in the front part of the chapel. The three men carefully descended the steep, narrow staircase. The close walls exuded cold and damp, and a draft drifting between unmortared stones, teased at the flickering torch. At the bottom of the stairs, the leader hesitated and glanced from left to right, as if trying to decide which door to open. “That one,” he pointed to the left, “goes through the walls, and will take you most anywhere in the castle. This one...” He stopped speaking long enough to put his weight against the second door and push it open. Stiff leather hinges creaked with cold and disuse. He entered the tiny room, set the torch in the wall sconce and turned to his friends, as they crowded into the small space. Cobwebs, draped across the shadowed corners, shifted heavily when the door opened, like delicate cloth slowly fluttering in a breeze. They coughed on the stagnant air and raised dust clouds when they entered. The second man dropped a sack, waited for the dust to settle, then knelt on the cold floor. Using his dagger, he sliced up the bread and cheese, and divided the bits of venison into three portions. They were grateful to have found a pretty serving girl, more than willing to smuggle the extra food to them. It would have to suffice until they completed their mission. One man took his share then hunkered down with his back against the far wall, where it was a little warmer. "You are sure she is here?” More than once he had asked the same question. It was hard to believe he would be with her soon. He rubbed at his graying head, tired from the long journey. The third man refused the offering held out to him and drew back his hood. “Save it for me until I return. There is something I must do.” He pulled his cloak tighter around him, warding off the cold. "Yes. She has been her for years.” Pulling back his hood, the blond speaker sighed. How many times had that question been asked, and yet he couldn't blame his uncle. After what they all had been through,
 
 it was hard to believe they were finally back. “It is good to be within these walls again. There was a time I did not think we would ever see them again.” He turned to his brother-in-law and grinned. “There is that look in your eyes again. You are going to Ellen." "I will know the truth before I continue with our plan. Get some rest while you can. We have unfinished business to attend to shortly.” David left Gordon and Will in the small chamber and ventured out to the opposite door. Years before, Gordon had shown David a few passages riddling the castle walls. The one David entered now was unfamiliar to him, but led to the upper levels and connected to several chambers above the great hall. Ellen's chamber was one of them. Gordon had laughed as he recalled being tempted to use the passage, but had resisted, knowing the consequences would have been severe if he had been caught. And he would have been caught sooner or later, for Hugh's guards missed nothing. David blindly made his way along the second passage, bracing his hands on the walls as he moved slowly. The pitch blackness was disorienting, but as long as he felt the cold stones beneath his hands, he knew he could find his way. He slid his feet along the floor until he came up against the bottom step of another staircase. He tread the steps carefully, making his way up through the darkness, determined to find Ellen, and discover if his claim was still valid. He was not sure what he would do if she no longer loved him. Granted, she believed her husband had been dead these last months. How would she react when she discovered he lived? Jane stood slowly, her joints protesting their stiffness from sitting too long on the low stool in the chilled room. She was satisfied Ellen remained in a deep sleep. If she thought she could get away with it, she would have made a strong enough potion to keep Ellen asleep throughout the next day, missing the wedding. Jane would do almost anything to spare her sweet lady from a miserable future. Good sense told her there was nothing to be done. If only David and Gordon had survived the attack that day, there would be no reason for tomorrow's farce of a marriage. The middle aged woman glanced about the room, her senses prickling. Had she heard something, like shuffling footsteps? She could not be sure and shook her head, as if to shake off an ill feeling. She was, undoubtedly, imagining treachery where there was none. Tomorrow's events had the duke's entire household on edge. The entertainment in the great hall had long since died down. Perhaps it was just the last of the guests finding their drunken way to their beds—those fortunate enough to have a bed to fall on to. Most of the knights and men-at-arms made pallets on the floor of the great hall, rolling up in blankets to ward off the chill. The hearth fire would have been replenished and would be burning brightly. Jane left the room and made her way slowly to her own bed. The hour was late and there was much to be done in the morning, before the noon wedding. **** One edge of the tapestry shifted away from the wall and David slipped out from behind it, leaving the hidden door slightly ajar. He moved deeper into the room, then stopped, when he saw Ellen moving restlessly in her sleep. Her long hair lay loose about her shoulders, caught up in the edge of the cloak she kept wrapped snuggly about her. Light from the thick bedside candle created hollowed shadows in her pale features. He could not see her hand as it slowly slipped beneath her pillow, carefully sliding out a dagger, which she kept hidden there. He never thought to prepare himself against an attack from her. David had no way of knowing Ellen kept the weapon close at all times because she never trusted Nicholas not to sneak into her bedchamber some night. He could not see how she held the weapon in a tight grip as she continued to feign sleep, and waited for him to move closer. He could not hear her heart pounding. He knew nothing of the skills Stephen had taught her, or that those same skills were about to be tested on him. How could he know she was preparing to show Nicholas he was about to take on more than he bargained for? David was unaware of the changes in Ellen, of her determination to prove she was not the weak woman others believed her to be. How could he know, that at this moment, she
 
 steeled her mind to drive the dagger home and end her agony once and forever. Did she hate the man she was to wed on the morrow? Had he known what she was up to, he would have supported her right to defend herself against any intruder into her private chambers. As he moved across the room, barely disturbing the rushes, he would have been surprised if he could have read her thoughts. Come forth you son of a troll, come get what you well deserve! David was not as prepared to confront his wife as he believed. The dark shadow stopped beside the table and looked at the untouched tray. He picked up a fruit pastry and bit into it, then picked up the goblet and sniffed the faint scent of herbs. He glanced at the sleeping form as he replaced the full cup. The figure on the bed moved restlessly. He finished the pastry, then leaned over the lightly sleeping form. In the next moment, David found himself lying on the cold stone floor among the rushes, a stunned look on his shadowed face. A weight settled on his middle, while a dagger point dug menacingly at his throat. He lay still a moment longer. His hands flew up and grabbed at Ellen's hands. A tight grip on the small wrist forced the dagger to fall to the floor, as well as pull strands of long dark hair. David winced as Ellen screeched with the unexpected pain, then quickly flipped her over onto her back. He tried desperately to still the flailing arms and legs, and silence the curses before someone arrived to rescue her. “Stop,” he warned sharply as he held both her wrists above her head, and straddled her hips. When the wriggling figure finally slowed and stopped, David gently brushed bedraggled hair from the thin face. “You defend yourself well, my lady,” he acknowledged hoarsely. He lowered his head closer to hers, but his face remained in shadow, while the eyepatch continued to conceal his identity. The slight figure beneath his weight stopped squirming when he spoke. Tears escaped the corners of her eyes as she stared into the hidden features. “What do you want here? I could call out to the guard and have you imprisoned." "And think of the adventure you would miss, my lady. Perhaps a quick tumble before your wedding day?” The gypsy sneered at her. She worked one hand free, and swung, slapping him hard. Her own hand stung from the contact, but the satisfaction was well worth it. She felt him recoil in surprise at the blow, as his hand came up quickly and again ensnared her hands in his tight grip. She watched as the silhouette of one hand went to his face and rubbed the heated handprint he must have. “Take what you want from my chambers, but leave me be. It is enough I must be married tomorrow. For months I clung to the hope my husband was alive and would return, but now I know it was a foolish hope. Do what you will and be gone. I hope you are caught by the guards and swiftly hung." .David removed the dagger from her hand and placed it gently out of reach, but not before examining the hilt. “This might fetch a good price. But perhaps I will keep it for myself.” He stuck the weapon in his belt. “Where did you learn to wield a knife and defend yourself? Never mind. It might be better I do not know." "My father's best friend has been teaching me over the years, since I was twelve,” she sniffed indignantly. He stared at her. “Stephen Hunter? And your father approved?" "Well, he's never raised any objections. None I have heard, at least." David hid his surprise at this information. Did Hugh know about it? He must know, for Ellen could never hide anything from her father for long. Did she wonder at his mention of Stephen's name? Perhaps it was not so strange. Stephen was well known throughout the borderlands for his service to her father. Ellen bucked against him, trying to dislodge his weight. He shifted his body as he sat on the cold floor and
 
 rested against the side of the bed. "Had my husband not been killed,” she added, “tomorrow would not be about to happen." David's warm smile disappeared, as he stared at feminine features in the dim candlelight. Shadows cast across half her face gave her features a hollow, eerie appearance. “Do you wish this marriage on the morrow, my lady?" "Did I not just say as much? Not that it is any of your affair,” she replied vehemently. “The king has commanded it; I have no choice but to obey. Even Bishop Renfrew will officiate to be sure I obey the king. Nicholas may force this marriage, but he will never have my heart." "Why did you choose tomorrow?” A wedding planned for the next day seemed the ultimate insult, and a shred of doubt assailed him. "I did not. Nicholas chooses it to mock me. He would not allow me my full year of mourning. He has such great hatred for my husband, he wants to destroy my memories of him and our short marriage. I swear to you, no matter what he does, he can never make me forget." We had so little time to love, Sprite, but you are mine for all eternity, as I am yours. David resisted the need to reach out and wrap his arms about Ellen's waist, drawing her down to his side. He wanted to hold her close for a moment, to feel again, her warmth and love for him. He wanted to kiss her and make up for all the months they had lost her. If only ... if only the last few months had never happened, he and Ellen would still be in Scotland, perhaps with a child now. He closed his eyes a moment, breathing in the unique scent of her, wanting to reach out and never let her go. He felt the pain behind her tears as they glistened on her cheeks in the dim candlelight. He dared stay for a moment longer. A feather light touch brushed across Ellen's cheek as he wiped away the tears. She would assume the worst right now, but there was no time to tell her his plan. It might be better to leave things as they were so she would give nothing away. Weep no more, my little sprite. I promise to take away your heartache, very soon. David moved away from his young wife and rose from the cold floor. How was it, it had not seemed cold the last few minutes, but now he felt the draught. He picked Ellen up and placed her on her bed, within the folds of the earlier discarded cloak. He wrapped her within the warm garment, then reached down to retrieve the dagger from the rushes and slipped it back under her pillow. "Take what you will and be gone,” Ellen resignedly told the intruding gypsy. “But you must leave quickly before I change my mind and call the guard. My betrothed would gladly take a sword to you." David sat beside her and dared to stroke her cheek, taking pleasure in the way she reluctantly closed her eyes and sighed at his touch. I will not be far, Sprite. I would stay with you now, if I could, but I do not want anyone to know I've returned. You have always been strong, and I need you to be strong a little while longer. David paused. “Tell no one I was here, or it will go badly for you,” he warned gruffly. The threat sounded foolish, even to him, and he berated himself for giving voice to it. Ellen opened her mouth as if to object. “You are right, Gypsy,” she mocked. “To call out now would only ensure your imprisonment and likely get you hanged." David leaned over his wife and kissed her forehead, reluctant to leave her. “You are as brave as a gypsy woman. Sleep now, my lady and dream sweet dreams of me,” he whispered in her ear, putting a hint of arrogance in his voice. Holding her close, he remained still, listening to her breathing as she drifted off to sleep.
 
 David took a step back from the bed and stood beside it, his fists clenched at his sides. Visions of Ellen were all that had kept him alive these past months, strengthening his determination to return to her. Now he was sure, Nicholas had been behind the attack on him and Gordon. Looking down at his wife, David found it hard to believe how pale and thin she had become. Shadows beneath her eyes made her look much older than her eighteen years. He used to wonder if she truly loved him, or if he were some image of an ideal. There were still niggling doubts in his mind. Even if she no longer wanted him, David intended to go through with his plan and put at end to the treachery at Ravencliff. If all went well, he would face Nicholas. Tomorrow, things would finally be put to rights. David went to the window and knelt before the old chest. He rummaged through the contents and stopped a moment when he heard Ellen shift position as she fell into an exhausted sleep. When she stilled, he returned to his search. He was not sure what he could find of use, or if he could find anything to make himself presentable. Moments later, he sat back on his heels, surprised at what lay near the bottom of the chest. The clothing he had worn when he married Ellen, lay neatly folded. They would more than do for what he had in mind. He carefully bundled up the clothing, and prepared to leave the same way he had entered the room. He had to look at Ellen one more time before he left her, and stepped to the side of the bed. David reached down and drew strands of her chestnut hair through his fingers. It had been too long since he had last touched the silken softness. Tucking the bundle of clothing under one arm, David picked up the lit candle and made his way to the hidden passage. He would have preferred to remain with his wife, but he could not afford to be found in her bedchamber. David pushed the tapestry aside and slipped into the black passage leading back to the room beneath the chapel. Today's journey had been long and he needed to sleep. Too soon he would be facing the man who presumed to claim his wife.
 
 CHAPTER THIRTY Jane slipped into the still dark bedchamber and replaced the tray left the night before. One of the tarts was gone. Perhaps Ellen had awakened during the night, hungry enough to eat that little bit. She glanced about the room, but could not find the candle she had left at Ellen's bedside. Jane shook her head knowing that forgetfulness was not a problem. Mayhap one of the other maids had come in earlier and taken the candleholder away. Well, never mind. There were more important things to tend to than worry about a missing candle. Soft sobs disturbed the silence and Jane hurried to the bedside. “Oh, my lady, you have been weeping again. Your poor face is puffy.” The maid tsked, looked into Ellen's red rimmed eyes and saw a mix of emotions. Ellen was sitting up, the covers draped over her legs, her arms clasped about them. She rested her chin on her knees. When Ellen made no response, Jane knew only one thing could have brought tears to her dear lady's eyes. The young woman wet a square of cloth in the basin of water, hoping the cold would ease the puffiness. Ellen sniffed. “He was here. David was here, Jane." "The dreams again.” Jane frowned. “Too late for dreams now. In a few hours, you will be Lord Nicholas ’ wife." "It was so real.” Ellen rubbed the cloak against her eyes. “It was no dream. It could not have been" "My lady, your husband has been gone these many months. If he were alive, would he not have returned to you before now? Perhaps I should awaken Lady Margaret—" "No, do not awaken my aunt yet.” Ellen paused. “Perhaps you are right. It was a dream. Leave me, Muriel. I wish to be alone for a while." "But, my lady, the time...” the maid protested. "Please, Jane. After today, I will have no time to myself. Nicholas will see to it." "Yes, my lady. I will return shortly to help you dress." **** Moments after Jane left, Ellen tiptoed to the door of her bedchamber and listened for footsteps in the hall. She leaned back against the door for a moment, relieved everyone had gone about their business for the day. Looking down at the floor, she suddenly realized how cold it really was and hopped gingerly back to the bed. Even the rushes, strewn over the floor did nothing to protect her bare feet from the icy cold stones. Jane will be returning shortly, to help me prepare for a wedding I do not want. I can think of one way to stop the ceremony, or delay it at the very least. There can be no wedding if there is no bride. She smiled with pleasure at the wicked thought. Ellen dressed quickly in her boy's garb, with a heavy dark cloak for warmth, and slipped out of the castle. She kept her head down. Her hair, confined in a thick braid, was caught up within the hood when she pulled it over her head to hide her face. She strode to the stable and swirled about when someone came too close. Ellen went directly into the building's warm interior, hoping no one would stop her. There were too many soldiers about so early in the morning. She would not let anyone, or the cold day, stop her from going off for a while before the noon wedding. The thought of riding out of the bailey never to return was tempting, but she knew it was a useless
 
 thought. Having the king's support, Nicholas would turn on her father and blame him for her disappearance, then he would be sure to send men after her. When the wedding was done, Nicholas could punish her at his leisure. For the moment, her only thought was to enjoy a bit of freedom for the last time. Once vows were said, Nicholas would see to it a close guard was kept on her. For months, concentrating on chores about the castle kept Ellen from dwelling on the pain in her heart. David's loss had remained sharp and she wrapped herself in numbness, afraid the pain would destroy her. Better not think on it too much. Aunt Margaret had offered some comfort when she explained the pain would dull with time, then Ellen would be able to take out the memories and relive them for a while. Ellen found that heart and mind rarely agreed—hard lesson learned. Now, as she recalled the gypsy's appearance the night before, she did her best to suppress the smile trying to free itself. If she allowed herself to think on the confrontation now, with no one around, she would be hard pressed to hide it when anyone came near. The castle inhabitants were well aware of her feelings about the wedding. Glancing about now, she saw several of the mysterious entertainers of the night before, but no sign of the one eyed gypsy. Hopefully, the thief had taken her advice and fled the castle. Fanciful ideas danced through her mind and she wondered what it would be like to be whisked away by him. Anything would be imminently better than what was planned for her. Unfortunately, Kitty's prayers seemed to have failed to bring the needed miracle. Ellen's eyes adjusted to the dimmer light within the stable as she listened for a welcoming sound. It finally came from a stall at the far end of the building. He knew she was here. Just inside the doorway, Ellen reached into a barrel and withdrew an apple. She would have preferred one freshly picked, but next harvesting season was months away. The shriveled fruit would have to suffice. In the far stall, the black stallion's head bobbed, acknowledging her presence. While Ellen stood beyond his reach, she knew he waited patiently for her to approach. “How are you, my friend?” she asked as she moved closer to the half door separating her from the huge animal. He stood taller at the shoulder than most of the mounts stabled here. Sometimes Ellen felt lost standing near him. She reached out one hand and the stallion backed away, his nostrils flaring. His nervous breath made small clouds as he snorted against the cold air. "My lady,” Geoffrey cried out. “It isn't safe to be so close to him. He's turned mean.” Geoffrey took Ellen's arm, meaning to guide her out of harm's way. Ellen glanced at the restraining hand, then looked up into Geoffrey's eyes. “You forget yourself, squire,” she reminded him. “I do not need protection from my brother's horse. You should have advised me sooner of Brutus’ status." "Forgive me, my lady, I was concerned for your welfare.” Geoffrey took a step back. "He is not mean, are you, Brutus?” Ellen reached out to stroke the stallion's velvety nose. With her other hand she offered him the wrinkled apple. Her father had to get the stallion used to a new rider. So far, all attempts had failed. Brutus was not really mean; he missed Gordon. “When was the last time he was exercised?" "Beyond releasing him in the pen,” Geoffrey answered, “no one has. That beast will not let anyone ride him, except Sir Gordon." "And Sir Gordon is not here.” Ellen's voice caught. “Saddle Brutus. I will see he gets some proper exercise." "But, my lady, he is not a lady's mount."
 
 "I am well aware of that, Geoffrey. Would you argue with my brother, were he here?" Geoffrey bowed his head, realizing it would be useless to argue with her. “No, my lady." "Then let us not debate the issue any further.” Her tone softened. "Yes, my lady.” The squire turned toward the tack room. Geoffrey returned and stood to one side, waiting for Ellen to step away, then he reluctantly saddled the horse. Brutus often sidestepped, trying to avoid the squire's busy hands. Geoffrey mumbled as he worked. “'Tis not fair, making my job so hard to do. I only do as I am told, but I will be held responsible if any harm comes to her. Lord Hugh will have my head on a platter. How do you protect someone who refuses to be protected?" "Geoffrey?” Ellen stepped close enough to the squire to almost whisper in his ear. Geoffrey quickly stepped back. “Yes, my lady?" "I appreciate your concern, but there is no need to worry.” She turned from the squire and stroked the horse's muzzle again. “Brutus and I became friends long ago." Ellen followed Geoffrey as he led the horse into the courtyard, then helped Ellen to mount. Groups of soldiers ignored the cloaked rider as they milled about, speaking quietly, waiting for new orders. Ellen was pleased when they quickly backed away from the restless stallion. Brutus, unfamiliar with the light weight on his back, reared up and pawed at the air as if in battle. Ellen gripped the reins tightly and prayed she would not fall. Making friends with the beast was one thing—riding him was another. Brutus fought against the short reins until rider and mount cleared the portcullis. He felt Ellen's hold relax as she leaned forward. “Go, my friend,” she urged him on, “run with the wind." Brutus’ stride lengthened and his speed increased as he raced across the fields. Horse and rider had need of working out pain and frustration. They flew across miles of barren land, the cold wind blowing in their faces. Ellen gradually slowed the horse to a walk, then let the reins fall. She kicked her leg over the saddle and slumped to the ground. After months of hoping reports had been wrong, she still could not believe she had only dreamed of him the night before. She wept uncontrollably, shedding tears at David's loss, and finally released the anger and pain held within for so long. It felt good to be emotionally free again. She sniffed and quickly dried the moisture from her cold cheeks. Never again would she weep for the only man she loved. She would lock away the treasured memories, to be taken out when she was alone. Her only regret was the day he had sent her home, and her last angry words to him. Ellen did not know how she would live with that final memory of him, but she would—another lesson learned. She would much rather not marry again, for no man would hold her heart as David did, and always would. King John and Nicholas thought otherwise. Only time would prove who was right. If he were alive, Ellen wondered what David might have planned for the not so noble son of an earl. Sometime later, Ellen lay back and stared at the sky, unaware of the cold ground beneath her back. Her eyes felt puffy and she was sure her nose was bright red. How David and Gordon would tease her. Gordon! How could she have forgotten about her brother? If they were alive, what scheme would they put into motion to stop her wedding? A myriad of questions raced about her head. Foolish girl ... If they were alive, there would be no wedding this day—at least not mine. She felt drained of any desire to move, but realized it was long past time to return to the castle. Geoffrey was probably imagining all sorts of things had happened to her. Finding a rock to stand on, Ellen climbed back into the saddle and turned Brutus toward Ravencliff. The powerful stallion moved at a leisurely pace, content to take his time. As for Ellen, there would be no more tears.
 
 Brutus trotted docilely into the bailey. Several men-at-arms were mounted, preparing to leave. “She has returned!” Geoffrey called out, relieved to see Ellen returned safely. Brutus shook his massive head and snorted. Geoffrey gingerly took hold of the horse's bridle, while Ellen slid out of the saddle and landed wobbly, on solid ground. "What goes on here?” Ellen glanced about her, wondering what trouble could be brewing now. "Lord Nicholas ordered the men to start a search for you,” Geoffrey replied. He glanced to his left as Kitty appeared and stood by his side. Nicholas strode out of the great hall over to Ellen. She saw the anger in his eyes and knew his fury was under tight control as he approached her. “Have you no concern for your father?" "My father knows what I am about. By what right do you order his men?" "Your father's state of mind has been precarious at best since your brother's death. Someone had to order a search for you. His men are lacking in discipline. He takes no interest in the business of running his lands. Serfs have not paid their dues. Of most import, he has failed to prepare his daughter for the responsibilities of her new life. Need I go on? Ravencliff needs a firm hand to take over, and I will see things done properly. "Your own actions prove you are incapable of the smallest consideration for anyone. You have caused your father untold grief.” Nicholas stepped closer to her. “That heathen Scot was remiss in that he never broke you of your independent spirit. That is a duty I will enjoy undertaking. When I am done..." Ellen stood her ground as Nicholas looked down at her and wrinkled his nose, as if he had just got a whiff of something rotten. She had deliberately defied him in the matter of her clothing. He stepped around her, looking her over from head to toe. “What did you hope to prove, dressed this way? You have been told before, you were never to do this again, did you not understand? I will not allow my wife to run about the countryside looking like the worst of villagers." A loud crack filled the momentary void, and Kitty stared in shock as Nicholas’ face turned color. His left cheek paled for a moment from the sharp slap Ellen dealt him, then his whole face turned deep crimson with rage. Ellen knew the lies for what they were. Nicholas would never break her; nor had her father become lax in his duties to his estates. She preferred a cloistered life or even death, to the life Nicholas had planned for her. “My father understands more than you think. There is nothing wrong with his mind, nor is there anything wrong with my spirit. "Do not ever,” she continued hotly, “speak of David in such a way again. He was good and decent. You could never hope to be half the man he was, nor have his kindness or compassion for others. As for me, Lord Nicholas, stay out of my way, or you may regret it. You have no authority over me, or anyone else —at least not yet.” Ellen only touched on her bitter feelings for Nicholas, and bit her tongue before she could say more. The rest would have to wait for release. She did not push him too far now, before all his men. There would be a better time, later. She would do whatever was necessary to keep the honor of Ravencliff intact. "That will change in a few hours, my girl, or have you forgotten what day this is?” Nicholas grabbed Ellen's arm, and twisted it behind her back as he pulled her against him. “Say what you will, Lady Ellen, but once the vows are said, you will learn your rightful place as my wife. I shall enjoy teaching you what that heathen Scot could not." "Beware, Nicholas, for the day is still young and may yet hold surprises not to your liking.” Ellen shuddered with the strange feeling that her words were somehow prophetic of the day's events.
 
 CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE Ellen shivered with a sense of foreboding, and rubbed her arms. She wrapped David's cloak snuggly about her. It was not the cold air that bothered her, but the thought of Nicholas’ touch after the wedding. She refused to consider spending the rest of her life as his wife, hoping there might still be a chance for a miracle. If that did not happen, she fervently believed she would prefer to live in a convent, than be the wife of a man whose only marital desire was to gain control of her father's property through her. Ellen rubbed her cheek against her shoulder, taking comfort from the soft wool. David was close in spirit, and she could not help but wonder what he would have planned to stop this farce. She stopped and sniffed at the dark material. His scent lingered on the garment, and in fact, seemed more noticeable than when she fell asleep the night before, a pleasant reminder of the many times he had worn it. After refusing to believe, for almost a year, that he lay dead somewhere, along side her brother, she realized the time had come to finally give up hope. A forlorn sigh escaped her lips. She wished desperately David were with her now. Ellen waited patiently as Jane entered the bedchamber, then stepped aside. Several kitchen boys followed, carrying in a wood tub and buckets of hot water. The maid placed several linen sheets close by, ready for use and sprinkled on the water's surface, a packet of herbs Ellen had chosen. The boys scurried out, taking their empty buckets, and Jane shut the door firmly behind them. A bucket of water sat within reach of the tub, and cooling, while Ellen stepped into the bath. Steam rose from the scented water letting her close her eyes and relaxed. Visions of David on their wedding day, a year before, brought a smile to her lips. Last night's dreams seemed all the more real. There were moments when she could almost believe he had come to her during the night, rather than that scandalous one-eyed gypsy. Something about that man whispered to her not to give up hope just yet. Ellen did not understand this strange feeling and wished with all her heart David was here with her now. Ellen ducked beneath the water to wet her hair and came up, brushing the clinging strands out of her face as Jane rubbed in a small amount of soft rosemary scented soap. The rhythm of the maid's deft fingers felt good to Ellen, releasing some of the tension she felt. Somehow, she would manage to get through the day's events. It was the night she considered with dread, and did not want to face. Ellen tilted her head back as Jane slowly poured a portion of the remaining bucket of water over her hair and squeezed out the excess liquid. After wrapping a piece of linen about the long length, the maid held up a larger piece of toweling and wrapped it around Ellen's slim figure as she stepped from the tub. An elaborate gown had been carefully laid out on the bed. The sight of it disgusted her. Gold threads shot through wine colored heavy brocade, creating a lavish design. It wasn't enough Nicholas had cut short her year of mourning. Ellen refused to dishonor the memory of her husband and brother by wearing this inappropriate creation. The thought of wearing it made her feel like a traitor to her husband. Her memories of the night before, a mixture of hope and doubt, refused to leave her. She could still feel the gypsy's mocking touch, hear his deep voice and feel his warm breath against her cheek... "Jane, find me the plainest gown I have." The maid brushed out imaginary wrinkles from the heavy skirts, and looked up at Ellen in surprise. “My lady, the wedding." "My plainest gown, Muriel.” Ellen gave the abomination on the bed one more disdainful look, then shoved it to the floor where it landed in a heap—a fitting comment on Nicholas’ taste. A devilish smile lit her face as she grabbed a bucket of bath water and flung it on the garment. Ellen glanced up at Jane in
 
 mock horror. “Oh how clumsy of me,” she moaned. “There is no time to salvage this gown. I suppose I must apologize to Nicholas for ruining his gift.” She sighed and shook her head, but her eyes sparkled with pleasure at the deed done. Ellen saw a small smile play at the corners of Jane's mouth, as she turned away. Ellen's eyes blazed, as her defiant nature reasserted itself. It was a good feeling. “Jane, wait, I have a better idea. Bring out the gown I wore when I married David. Nicholas saw fit to cut short my mourning, did he! He will learn now. I have no intention of being the malleable wife he expects. No matter what happens this day, he will find he does not have a wife, after all. He will know for once and all time where my heart and loyalties lie." Jane's eyes registered confusion, for a moment, at Ellen's remark, but the maid's smile grew as she hurried to do her mistress's bidding. It was good to see the old Ellen back again. Muriel and Emma returned to help their mistress dress for the wedding. Muriel and her husband, Justin, had returned to Ravencliff a few days earlier, accompanied by Alex Ross. Alex had allowed himself to be convinced to join them. If there was a way to help stop this wedding, and he knew of only one person who could do it, Alex wanted to be there for Ellen. With the political climate in Scotland quiet for the time being, Alex had released Justin from service to him, allowing the soldier and his wife to return to Ravencliff, where Justin renewed his oath of loyalty to the duke. Ellen had been surprised and pleased to see her former maid again, and welcomed them both home. She had been even more surprised to see Alex. The scowl on Nicholas’ face pleased her greatly. Ellen's spirits remained low as Jane stood back and smiled at the scene Ellen made. The morning had quickly vanished and it was finally time for the reluctant bride to be escorted to Ravencliff's church, near the village. Ellen smoothed the skirts of her forest green wedding gown, her thoughts only on David. If he had survived the battle, would she be back in Scotland? Would they have had a child by now? She refused to close the door on the past year. Thinking about the happiness they shared in the past, kept her from dwelling on the near future. Would anyone find a way to prevent Nicholas’ plan from being completed? Ellen took a deep breath. It was too late for miracles. In an hour, she would be Nicholas’ wife. Ellen had to have faith something would reverse the course of events and everything would work out as it should. **** Bright sunlight glared on the white crystaline blanket covering the courtyard. Despite the cold, Hugh took his time escorting his daughter to the village church. Many high ranking guests waited for the bride to appear. The Duke of Ravencliff was aware Nicholas had subtly insisted his marriage to Ellen be held in Westminster Abbey, but King John had overruled him by leading his entourage to Ravencliff. Hugh was in no hurry to turn responsibility of Ellen's wellbeing over to Nicholas. If it were not for King John's edict, this marriage would never take place. Hugh wondered how much it had cost Nicholas in gold, to convince the king to draw up the decree. He glanced at his daughter, but could not see her features. The hood of her fur-lined cloak protected her face from the worst of the cold. He saw her head turning from side to side as if she were looking for something. He patted the small gloved hand tucked in his arm. Courage, my girl, there is still time. There still might be found a way out of this debacle. Have faith, child. When Ellen looked up at him, he saw something new her gray eyes. Was there hope there? Had something happened he knew nothing about? His heart ached for his daughter, that he had been unable to find a solution to their problem. He felt Ellen squeeze his arm and saw the small smile. What foolishness have you planned, daughter? The hard crust of snow crunched beneath their booted feet. Father and daughter said nothing as they continued on their way to the chapel, their horses plodding through the snow. Kitty followed slowly on
 
 her palfrey, with Geoffrey by her side as her escort. Bishop Renfrew stood at the top step in front of the church door, a guard at his side. Hugh grimaced at the sight of King John standing by the bishop, intending to witness the marriage. The bishop wrapped the edges of his fur-lined cloak about his stout frame. The large hood kept his face in partial shadow, protected against the cold. Father Bernard should have been standing next to him, with Lord Nicholas, but no one had seen the priest since he had made a special trip to his brother's abbey, weeks before. On the other side of the bishop, Nicholas waited. The fingers of one bare hand thrummed restlessly against his thigh. His tunic and hose were of fine black wool. Gold threads were embroidered in an ornate design along the hem of the garment and the sleeve edges. One side of his cloak was folded back over his shoulder, making him seem impervious to the brittle cold. His dark eyes were harder than obsidian. His mouth remained a tight thin line, the only sign of barely controlled impatience. The narrow, white scar dominating his right cheek, shone starkly in his wind reddened face. "Do you not feel the cold, my lord?” Renfrew asked politely, while his own teeth chattered. "Nay, I am not worried about it. After all, my bride will be warming me and my bed soon enough." The bishop winced at the callous tone of the remark. “'Tis time some people were taught their proper place,” he murmured, and was rewarded with Nicholas’ wide smile, assuring him the bridegroom had missed his meaning. He soon forgot Nicholas’ smugness when four people arrived within sight of the church. The nobility huddled in tighter groups, clearing a path for the bride and her family. The villagers stood further away, knowing they were forbidden to mix with their betters. Despite the cold, many of them waited out of curiosity. It was no secret how Lady Ellen felt about the Earl of Fair Haven. They had heard of her marriage to the Scotsman, and a few of those knew David had been murdered shortly after their marriage. Was it only a year past when Lady Ellen had been so happy? Whispered comments passed back and forth as they observed Lady Ellen's blank features. There was no radiance in her countenance as expected of a bride. Hoods remained low over their heads as they waited impatiently for the words to be said, so they could flee the cold and enter the shelter of the church. Ellen slowly climbed the steps and curtsied before the king and his bishop. She stood and glanced at the man, who barely smiled. Lady Margaret stood a short distance from the king's side, her eyes bright with moisture. The tears were not a product of the cold wind, nor were they tears of joy for the wedding about to take place. Nicholas barely contained his fury when he saw Ellen had refused to wear the gown he had had sent to her. “You think to defy me, Lady?” Nicholas clenched and unclenched his fists as he spoke only loudly enough for those on the steps to hear. He fought for control of a temper that threatened to become unleashed before witnesses. “Your father spoiled you and your late husband failed to keep you in your place. It will all change, beginning tonight.” He continued to keep his voice low and threatening, but failed to intimidate his bride. His anger escalated when Ellen boldly stared at him, one eyebrow raised. "Is there anyone who has reason this marriage should not take place?” Bishop Renfrew glanced about the large gathering. The gathering was a sham and no one would be allowed to speak up, not that anyone would. Who would dare defy the king's order? "I do!” A tall hooded figure moved closer to Ellen. His hood was pulled forward, keeping his identity in shadow. Two men, their faces similarly hidden, followed him. The speaker's sure stride parted the crowd, clearing a path to the steps before them. “The lady has a husband. Would you make an adulteress of her?"
 
 One of the stranger's companions moved closer to Ellen, while the other made his way to Lady Margaret and stood behind her. Castle guards moved closer, hands on swords, but perceived no real danger. "She is free to marry,” Nicholas snapped. “The lady's husband is dead this past year, killed in battle, shortly after their marriage." "Less than a year,” Ellen amended, earning a black look from the earl. Nicholas continued. “The soldier who followed them that day into battle in the wood, managed to escape and came to me at Fair Haven, seeking help. It was too late. I could not understand why he came to me, rather than go to the heathen Scot and tell him of his loss. There were no bodies, just blood and torn cloth. Unfortunately, the soldier eventually died of his wounds and cannot be questioned." "How convenient for you,” Ellen muttered. "I call you liar and a traitor.” The stranger threw back his hood and removed the eye patch. “Did you think we would not escape the slavers you sold us to?" Nicholas was taken aback by the announcement. David was supposed to be dead. Incompetent fools. They said they dropped the bodies into a lake, never to be found, that they had been weighed down with heavy stones. If you want something done right, you must do it yourself. Ellen's knees buckled and the hooded man by her side, grabbed her arm to steady her. “David,” she whispered, and whispered a quick prayer of thanks he was safe. "An imposter! A demon come to confuse us!” Nicholas shouted, attempting to frighten everyone into confusion. "Here? On hallowed ground? On this of all days?” David scoffed. “The only demon present is you, Nicholas." "I bear witness to his words.” The figure beside Ellen bared his head. "Gordon!” Ellen fought the dizziness threatening to overcome her. She stumbled into her brother's arms, shedding tears of joy, while those assembled to witness a wedding rejoiced in the reunion. The villagers cheered, and hugged each other in relief; Ravencliff's heir had returned home safely. Gordon glanced up at the rasping sound of steel being stealthily drawn from its sheath. “'Ware, David” he shouted in warning, as he pushed Ellen against the church's recessed entrance. His companion pushed Margaret back, as well, then stood before her in a protective stance. When she tried to get around him, he grabbed her arm and grumbled at her. “You have not changed a bit in all these years, woman." Margaret looked up into the thin bearded face. “Will?” she half whispered, afraid to believe her eyes. “It is you!” Margaret flung her arms about his neck and held on tightly. Will bent slightly to ease the tension of his wife's hold on him. “Easy, my girl,” he laughed, “or you will succeed in doing what the Saracens failed to do." Gordon growled when Ellen refused to remain where she was, and pushed her way past him and his friend, to a spot where she could see all that went on. She glanced at the king, who appeared amused. Wedding guests scattered and watched the duel from a safe distance.
 
 David spun around, barely missing Nicholas’ deadly thrust. He loosened his cloak and tossed it aside, then drew out his own blade. David brought his sword up in time to deflect Nicholas’ next move. He continued to step back, forced to fight defensively, and David had all he could do to prevent Nicholas from drawing blood. Nicholas forced David back, until David's heel met with the bottom step and he fell, dropping his weapon. His sword clattered against the steps, out of his reach. David lay very still, breathing heavily, and stared up at Nicholas. Months of captivity made him careless. The thrill of victory glowed in Nicholas’ eyes. “I should have killed you myself, months ago,” he hissed. “You have stood in my way once too often.” Nicholas gripped the hilt of his sword with both hands and raised the weapon high, ready to plunge it into David's body. At the last moment, David rolled sidewise, reached his own sword and regained his feet. “Then or now would make no difference. You will gain nothing by my death, but the gallows you deserve.” The clash of steel sang out in the cold afternoon air. A surge of energy flowed through David, and he moved steadily forward, meeting Nicholas’ blade, blow for blow. David drove his enemy back. Nicholas parried David's thrust, but was slow to recover his stance. He left himself open for a strike, which left a deep gash in his upper arm. His numbed fingers released the useless weapon." David's sword moved to Nicholas’ throat. The temptation to finish off this man who had cost him so much, was almost too strong, but David backed away. “I bring charges against you, and place you under arrest for the attempted murder of Gordon of Ravenscliff, as well as the failed attempt on my life." Nicholas sneered with contempt. “'Tis no matter to incite someone to a plan, to which they have all ready committed themselves." "Save your words,” King John added. “Bind his wound and hold him secure until Bishop Renfrew is ready to return to London.” The guards, who had moved to stand at either side of Nicholas, grabbed his arms and unceremoniously pulled him away from the gathering. "Your stepmother has an interesting story to tell. I'm sure King John will find it enlightening,” David finished with disgust. "This is not the end of it, Scotsman. I will finish you. I will finish you all. Do you hear me?” Nicholas shouted as he was dragged away. “One way or the other, I will have what I want." Ellen took a tentative step forward, then ran down the church steps and threw herself into David's arms. “You are alive. I knew in my heart you were not dead, but I could not prove it. Had I been able, not a whit of this ‘wedding’ would have taken place." David laughed and twirled her about, then set her away from him, a question in his eyes. He touched a callused finger to her soft skin. “On this day, a year ago, we took vows to bind us forever. I would renew those vows, if my Sprite is willing.” His eyes searched hers for an answer, and found the love he knew would always be there.
 
 CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO Thinking back on the events of the last month, Bishop Renfrew realized many of Nicholas’ friends had left the festivities when they were told Nicholas was being taken to London the day after his wedding was stopped. The bishop did not relish the idea of taking a prisoner to the Tower, and was grateful when King John changed his mind and sent soldiers on ahead with the prisoner. Renfrew rejoiced in the turnabout of the day's events. King John had been reluctantly gracious in allowing the Duke of Ravencliff and his family to abide by David's and Ellen's wishes to renew their vows. Renfrew attributed that to Ellen's quick wit and quicker mind. She was, indeed, a fitting bride for her Scots husband. Even the king could not sanction a marriage when the first existed still. Renfrew smiled. Visiting Ravencliff was a good idea while the King stewed over Ellen's parting words. When asked again about gifting the king with the colt, Ellen sagely replied, ‘How can I give to the king that which rightfully belongs to another?’ John's features had turned to a scowl as Ellen dropped into a deep curtsy, then hurried away when dismissed. Renfrew let his thoughts slip away and turned his attention to the festivities. Ravencliff's great hall rumbled with laughter and music, for the first time in over a year. Servants partook of the feast, along with soldiers and nobility. Renfrew watched the goings on, amazed at the feelings of well-being, but one thought kept invading his pleasure. What became of the priest? Nicholas had said Bernard made it clear he intended to be back at Windsor in time for the wedding. Had he arrived, someone would have sent him on to Ravencliff. No one has heard from the man since he left Ravencliff. Perhaps his brother was more ill than at first believed, and Bernard chose to stay with him. Renfrew shook his head. Bernard thinks only of what is good for Bernard. He will be sorely disappointed to learn of this turn of events. "Your Grace is enjoying the festivities?” Hugh asked as he signaled for a page to refill the bishop's cup. "Most assuredly,” he replied. “Never have I seen a happier bride. And you tell me young David was her choice for husband?” Renfrew was surprised when told Hugh had enough faith in his daughter's judgment, to allow her to make her own marital choice. "She is an exceptional young woman. You must be quite proud of her.” King John joined in the conversation. “I must admit, she has a quick wit and even quicker mind. Whatever became of the mare and colt that did not exist?” There was laughter in the king's eyes at having been bested by a young woman unused to the ways of the court. "Very much, your majesty. I am also proud of my younger daughter for the way she supported her sister through a trying time.” Hugh glanced about the hall. “It seems Kitty has disappeared. If you will excuse me, Your Grace, I should find my younger daughter and have her join us.” The duke stood, nodded to the bishop, then left the head table. **** Laughter bubbled from the center table like a fine wine. “Had the pirates succeeded in getting around the tip of Portugal, we could have very well been on our way to the holy lands, as slaves. Storms kept the ships from getting very far, and Will had a plan worked out for our escape.” David looked past Ellen at her brother, “Or was it that girl you were so enamored of, and who kept you occupied when we had to leave?” David wrapped an arm about Ellen's shoulders and drew her closer for a kiss, as he continued to bait his best friend. Gordon swallowed, and pointed a dripping chicken leg at David, as if in warning. “I will have you know, I intend to go back and find her, as soon as we have settled things here.” He took a bite from the chicken
 
 then dropped it on the pewter plate before him, and wiped his greasy hands on the tablecloth. “I managed to save something for you, Ellen, and I will retrieve it shortly.” He stood and gave the couple a warning glance. “Do not disappear, as Kitty has done. She must have gone off with Geoffrey.” Gordon left the table and hurried above stairs, anxious to retrieve something he had slipped into his chamber. **** Will gazed at his wife, taking his time to notice all the little changes in her features. “These many years away, were made bearable only by my sweet memories of you. I promise you this, Margaret. Never again will we be separated such as the crusades have done to us.” He gingerly touched the dark hair, reveling in its softness, still finding it hard to believe they were reunited. "It was so strange, Will. One day Ellen asked me a question, and I saw your face, as clearly as I see it now. And I saw this scar, wondered how you came by it.” Margaret traced the jagged, thin white line down the side of her husband's face, from graying temple to hardened jaw. He was thin, but time could change that. More important, he was alive and she intended to make up all the time they had lost. Will reached for his wife's hands and laced his fingers with her. Her hand felt soft and soothing lying against his own callused palm. He lovingly rubbed his thumb against the back of her hand. “Soon, we will go home." "Yes, soon,” she agreed. “As soon as all is settled here." "That was ill done of you, Uncle, to be gone so long,” Ellen interjected. “Do you know the grief you put Aunt Margaret through?” Her eyes held a hint of laughter as she spoke seriously to her uncle. "I am sorry for that, niece, but you would have to speak to the pirates about it. Had they not interfered I might have been home years sooner." "Had they Ellen to contend with they would not have dared to abduct you,” David added, unable to remain serious. “When we arrived in Scotland, my father told me about this wedding. Tell me, my beautiful bride, how did you manage to stand up to the king? What made you do it?" "Keep secrets from me again, and I promise, you will become a one-eyed gypsy,” Ellen whispered. She raised her voice again and answered his question. “He wanted what did not belong to him. He expected me to gift him with Stargazer's colt. Imagine my surprise when Stephen told me Thunderbolt had sired the colt. I knew then, no one could have him, if it meant sending mare and colt off to Scotland, which I did. Nicholas wanted the colt as well. I certainly could not let him have it." Laughter erupted at her indignation. David leaned toward Ellen and played with wayward strands of her hair. Her eyes shone bright with happiness. “What does he look like?" "Why, he looks like any other colt,” she replied impishly. “The last I saw of him, he was almost as tall as his mother, but that was a fortnight ago. You will just have to wait until we go there." Alex cleared his throat. “Not so far away, Lady Ellen. You will find mother and son returned to Ravencliff stables. I brought them with me when news arrived of David's return from the dead. Stargazer was happy to return home." "They are here?” Ellen looked to her father-in-law with excitement. “How did you know to bring them?" "I knew before you arrived, that David was planning something. We could not tell you, for fear wrong persons would discover his plan. My arrival was to see my son regain his bride."
 
 "I am glad you came. Come David, you must see Scot's Honor." David laid a hand on Ellen's arm, stopping her from jumping out of her chair, and stared at his wife with wonder. “What of your vow never to return to Scotland?" Ellen's face flushed. “Such words should never have been spoken. The vow was made in anger. Had I understood then, why you behaved so to me, I would never have spoken as I did." "You might have understood my actions, but you would not have returned home. I needed to protect you, Ellen. Had I told you the truth, can you say you would have left without an argument?" Ellen slowly shook her head and looked down, then back at David. “Had you told me the truth, much of what has happened in the last few months might not have done so. But this is the season of miracles, and I have been granted one.” She threw her arms around David's neck, making him laugh. “Promise you will stay with me forever." "Forever is a long time, Sprite, and I have changed, these past months. Think you could put up with me that long?" "Oh David. Any change can only be for the better. As long as this heart truly loves, it will always belong to a wayward gypsy."
 
 EPILOGUE Hugh entered his study and turned quickly when he realized someone had followed him into the room. “Gordon. I was just looking for Kitty. No one seems to have seen her in the last few hours. I thought perhaps she might have come in here with young Geoffrey." Gordon clenched a fist, crinkling the edges of a paper held tightly within it. He did not want to say anything, but how could he not tell his father? “Perhaps you'd best sit down, father." "What is it, Gordon? Can this not wait? We must return to our guests.” Hugh was pleased beyond words to have his daughter and son-in-law reunited. Bishop Renfrew had not been surprised with the turn of events, and had happily remarried and given his blessing to the reunited couple. Will and Margaret had renewed their own vows, as well, after so many years apart. Nothing could mar the events of this miraculous time. "Unfortunately, it can not. You will not find Kitty anywhere in the castle. I found this in my bedchamber a moment ago.” He handed the bit of crushed parchment to his father. Since I can not have one daughter, I will take the other. To come after us will guarantee her death. Hugh's color paled as he dropped into the high back chair near the window. Suddenly, he looked so much older. He gazed up at his son. He wanted to say something, but words failed him. "One of the guards returned to report that Nicholas had some help in escaping on his journey to London, then he came back here, abducted Kitty and disappeared. I have discreetly questioned a few servants as to Kitty's whereabouts. No one has seen her since we returned from the church. She went to her chamber to rest before tonight's wedding feast, but never came belowstairs." "What is being done to find her?" "I have sent the bishop's men to see if Nicholas took Kitty to his home in Fair Haven Castle, although I think it highly unlikely they have gone there." Hugh gathered his thoughts and stood. Tugging on his tunic, he made his decision. “Say nothing to Ellen and David, or Will and Margaret. I will not have their happiness ruined again by that brigand. Continue the search quietly and keep me informed of your progress." "That goes without saying, father. We will do everything possible to find Kitty and bring her home. I promise you." Father and son embraced briefly, a single moment to share the pain of the treachery brought on them once more by Nicholas. They left the small room and quietly closed the door behind them. Pain and sorrow lingered behind in the dark, left to settle and fester in the confines of the room. May you never know happiness in this world ... A young woman sobbed uncontrollably, barely a whisper in the emptiness. Forgive me, Kitty. I did not mean it. FINIS
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