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Chapter One

Roswald Keep, England—1324

The lid of the sarcophagus settled into place with a deep, low grinding of stone. There was silence for a moment, then everyone began to drift out, back to their daily chores and lives, leaving Odel alone. She was aware of their leave-taking and thought how funny it was that others still had chores to do. Unlike herself, life continued for them much as it had before the death of their lord and master, her father.

The priest patted her shoulder and Odel smiled at him stiffly, then watched him follow the others out of the building. He was leaving her alone to deal with her grief. Most considerate, she thought, almost ashamed that she was not feeling any. All she seemed filled with was an empty confusion, a sort of loss as to what to do next.

It seemed the whole of her life had been centered around the selfish wants and needs of the man who now lay entombed here. Without him to order her about, she really hadn’t a clue what to do. At a loss, she stayed where she was, staring dry-eyed at the stone likeness laid out before her, waiting.

She was still standing there several moments later when the door opened again. An icy winter wind blew in, ruffling the black veil that shrouded Odel’s still dry eyes. Positive it was the priest returned, she did not look about. But when a woman’s voice rang out behind her, she nearly jumped out of her skin.

“Well, here I am. Late again as usual. But then, better late than not here at all, I always say,” the high, clear voice chimed, sounding almost bell-like in the small stone building.

Lifting the black veil that covered her face, Odel tossed it back over her head and whirled toward the door. A round, little gray-haired lady dressed in the most horrid pink confection Odel had ever seen was trundling toward her. She was positive she had never met her before, but the woman’s words seemed to suggest otherwise. The way she now charged up and enveloped Odel in a pink silk and perfumed hug also seemed to indicate they were not strangers. Eyes wide, Odel stood stiff in her embrace and wracked her brain for who she might be.

“Toot-a-loo, dear. I am sorry you have had to see to all of this on your own. I came as soon as I could. Howbeit, that never seems quite soon enough.” Releasing her, the woman stepped back to glance down at the stern, stone effigy atop the tomb of Odel’s father, then sniffed with distaste. “Rather grim, is it not? But then he was a perfectly grim man. I never met a more cantankerous lout.”

When Odel gaped at such irreverent words, the woman arched her eyebrows slightly. “Surely you do not disagree?”

“I . . . He was my father . . . And he is dead” was all she could come up with in answer. Lord Roswald certainly had been a cantankerous lout. But Odel would bite her own tongue off ere being disrespectful enough to say so about her own father.

“Hmm.” The woman’s mouth twisted at one corner. “I take it you believe that old adage about not speaking ill of the dead? Well, my dear, that is very good of you. I myself am of the firm belief that a man earns his praises or recriminations in life—and death—by his actions. And deserves every lick he earns. Your father, rest his soul, earned all the recrimination a body can spew. Why, what he did to your mother alone was enough to keep me recriminating for a century, never mind what he did to you!”

Odel’s eyes widened and brightened suddenly. “You knew my mother?”

“Knew her?” The odd little woman’s smile softened. “My dear, we were best friends. As close as can be. Until your grandfather forced her to marry your father. What a tragedy that was.” She moved to the second sarcophagus in the room as she spoke and peered sadly down at the likeness of the beautiful woman it held.

“She was lovely. Even this cold stone cannot hide that,” she murmured, then glanced at Odel. “They were not suited at all, of course. Your mother was young, beautiful, and lighthearted while your father was old and bitter. He had already had and lost one family—and he was determined to subdue and hold on to Lillith and whatever children she gave him in any way he could.”

The woman’s gaze moved back to the stone effigy and a sigh slid from her lips. She caressed the cold marble cheek sadly. “He choked all the joy and youth out of her ere the first year of their marriage was ended. Her death when you were five was a mere formality. All the life had left her long ere that.”

Odel dropped her gaze to the likeness of her mother, touched by the first real sense of grief she had felt that day. That sadness was quickly washed away by the woman’s next words.

“You look much like her. Your mother, I mean. That should make things easier.”

“Make what things easier?” Odel asked in confusion, but the woman didn’t answer. A frown had suddenly drawn her lips down as she considered the pallor of Odel’s skin and the thinness of the body obvious beneath the sack-like black gown she wore. Odel knew that while her features were the same as her lovely mother’s, they were presently pinched with stress, and that there were dark smudges beneath her eyes that nearly matched the unrelenting black of the veil that shrouded her hair.

The woman moved so swiftly that Odel couldn’t stop her start of surprise as the veil was suddenly snatched from her head. The action tugged loose several of the pins that had held her hair in place, sending them to the floor with a soft tinkle. Her hair slid eagerly down around her shoulders in waves of dull color.

Seeing the lifeless hair that should have shone fiery red-brown, the woman pursed her lips, concerned. “He did not choke the life from you as well, did he?”

Odel’s eyes dilated at the rude question, then she blurted, “Who are you?”

The old lady blinked. “Who? Me? Oh, dear, did I not introduce myself? How silly of me. My goodness, no wonder you look at me as if I were mad, dear. You haven’t a clue who I am. Why, I’m Tildy, child.”

“Tildy?” Odel frowned over the name. Her memory nagged at her faintly.

“Your godmother.”

Odel’s eyes widened at that. “My godmother?”

“Aye. Aunt Matilda. But you may call me Tildy, dear. Matilda puts one in mind of large, horsy women with prominent teeth.”

“Tildy,” Odel murmured, obedience coming automatically to her, then she frowned as she stared incredulously at the little woman. Matilda had been her mother’s cousin—a poor orphaned cousin who had been taken in and raised by Lillith’s parents. The two girls had been as close as sisters. Closer. Best friends.

But Lord Roswald had not suffered his wife to have friends. It had been his opinion that all of Lillith’s attention and affection should be shared only among himself and their children. He had forced her to end all contact with Matilda—or Tildy as she preferred—shortly after their marriage. Still, that hadn’t stopped her mother from naming the woman Odel’s godmother.

Unfortunately, it hadn’t been long after that that Matilda had taken a fall from her horse that had ended in her breaking her neck.

Eyes widening incredulously, Odel whirled on the woman. “But you are dead!”

“Am I?” Tildy asked, seeming not the least perturbed. “Where did you ever hear a thing like that?”

“Well, from . . .” Turning, Odel gestured vaguely toward the stone image of her father, then glanced back sharply when the little woman clucked beside her.

“Aye. Well, we all have our faults, don’t we?”

Odel stared at Tildy uncertainly as she tried to discern exactly to which fault the woman was referring. Was Tildy implying her father had lied? That seemed the obvious answer, since her aunt now stood before her, not looking the least bit dead.

“You’re named after me. Did you know that?” Tildy asked cheerfully.

Odel blinked, distracted from her thoughts. “I am? But your name is—”

“Matilda Odel,” Tildy told her promptly. Her expression softened affectionately as she reached out to brush a stray strand of hair off Odel’s cheek. “And I was so looking forward to being your aunt. But of course, then there was that riding accident, and—” She shrugged.

“The accident?” Odel asked with a frown.

“The one that ended my earthly life,” Matilda said impatiently.

“You mean the accident did kill you?” Odel squeaked.

“Aye. In my prime, too,” Matilda murmured tragically, then sighed and straightened her shoulders. “Alas, such is life. Anyway, I have been watching out for you all these years as a godmother should, but I couldn’t interfere before. Vlaster said it wasn’t—”

“Who is Vlaster?” Odel interrupted absently, her gaze shifting to the door. It wasn’t that far away. If she could just distract this madwoman for a moment. . .

“Oh, he’s my supervisor.” Odel glanced back to see the woman peer at the floor as if in search of something. “He is around here somewhere. He probably headed straight for the keep. He dislikes the cold, you see.”

“I do see,” Odel said carefully, easing a step to the side and a little closer to the door.

“Aye.” Matilda made a face. “He was none too pleased to be coming down here at this time of year, but your case has reached a rather crisis point.”

“Yes,” Odel agreed, taking another sidling step.

“I was able to convince him, thank goodness.”

“Of what?” Odel took another step.

“Why, that your father’s treatment of you had made you afraid of love. That without some serious intervention, he will have succeeded in his efforts to make you as bitter and lonely as he himself was.” The woman explained herself patiently, then beamed at her. “But ’twill be all right now. I am here, specially sent to see you happy.”

Odel paused and stared at the woman in shock. “Are you implying, my lady, that you are some sort of guardian angel?”

“Well.” She made a face. “I am not quite an angel yet. Angels don’t need canes and fairy dust.”

“Canes and fairy dust?” Odel’s eyes widened further.

“Aye. I am just a godmother, a fairy godmother. I need a little help performing my miracles,” she admitted unhappily, then brightened. “Though if I succeed at helping fifty of my wards, I shall be graduated to angel.”

“And what number am I?” Odel asked, curious despite thinking the woman quite mad.

Matilda winced, her answer coming reluctantly. “You are my first. I have been in training up until now, you see.”

“Well, that figures,” Odel muttered to herself.

“Never fear, though. I graduated at the top . . . Well, close to the top of my . . . I didn’t fail,” Tildy ended finally. She sighed and took Odel’s arm, urging her toward the door Odel had been so eager to escape through just moments before. “Never mind that. All will be well. But there is much to do.”

“Much to do with what?” Odel asked warily as her “guardian” dragged open the doors. Sunlight and a crisp winter breeze immediately washed over them.

“With you, dear. I am here to find you a husband.”

“Find me a husband?” Odel paused and stiffened at the claim. That was the last thing she had expected—and the very last thing she wanted. “I have no need of a husband.”

“Of course you do, dear. Oh, my goodness, yes. One cannot procreate alone, you know. A man is needed for that chore.”

Odel flushed, then paled in turn. “But I do not wish to procreate.”

“Of course you do. ’Tis your duty. As the bible says, ‘go forth and multiply’ and all that. Yes, yes it does and so you shall.”

“But I am not even betrothed, I—”

“Aye, I know. Most remiss of your father. Terribly selfish, too, keeping you chained to him so. He wanted to keep you all to himself no doubt, but we shall fix that. We will have you betrothed and married off in no time.”

“But—”

“Now, I’ll have no arguing from you. I know your father insisted on your staying at his side until he died, but he’s gone. And it is my job to look out for you now. I do so want to attain angel status—they have wings, you know—and after you I will only have forty-nine to go.” Tildy’s gaze settled on her determinedly. “But I do have something of a time limit. I have till Christmas to see you happy and married.”

Odel stiffened. “Which is it?”

Tildy blinked. “Which is what?”

“Which are you supposed to make me? Happy or married?” she snarled, then turned to march across the bailey. Her heart was pounding something fierce, just as it had over the years when her father had raised his voice and his hand to her. Only this time was different. She wasn’t feeling fear. Instead, she was furious.

She had spent the last twenty-five years under her father’s power being ordered about. Every wish, every desire she had ever had had been belittled or thwarted by him. She had no intention of putting herself back under another man’s thumb.

“But, my dear!” Matilda rushed after her, obviously alarmed. “Every girl wants to be married. Every girl wants a husband, children and a home.”

“I am not every girl,” Odel snapped, then suddenly remembered that this woman was quite mad. There was nothing to fear here; she didn’t need to fear losing her freedom. Not truly. The thought made her pause.

She was free. A small laugh slipped from her lips, then she picked up her pace again and began to hurry up the steps to the keep. She was free! Why, she could go inside right now and . . . and sit by the fire if she wished. Her father would not be there yelling at her to fetch him this or do that. She could, well, she could do whatever she wanted. For the most part.

“Oh, my!”

At Matilda’s exclamation, Odel paused just inside the door of the keep. She did not have to think hard to figure out what had brought that gasp from her lips. Roswald castle had done it. She felt all of her excitement of a moment ago slip away as she peered at the great hall. Her father’s presence was everywhere. It pervaded the keep as if he were not truly dead at all. Odel peered about and sighed. “It is rather grim and gloomy, is it not?”

“Aye.” Matilda nodded solemnly.

“Father never liked the sun much,” Odel muttered unhappily as her eyes adjusted to the dim interior. “He always insisted the arrow slits be covered with leather, no matter the season, and—”

“There is only one chair in here,” Matilda pointed out as if Odel had not noticed.

“Aye,” Odel agreed unhappily. In the whole huge great hall, the only stick of furniture was her father’s large chair by the fire. He had always insisted the tables and benches used at mealtimes be collapsed and leaned against the walls lest some “lazy loafer waste time sitting about.”

“And there are not even any rushes on the floor,” Matilda added with amazement.

“Father said that was just a lazy servant’s invention to keep from having to scrub the floor daily.”

“Scrub the floor? But these stone floors are so cold without rushes that the air is seeping right through my slippers.”

“I know,” Odel almost moaned the two words. “I have always wished it were otherwise.” She glanced at Matilda. “If you really wished to make me happy, you could send me a wagon load of rushes, not some useless bossy husband.”

“That, my dear, is a very good idea,” Matilda decided grimly. Immediately, she tugged open the small pink sack that hung from her wrist. She slipped her hand inside, pulled it out a moment later, then raised the closed hand in front of her face. After muttering a couple of sentences, she opened her fingers and began to turn in a circle, blowing, as she did, on the glittering dust that rested in her palm.

Odel was busy gaping at this, her mouth hanging open like a fish, when Matilda’s little spin brought them face-to-face. Finding herself in the center of a small cloud of the glittering substance, Odel gasped in surprise, then quickly closed her eyes and mouth, and tried to step back out of the way. She was too late. She had already breathed in a good deal of the dust, and it sent her into a fit of coughing and sneezing.

“Oh, dear!” Matilda was at her side and thumping her back at once. “I am sorry, my dear. I had no intention of blowing it in your face. I am sorry.”

“What are you doing?” Odel choked out, straightening slowly as her sneezes and coughs subsided.

“Aye. Well, I did mention that where angels could perform miracles without it, I need it to—”

“Oh, my God!”

“What is it?” Matilda asked, then turned to survey the room at which the girl was now gaping. “Oh.” She grimaced uncertainly. “Too much, do you think? Perhaps I should have used a little less fairy dust, hmmm?”

“Fairy dust?” Odel repeated faintly, her eyes sliding over the room in shock. The floor was now covered with a clean carpet of rushes, and the walls were so white that their brightness almost hurt the eyes. As well, several huge tapestries now adorned them. Odel had never before seen such beautiful, rich weaves and she marveled at them briefly before taking in the rest of the room.

The lone chair that had sat by the fire was no more, yet the room was full of furnishings. Several large carved chairs sat grouped around the fire, huge soft cushions on each, making them look remarkably comfortable. The trestle tables and benches that had been collapsed and leaning against the wall were now set up, long white cloths covering the tables’ rough surfaces. Two dainty pillows on the center of the bench of the uppermost table denoted where she and Matilda should sit.

“My God,” Odel breathed, then whirled on Tildy accusingly. “You do have magic!”

Matilda sighed. “Aye, dear. Did I not say so? I told you I have fairy dust to help—Oh! There you are, Vlaster.” Bending, she picked up a cat that slid through the open door behind them.

“Vlaster?” Odel echoed, then her eyebrows rose as she recalled Tildy’s earlier mention of the name. “Your superior is a cat?”

“At the moment, yes.”

“At the moment?” Odel repeated. She started to turn away in dismissal, only to pause as her gaze took in the room again. Moaning, she closed her eyes and swayed slightly. “This cannot be happening.”

“Are you feeling faint?” Tildy asked with alarm, letting the cat drop to the floor to put a supporting arm around her. “Just breathe deeply. Breathe.”

Odel obediently took a couple of deep breaths, relieved when some of the tightness in her chest eased. The buzzing that had been filling her ears began to fade.

“Better?” Matilda asked solicitously. Odel nodded.

“Aye, but—”

“But?”

“You have to put this back the way it was.”

Matilda frowned. “Do you not like it? I could—”

She shook her head, her eyes opening and scanning the room. “I like it, but what will the servants think? They will know something is amiss.”

“Oh, ta-ra,” Matilda laughed and waved her cane in a vague circle. “There! They shall all now believe that my servants did it.”

“You have servants?”

Matilda stilled and frowned at that, then peered down at the cat she had set down. “Vlaster?”

In the blink of an eye, the cat was gone. In its place stood a man. Tall and thin, dressed in a frock and brais of black, he wiggled a black mustache at her then ran one hand through his hair as black as the cat’s fur had been.

“Oh, no no no.” Odel began to back slowly away, her head shaking.

“Aye. It is perfect,” Matilda said gaily. “My dear, meet my manservant, Vlaster. Vlaster, my niece, Odel.”

“Manservant?” There was a touch of irritation in the man’s voice, but Odel was too busy shaking her head to notice.

“Nay,” Odel repeated faintly and Matilda hesitated, frowning.

“Aye, I suppose he alone could not have achieved all this, could he?” Turning, she marched to the door, peered out into the bailey, glanced around briefly, then stilled suddenly and smiled in satisfaction. Putting her hand to her mouth, she began making the most god-awful quacking sounds.

“What are you doing now?” Odel hissed, hurrying to her side. “You sound like a—” Her eyes widened, and she stepped back from the door abruptly. Six of the brown female ducks that had been penned by the stables, came waddling through the keep door. “—duck,” she finished in amazement, then frowned and closed her eyes, waving her hand impatiently in front of her face as Tildy unleashed another cloud of glittering dust.

Despite having seen some wholly inexplicable events in the past few moments, Odel was not at all prepared to find six women of varying ages and sizes suddenly standing where the ducks had been but a moment before. Each of them was wearing a gown the same dull gray-brown as the ducks’ feathers. The ducks were no longer in sight.

“Oh,” Odel groaned. Her hand went to her forehead in horror as her own thoughts rolled around in her head.

“Mayhap you should lay down, my dear. You appear to have gone quite white.”

“Nay, nay. I . . .” Odel forced her hands down and her eyes open, but the moment her gaze took in the new room, the furniture, the six maids, and the tall, dark Vlaster, she closed her eyes again. “Aye, mayhap I should.”

“Aye, I think so,” Matilda said gently. The older woman took Odel’s arm to urge her toward the stairs to the upper floor. “A nice little nap will do you the world of good. I will wake you when it is time to sup. No doubt you have been sitting up by your father’s bedside since he fell ill, and are exceedingly weary. A little nap, then a nice meal, will set everything right.”

“Aye,” Odel grasped eagerly at that explanation of the odd things happening in her home; she was hallucinating. “I am just over-tired. A little nap, then something to eat and everything will be back to normal.”

“Well, I hope not,” Matilda muttered a little wryly. She opened the door to Odel’s room for her.

“How did you know which room was mine?” Odel asked curiously, but as she entered, she had a sneaking suspicion. At what she saw, she quickly turned her back to the room.

“What is it?” Matilda asked with alarm, peering past her. Understanding crossed Tildy’s face as the woman took in the large comfy-looking bed, the cushioned chairs by the fire, and the lush rose-colored curtains that hung above the bed. The chamber looked warm and cozy. It had not looked like that when she had left it this morning. Roswald had been too mean and cheap to see to his daughter’s comfort.

“Hmmm,” Tildy said with a shrug. “I did use quite a bit of dust . . . but this just saves me from having to tend to it now. Are you not happy with your new room?”

Eyes still squeezed firmly shut, Odel merely began to chant under her breath. “This is not happening, this cannot be happening.”

“There, there,” Matilda murmured, turning Odel back around and steering her toward the bed. “A nice nap is just what you need.”

“This is not happening,” Odel said under her breath, collapsing onto the bed when Matilda pushed her against it. “This cannot be happening.”





Chapter Two

It was happening all right.

Odel stared around the redecorated great hall and shook her head for at least the hundredth time since Matilda had arrived. She had taken her nap, but things had not changed back to normal—and it had been a day and a night. The walls were still a smooth bright white, decorated with colorful tapestries; the floor rustled with rushes; and furniture filled every corner of the room. More than that, now the furniture was full of people. There were the usual servants at the nooning meal, the soldiers, and so on, but now the keep also had several guests. At least two dozen men lined either side of the head table. There had been half a dozen of them at sup last night—all young, wealthy, and single lords who had arrived while she slept. Another twenty had arrived since then, riding gaily into Roswald as if by invitation.

Matilda called them suitors; Odel called them pains in the arse. She had no intention of getting married. Worse, she felt extremely uncomfortable under their obvious flattery. Even the lovely new gowns they praised—she had woken up to find her chests overflowing—had not eased her discomfort. Odel was not used to the presence of others. She had spent so long restricted to the company of her father and his servants, she had no idea what to say to these preening visitors—handsome though they might be.

“Are you all right? You look flushed,” Matilda leaned close to murmur.

Shifting where she sat, Odel sighed unhappily. “I am just a bit warm.” It was true. Frowning slightly, she glanced toward the doors leading outside and announced, “In fact, I think I shall go for a short walk once the meal is over.”

“What a lovely idea,” Tildy said cheerfully, which immediately made Odel suspicious. She didn’t have long to wait before her suspicions were borne out. Matilda added, “I am sure that Lord Brownell or Lord Trenton would love to join you.”

“Do please stop trying to push those men on me, Tildy. I have no interest in them,” Odel said wearily.

Matilda’s face fell like that of a child who has been refused a treat. Odel felt guilt pinch at her and she sighed, but she did not retract her words. She really had no interest in marrying. The sooner Tildy accepted that, the better.

“There is Roswald up ahead, my lord.”

Michelle blinked the snowflakes out of his eyes and glanced up at Eadsele’s words. His gaze narrowed on the castle rising out of the stand of trees ahead. Yes, Roswald would suffice. The mounts were tiring and he needed to find a place to rest them. It was an unexpected occurrence, seeing as it was only past midday and they had only set out for the last leg of their journey home several hours before, but the horses were definitely blowing and Michelle wasn’t the sort who would run his animals into the ground. They would stop here until morning.

“Aye. So it is, Eadsele,” Michelle agreed, vaguely amused by the boy’s excitement. No doubt he was getting sick of traveling after these last two weeks trudging through the snowy landscape of England. Michelle really should have collected the lad in early autumn, but had been kept busy at Suthtun, the impoverished estate he had inherited this summer. He’d had little time to think much about his new squire, let alone chase down to southern England to collect him. If Eadsele’s father hadn’t been a friend and asked him to train the boy as a favor—

“Do you think they will have room for us?”

“I do not see why not. I have never met Lord Roswald, but I have heard that he does not entertain much.” Michelle frowned to himself as he tried to recall what else he had heard.

His neighbor was wealthy, he had known that, but even if he hadn’t, he would have realized it rather quickly as they rode through Roswald’s main gates a moment later. Prosperity showed in the round rosy cheeks of the children, and their pets. Poorer castles and their attending villages often could not afford pets, or had ragged hungry-looking animals—not the shiny coated, muscular beasts at play in the courtyard.

A hollow sound drew his attention to the keep’s main stairs as the cloaked figure of a woman exited the great hall. As she closed the door behind her, she turned. Her face was hidden by a fur-lined hood, but a scarlet gown peeked out from under her cloak with each step she took. She briskly descended the snow-laden steps.

Was this Lord Roswald’s wife, his daughter, or merely a guest? Michelle wondered as his horse came to a halt at the foot of the steps. Realizing he would have to ask to find out, he dismounted, moving inadvertently into her path.

“Excuse me, my lady,” Michelle began politely. He found his words waved away impatiently as the woman did her best to move around him.

“Just leave your horse with the servants and go on in,” she instructed without even a glance. “Vlaster will show you to your room.”

“Ah,” Michelle turned as she hurried past him, his confusion plain on his face if she had bothered to look. “Are you—”

“Aye, my lord. I am Lady Roswald. And I will surely be pleased to make your acquaintance later. In the meantime, Vlaster will see to your comfort.”

“Thank you, but I think you may have mistaken me for someone else. I am—”

“I know, my lord,” she interrupted again. At last, heaving a sigh, she stopped and whirled to face him. The impatient twist to her lips was all he could see beneath her cloak’s hood as she spoke. “There are twenty more just like you inside. And no doubt, just like them, you are eager to inform me that you are the wealthiest, most handsome man for three counties. You find me beyond beautiful and exceedingly charming and want to vow you would willingly die a horrid and painful death if only I would smile in your general direction.” Her words were a weary recitation.

Michelle blinked, then shook his head, a wry smile plucking at his lips. “Well, if you are comparing me to the village swineherd, I suppose I am all of those things. But I really had no plans to die today—not even for one of your undoubtedly beautiful smiles.”

The woman stood still for a moment, then reached up to pull back her hood and peer at him. He suspected, by the way her eyes widened, that it was the first real look she had taken at him. Just as this was his first real glimpse of her.

Her hair was a deep brown, shot through with strands of fiery red. Her skin was pale and smooth, her nose straight, her eyes a pretty blue, and her lips were not too full, nor thin. She was pleasant to look on, but not so lovely that a man would die for a mere smile—at least not this man.

Michelle had too much to do and too little time to be bothered with the needs and demands of a woman. He would leave off having to burden himself with one until he had Suthtun up to snuff. Then, he supposed, he would have to take a wife to make an heir, but he really wasn’t looking forward to the chore. In his experience, wives were more trouble than they were worth. His own mother had practically sent her husband, his father, to the grave with her demands for rich fabrics and glorious jewels. The man had died in battle, one of many battles he had hired himself out for in an effort to appease her. Nay. There would be no spoiled, demanding wife for him.

Startled out of her annoyance by his nonchalance, Odel lifted her hood off to peer at the man. Now she stared at him with some amazement. When she had first come outside, she had thought him yet another of the suitors Matilda had invited. They had, after all, been arriving one after the other all day.

Fair-haired men, dark-haired men, tall men, and not-so-tall men, they had paraded into Roswald like baby peacocks. Every single one of them was single, exceedingly handsome, and at least comfortably wealthy.

This man, though, he was different. He was tall and strong, like the others, but his dark, longish hair framed features too harsh to be considered handsome. Her gaze slid over the rest of him, noting that while his clothes were clean and of good quality, they had obviously seen better days. He obviously wasn’t wealthy like the others. Still, the glint of amusement in his eyes made him somehow charming to look at. Forcing a polite smile, she said, “I am sorry, my lord. Obviously I have made an error. Who did you say you were?”

“The new Lord Suthtun.”

“Oh.” She recognized the name and a feeling of solemnity overtook her. “I was sorry to hear of your uncle’s passing. He used to visit my father on occasion. He was a very nice man.”

“Then you are Lord Roswald’s daughter?”

“Aye.”

He nodded briefly. “Aye, well, I am traveling home from collecting Eadsele here.” He gestured to the young lad now dismounting behind him. “I realize ’tis only a couple more hours home to Suthtun and I dislike putting you out, but the horses are tired and I do not like to overtax them in such weather. Do you think your father would mind if we stopped for the night?”

“My father died several days ago,” Odel told him distractedly, glancing over at the castle doors. Were there any rooms left? She suspected there were not. Truly the castle was full to its turrets with prancing dandies and—

“I am sorry.” The man’s words interrupted her thoughts, but when Odel glanced at him questioningly, he added, “For your loss.”

“Oh, aye. Thank you.” She looked away, still not comfortable with her own lack of grief at the loss of the man who for most of her life had treated her no better than a servant. Spying one of the stable boys waiting patiently a few steps away, she waved him forward. “Tend to his lordship’s horses, please, Tommy.” She gave the instructions, then gestured for Lord Suthtun to follow her up the stairs to the castle.

Odel didn’t turn to see if he followed; she didn’t have to, she could hear his footfalls behind her on the steps. This was no tippy-toed dandy who moved as silent as a cat. Nay, his steps were solid and heavy behind her as she led him into the castle.

The noise and heat in the great hall rolled over them in a wave as they entered it, and that reminded Odel of her hope to escape, however briefly, from her suitors. Grimacing at the cacophony of laughing and jesting male voices she had been trying to flee only moments before, Odel sighed and peered about for Matilda or Vlaster. It only took her a moment to find them. In a room full of colorfully dressed men as tall and solid as trees, Matilda’s short rounded figure, encased in another god-awful pink creation, stood out like a plump pink mouse in a room full of large and healthy gray rats. Of course, Vlaster wasn’t far behind. His tall impossibly thin and dour black form was never far away.

Odel was about to raise her arm to catch her aunt’s attention, when suddenly the woman was bustling toward them, Vlaster following her like a tall, dark shadow.

“There you are, my dear,” Tildy cried brightly as she reached them. “I had begun to wonder where you had gotten to. I should have known that one of your handsome suitors had—” Her words died, her mouth opening soundlessly as she turned to peer at the man standing beside Odel. “Oh.” Her gaze slid over his less-than-handsome face and worn clothes, her smile wilting like a rose cut from its stem. “Who are you?”

“This is Lord Suthtun, Aunt Matilda,” Odel announced, glaring at the older woman for her rudeness.

“Suthtun?” Matilda’s nose twitched, her forehead wrinkling with concentration. “Suthtun. I don’t recall sending a missive to you, my lord,” she announced unhappily, then turned to Vlaster. “Did I, Vlaster?”

“I do not recall one, madam,” the man murmured, a dour look on his face.

“Nay, neither do I. Suthtun. Suth-tun.”

“He is a neighbor to the north,” Odel said through her teeth. “And quite welcome here.”

“To the north?” Matilda questioned with a definite lack of enthusiasm, then she sighed and nodded. “Oh yes. Suthtun; that poor little holding of that friend of your father’s.” Her face puckered up again with open displeasure. Apparently Tildy had set her sights on wealthier game. Embarrassed by her godmother’s openly rude behavior, Odel hurried to intervene.

“He is traveling home from court and sought shelter here,” she explained quickly. “I assured him that would be fine.”

“Oh. Aye, well of course, it behooves us to help a neighbor, does it not?” she said, but didn’t look pleased at the prospect. In fact, she sounded decidedly annoyed. She turned to Vlaster to ask, “Do we have a room for his lordship? Or shall he have to sleep on the floor?”

“Aunt Tildy!” Odel gasped, giving Lord Suthtun an apologetic look.

“Do not be offended on my account, my lady,” the nobleman murmured with the same good humor he had shown earlier. “I am an unexpected guest and would be pleased for even a spot on the great hall floor by the fire—if it is available.”

Odel blinked at the man, amazed at his claim. Surely, had any of the other lords been asked to consider such a spot, they would have been wroth at the insult. They had all required a room from what she had seen, likely to house all their various clothing and finery. This man, however, appeared to travel light, a small sack dangling from his relaxed hand his only baggage. He also lacked the attendants the other noblemen seemed helpless without. Lord Suthtun had only a young lad with him—his squire, she supposed.

“I am sure that will not be necessary, my lord,” Odel murmured, turning to her aunt. “Surely Lord Beasley and his cousin, Lord Cheshire, could room together for one night.”

“Oh, nay,” Matilda exclaimed at once with horror. “Lord Beasley has more gold than the king—and Lord Cheshire is quite the most handsome of your suitors. They are both most important men; I cannot think they will thank you for the insult.”

Odel grimaced at that. Most handsome and wealthy they might be, but Lord Beasley was vain and Lord Cheshire was arrogant. Doubling them up could only help the two men’s dispositions. “They shall survive the insult, I am sure,” she said with a wry smile. “My neighbor is in need of a bed for the night.”

“Aye,” Matilda agreed reluctantly. “I suppose with the ague coming on his squire, his lordship could indeed use a bed. Very well, I shall see what I can do to smooth this over with the lords Beasley and Cheshire.”

“Thank you,” Odel muttered. She was grateful for her godmother’s acquiescence, but confused by her words. Her gaze had moved to the boy in question. Much to her surprise, the lad did seem quite pale. He was also trembling as if with a chill. She had not noticed that outside. In fact, she thought she recalled him looking quite robust.

“Eadsele, are you not well?” Lord Suthtun asked the boy now, looking as startled as Odel by the boy’s sickly state. Pressing the back of his hand to his squire’s forehead, Lord Suthtun scowled. “You’re on fire. How long have you not been feeling well?”

“I don’t know, my lord. I was cold while we were traveling, but thought it was just the weather,” he answered miserably, swaying where he stood. Lord Suthtun reached out and caught the lad’s arm to steady him.

“Hmph.” Matilda turned away with purpose. “You’d best put the boy to bed before he falls down. I shall send servants up to move Lord Cheshire’s things.”

“If you would follow me, my lord,” Odel said. Suthtun lifted the boy into his arms and followed as she led him to Lord Cheshire’s room, somehow managing to wave away any eager lords who might have slowed their progress.

“I shall have one of the servants arrange a pallet for the boy,” she said as she let him into what had—until a few moments ago—been Lord Cheshire’s chamber.

“Nay. Have them arrange one large enough for me.” Crossing the room, he set the boy gently on the bed and pulled the furs up to cover him.

Odel was still for a moment as she watched him care for the squire. The man seemed extremely kind; his voice was soft and reassuring, his hands gentle. Her own father had never shown her such tenderness. Her thoughts were disturbed a moment later as the door opened behind her and servants began to file into the room. Within moments Lord Cheshire’s things had been removed, and water and a clean cloth had been supplied. Lord Suthtun bathed the lad’s head.

“Is he your son?” The tenderness the man showed was exquisite, and the question burst from Odel’s lips before she had even realized it had come to mind. But Lord Suthtun didn’t seem upset. He hardly seemed to notice, so busy was he with his caretaking.

“Nay, he is my squire, the son of an old friend placed in my care to train and raise.”

His answer seemed to suggest that he would tend as kindly to anyone under his charge, and Odel pondered that. This man was an enigma. His clothes were old but well tended; he had claimed to stop for the night simply for the good of his horses; and now he showed dutiful care and even affection for a squire. He did indeed appear to tend well to what was his. What would her life have been like had her father been more like this man? she wondered.

“Might I prevail upon you for some mead, and perhaps some broth for the boy?” he asked suddenly.

Shifting, Odel nodded. Then, realizing that he could not see her nod, she murmured, “I shall have some brought up at once. And for the pallet to be arranged. Would you care for your supper to be brought here as well, or shall you join the table?”

His gaze slid to the window, then he glanced toward her. “I would not wish to trouble the servants any more than I have to. I imagine I can manage joining the table.”

“Then, I shall have one of the servants come and sit with Eadsele when ’tis time for the meal.” Odel slid from the room to see to these things.

Downstairs, she had barely stepped off the landing before she found herself surrounded by suitors. It was as if they had been lying in wait for her return. Compliments, offers to escort her on walks, to play music for her, recite poetry to her, all smothered her like a cloying blanket as she tried to make her way to the kitchens. By the time she broke loose and escaped the great hall, she was thoroughly annoyed. She nearly trampled Matilda as she tried to enter the steaming kitchens.

“Oh, there you are, my dear,” her godmother said, then paused to look at her more closely. “Oh, my, you do look vexed. Is Lord Suthtun’s squire worse?”

“Nay, I just—” She gestured vaguely over her shoulder, then shook her head. “Never mind. I came to arrange for some broth and mead to be taken up for the boy.”

“I already arranged that,” Matilda assured her.

“Oh, good. Well, then, Lord Suthtun asked that a pallet be prepared for him. He wishes the boy to have his bed while he is ill.”

Matilda’s eyes narrowed, her eyebrows arching in displeasure. “Do you mean to say Lord Suthtun forced Lord Cheshire from his bed for a squire?”

Odel frowned at the woman’s expression. “He did not force anyone. I suggested we put Lord Cheshire with Lord Beasley. Besides, I think it is terribly chivalrous of him to give up his bed for a sick child.”

“If you say so,” Matilda agreed irritably. “But I assure you Lord Beasley is smarter than to give up a warm, soft bed for a boy.”

“Well, whether that is smarter is debatable,” Odel snapped, then sighed as the kitchen door swung open to reveal one of her many suitors.

Smiling as he spotted her, the man let the door swing closed and hurried forward.





Chapter Three

“Would that be Lord Cheshire?”

Odel glanced up from her food to follow Lord Suthtun’s gesture. He had taken a seat at the place she had saved him just as the meal was being carried out. Throughout the supper they had discussed the uncommonly cold weather they were having this winter, his squire’s fever—which was still high—and various and sundry topics of less importance. Odel nodded and answered his question. “Aye, it is. How did you know?”

“Because he is glaring daggers at me,” Michelle murmured with that ever-present amusement. “I think he is distressed at my pinching his bed.”

“It wasn’t really his bed to begin with,” Odel pointed out dryly, her gaze moving over the man in question to his cousin, Lord Beasley. The two men sat side by side and neither of them looked pleased. Lord Cheshire looked especially resentful as he glared at Lord Suthtun. In truth, both men had already made their displeasure with the new arrangements known to Odel. When she had stood firm on the arrangements despite their complaints, they had settled into some unsubtle pouting. Odel didn’t know whether to be amused or put out by their behavior, but it was obvious they both felt as her aunt had predicted; they were much too important to be forced to double up.

They had even been making noises about leaving. She guessed she was supposed to be overcome with dismay at the threat, but the only feeling she could work up was a vague relief. Really, having all these men fluttering around was quite wearing. Having a couple of them leave would hardly put her out.

“So?” The drawn-out word drew Odel’s curious gaze and Lord Suthtun grinned. “Which one do you favor?”

Odel stared at him blankly for a moment, then felt herself flush. Apparently he had determined that the lords all gracing her table were suitors. Of course, she remembered, Matilda had said something about suitors when he and his squire had first arrived.

“Actually, I am not interested in any of them,” she said at last, grimacing when his eyebrows arched in disbelief. “Having them here was my . . . Aunt’s idea. I have no desire to marry.”

“Ever?” he asked.

“Ever,” Odel assured him firmly, then scowled at his expression. “You find that difficult to believe?”

“Well, aye, I guess I do. Most women wish to have a husband to supply all the riches and jewels they need to be happy.”

Odel’s mouth tightened at that. “I desire no man to supply riches and wealth. I have more than I need.” More than she was even used to or comfortable with at the moment, she thought a bit unhappily. While it was nice that the keep was not as mean and cold as it had been, Matilda had rather overdone it.

Suddenly realizing that Lord Suthtun had been silent quite a while, she turned to see him examining her as if trying to decide if he should believe her. She supposed he must have decided to take her word, because he next asked quietly, “Then what of a husband to provide children?”

Odel swallowed. She had never really even considered the possibility of children. She had given up on them a long time ago, when she had realized that her father had no intention of letting her marry and leave him. Now the possibility rose before her and she actually found herself tempted for a moment. Then she recalled that she would have to marry to have them—and that a man would likely make her children’s lives as miserable as her own had been. “I would like to have children,” she admitted quietly. “But, I fear, the price of a husband seems overly steep to me.”

Lord Suthtun considered her briefly, then murmured, “Lord Roswald must have been even more of a tyrant than I had heard.”

Odel peered down at her plate uncomfortably, then changed the subject. “Inheriting Suthtun must have come as something of a surprise.”

He was silent for a minute, then followed her lead. “Aye. My uncle was still relatively young, and even had he not been, his son should have inherited. The fact that they both died within days of each other from a cold was a great surprise to all. How did your father die?”

“His heart gave out. In his sleep,” she explained, then forced a smile for the servants who suddenly appeared before them. There were four in all, carting a suckling pig.

“Shall I?” Lord Suthtun murmured, withdrawing a small jeweled dagger from his waist and gesturing toward the platter.

“Thank you, yes.” Odel watched as he sliced off some of the juicy white meat and moved it to her plate—a silver one no less, more of Matilda’s magic. Many castles, she’d heard, had a silver plate and goblet for their lord on special occasions, but Roswald had never been one of them. Odel’s father had been too cheap. Now everyone at the high table was eating off a silver plate and drinking from a silver goblet. Father would be rolling over in his sarcophagus, she thought with some enjoyment.

A small sound from her right made her realize that a small mountain of meat now sat on her plate. He was reaching to put more on, but looking quite perplexed. Obviously, he had been waiting for her to say “enough.” Her father would have given her the thinnest, toughest serving he could manage, and that would have been that. She was not used to her wants being observed. Flushing with embarrassment, she murmured, “Thank you,” and was relieved when he nodded and turned his attention to filling his own plate.

It wasn’t until he set the dagger on the table between them that Odel noticed its beautiful carved hilt. “Oh, my, how lovely,” she commented, picking it up. “Wherever did you get this?”

“It was a gift from the king.” He peered at his food as he answered, looking particularly embarrassed. Which only managed to make Odel more curious.

“What was the gift in honor of?”

Suthtun shrugged slightly. “I assisted him in an endeavor,” he answered vaguely, then changed the subject. “Did your father never arrange a marriage?”

It was Odel’s turn to look uncomfortable. “Nay.”

“And your mother?”

“She died when I was quite young.”

They were both silent for a moment, then her guest asked, “Is your Aunt Matilda the only family you have left?”

Odel nodded. “And you? Were your Uncle and cousin your only family?”

He shook his head. “The former Lord Suthtun was my mother’s brother. My mother and my two sisters are both at Suthtun now, no doubt preparing for Christmas.”

“Your father?”

“He died when I was young.”

“Your sisters are younger than you, then.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Aye. How did you know?”

“Well, you did not mention any husbands, so I just assumed.”

He nodded. “Yes, my sisters are both quite a bit younger. There was another sister and a brother between us, but they didn’t survive past childhood.”

Odel murmured some suitable sounds at that, then asked, “And ere inheriting the title and estate of Suthtun, what—”

“I was a mercenary,” he answered, apparently unperturbed by the question. And quite successful at it, Odel guessed, now understanding where his expensive clothes came from. As a mercenary without land or title to eat up his funds, he had been free to spend his earnings on such things. Now a lord of an impoverished estate, he spent his money more carefully.

Suddenly, all he had said began to ring bells in her mind. The knife was in honor of a favor he had done the king. He had been a mercenary prior to inheriting Suthtun. His name was Michelle—a French name, and not all that common in England. In truth, she knew of only two men with that name: the man seated beside her and a mercenary who had saved King Edward II from a suspected witch in Coventry.

She recalled her father having spoken of it with a laugh; he had been sympathetic to no one, not even his liege. The “witch,” John of Wiltham, had been arrested for attempting to poison the king with a potion. Accusations of black magic had quickly followed. Wiltham had been arrested and held in Coventry to stand trial, but when the king had gone to question the man personally, Wittham had attacked him, trying to kill him with his bare hands.

It was said he would have succeeded, had a mercenary accompanying Edward not stepped in and killed him. The king had reputedly given this mercenary—named Michelle—his own jeweled knife in thanks. She recalled her father’s jealous dismissal of the whole incident.

Odel’s gaze dropped to the knife on the table, her stomach rolling over. “You are Michelle the witch-killer.”

Michelle grimaced, then shook his head. “I have killed hundreds of men, yet I kill one accused of witchcraft and suddenly I am Michelle the witch-killer.”

Odel relaxed somewhat at that, and even managed a smile. That was true; he had only killed one witch—and that had been one trying to kill the king. He was not exactly a witch hunter. “You have nothing against them then?” she said in a joking manner, but her gaze slid to where Matilda sat observing the guests.

“Well, I would as soon kill one as look at them,” he admitted, drawing Odel’s face back around in alarm. “But I am not interested in hunting them down. Witches are a nasty bunch. Sneaky, too. Killing with potions and elixirs rather than facing a man in fair battle. Aye. They are a nasty lot.”

The knight turned his attention to his meal then, unaware that Odel was now trembling with fear. Her poor aunt! Tildy might call herself a fairy godmother, but anyone seeing her cast dust in the air and mutter over it would surely call her a witch. And Michelle would not need to hunt to find her. Dear Lord, if he saw her pull one of her stunts he would—

“Well, I had best go check on my squire,” Michelle announced suddenly, getting to his feet. Pausing, he turned to take Odel’s hand and bow over it. “Thank you for the lovely meal, my lady.”

Odel nodded, then watched him leave the table. He crossed the room and jogged lightly up the steps.

“Oh, my, that is a lovely dagger, isn’t it?”

Turning, Odel glanced at Matilda, then down at the dagger she was gesturing to. Lord Suthtun had forgotten his blade. “It was a gift from the king . . . for killing a witch!”

Tildy’s eyebrows rose, but rather than appear worried, she merely said, “Well that makes sense. The man obviously couldn’t afford to purchase it himself.”

“Wealth is not everything, Matilda,” Odel said irritably, picking up the dagger and wiping it on a crust of bread.

“Well, it may not be everything, but it certainly helps to make a body happy,” Matilda answered promptly.

Odel clucked in disgust. “Oh aye, it certainly did that for my father.” She gave her aunt a pointed look, then rose.

“Where are you going?” Matilda shifted around in her seat to peer after her as Odel started away.

“I am going to return Lord Suthtun’s blade and check on his squire.”

She hurried away, and was at the top of the stairs before she realized anyone had followed. But just as she turned toward the room Lord Suthtun had been given, a hand on her arm made her stop and turn. The man behind her made Odel’s stomach lurch.

“Lord Cheshire.” She tried for a smile, but knew it was a bit stiff. She really wasn’t in the mood to hear any more of his complaints about rooming with his cousin. “Is there something I can do for you?”

“Aye.” He hesitated briefly, then lifted his chin. “I am a very handsome hu—man, am I not?”

Odel managed to restrain a grimace. Sighing, she nodded solemnly. “Aye, my lord.” It was the truth. Lord Cheshire was quiet the most handsome man she had ever laid eyes on. His hair was a pale brown that flowed in waves down to his shoulder. His eyes were as black as Vlaster’s jacket. His face and figure were perfection itself; she was being honest when she said, “You are very handsome.” Then she continued with, “Now, if you would excuse me?”

Odel started to turn away to continue on to Lord Suthtun’s room, but Cheshire grabbed her hand, drawing her to a halt. “Nay.”

“Nay?” She peered at him narrowly as she tried to free her hand from his.

“First we must settle this. I am the most handsome man here. Would you not agree?”

Sighing, she nodded impatiently. “Aye, my lord. In fact, you are the most handsome man I have ever seen.”

“Well, then, why do you avoid me? Do you not know how fortunate you would be to have me to husband? Why do you resist falling in love with me?”

Odel’s mouth dropped open at the forward question. “I . . .”

“I would be a good husband to you. I would let you eat all the juiciest morsels. I would give you five or six babies. I would make you happy.”

Eyes wide, Odel heard a high, almost squeaking sound slip past her lips. She quickly closed her mouth, then shook her head in the hopes of clearing it so that something useful might come to mind to say. She was still struggling when he suddenly swept her into his arms. Passionately, he breathed, “We would do well together. You will love me.” Then his mouth descended on hers.

Odel wasn’t very experienced when it came to kisses—well, all right, this was her first—but if this wet, mushy experience was what they were all like, she decided, she could do quite nicely without them. Her decision never to marry had not been a mistake. She began to struggle in Lord Cheshire’s grasp.

“Unhand her!”

That voice was rather like the crack of doom, Odel thought faintly before Lord Cheshire finally released her. Steadying herself with a hand on the wall, she turned to peer up the hall. Aunt Matilda was barreling toward them. Who would have thought such a deep authoritative voice could have issued forth from her plump, usually cherubic countenance? Although she didn’t look very cherubic at the moment. She looked furious. And, oddly enough, Tildy in a fury was quite an intimidating sight.

Odel almost felt sorry for Lord Cheshire. The man was suddenly looking terrified. Almost, but not quite, she decided, using the back of her hand to wipe away his slobbery kiss.

“How dare you overstep yourself so!” Matilda raged, coming to a halt before them, her eyes spitting fire.

“I . . .” The young nobleman looked away, anywhere but at the woman confronting him, then suddenly drew himself up and spoke. “She wanted me to. She loves me. She wants to be my wife.”

“Poppycock!” Tildy snapped, not even bothering to look at Odel for confirmation. “You cannot fool me, I can see right through your lies. You thought if you forced yourself on Odel I would have to agree to a marriage. Then you would be set up here for the rest of your miserable days.”

Lord Cheshire shrank slightly under her wilting glare, then whined, “Well, so what if I did?”

Matilda’s eyes narrowed to angry slits. She flicked her cane at him once, set it down with a snap, then smiled with satisfaction. “That, is so what!”

Odel turned in bewilderment to peer at Lord Cheshire, but he was no longer there. A scuffling sound drew her gaze downward then. Her mouth dropping open, she gaped in horror at the rat now sitting where Lord Cheshire had been but a moment before. “Aunt Matilda!”

“What?” Tildy asked innocently, her gaze shifting curiously past Odel. The squeak of a door opening sounded behind her.

Odel whirled, her horrified gaze landing on Lord Suthtun as he stuck his head out into the hall. Peering down the dim hallway toward them, he arched an eyebrow in a silent question.

“Is anything amiss? I thought I heard—”

“Nay,” Odel assured him quickly, rushing down the hall to urge him back into his room. It wasn’t until she noticed the way his eyes had widened that she glanced down to see that she still held his dagger. No wonder he was backing away so quickly. “I—Here,” She turned the weapon around and held it out to him, explaining, “I just wanted to return this . . . and Aunt Matilda followed to have a discussion with me. All is well.”

“Are you sure?” he asked, accepting the weapon.

“I am positive. Everything is fine. Really. Fine.” She nearly choked on the lie, vaguely aware her voice was unnaturally high and squeaky sounding. She grabbed the door and pulled it closed, adding a slightly frantic, “Sleep well.”

After she shut the door in his face, Odel whirled and hurried back to Matilda. “You undo that right now!” she hissed fiercely, glaring at her godmother and pointing furiously downward.

“Undo what right now?” Tildy asked with bewilderment.

“Undo what?” Odel cried in amazement. “Do you not realize that Lord Suthtun would as soon kill a witch as look at her?”

Matilda looked unperturbed. “And so he should. But I am not a witch.”

“Yes, but—” Odel began, then shook her head. This was no time to explain. Trying for patience, she ground out, “Turn Lord Cheshire back into . . .” Her voice died as she glanced down and realized she was pointing at nothing. The rat that had been Lord Cheshire was gone. A frown of dismay replaced her anger. “Where did he go?”

Matilda shrugged. “No doubt he just skittered off somewhere. Rats tend to do that.” Never fear though, Vlaster shall find—Oh! There. You see! Vlaster has already found him.”

Following the woman’s gesture, Odel peered toward the stairs. She paled at once, her eyes dilating with horror. Her aunt’s “servant” stood at the top of the stairs, holding the rat by the tail as if he were about to swallow it. “Vlaster!”

Pausing, the liveried servant closed his mouth, straightened his head, and turned to look at her in silence.

Odel was at his side at once. Snatching the squirming rat from him, she held it out in front of her and turned back toward Matilda with a determined expression. But she had only taken a couple of steps when the door to Lord Suthtun’s room opened again and his head popped out once more. Obviously he had heard her shriek. Dropping her hand, she moved the rat behind her back and tried for an innocent expression.

“Aye, my lord?” she murmured, the calm image she was trying to project ruined somewhat by the way her voice rose at the end. She gave a sudden jerk as Lord Cheshire broke free of her hold, and was now scrabbling up the back of her gown. Biting her lip, she tried not to squirm as his little clawed feet scrambled over her rump and started up her spine. If he bit her, she was going to step on the little bugg—

“I thought I heard a shriek,” Lord Suthtun explained quietly.

“Oh. Aye.” Odel almost moaned the words as the rat crawled under her long hair and made its way to the nape of her neck. She felt its cold nose against her flesh, and she had to bite her lips to keep from shrieking again. It is only Lord Cheshire, she reminded herself. It is only Lord Cheshire. Oh, God!

“Oh, ’twas nothing, my lord,” Matilda stepped in to reassure him. “Odel just thought she saw a rat.”

“Ah.” The man’s gaze shifted from Matilda to Odel, then widened. “It would seem she did see one.”

Odel closed her eyes with a groan. She had felt Lord Cheshire move to her right shoulder. No doubt the little beast was now peering from her hair. Putting her hands out before him as the rat started to climb down her front, Odel offered him a platform to stand on as she lied. “Nay. Not this rat. This rat is . . . er . . . a pet. I thought I spotted another rat!!” She shrieked, whirling away as, instead of moving on to the hand she had lifted, Lord Cheshire took a nose-dive down the front of her gown. He was now nestled between her breasts, and apparently quite happy from the way he’d quit squirming.

Pulling her gown away from her chest, Odel dug her other hand in to retrieve the wayward suitor. Matilda was there at once, her cane raised as if to zap her, or the rat, or both. Releasing her gown, Odel immediately snatched the cane with her now free hand, grabbed ahold of the rat with the other and ripped it out of her top.

“Are you quite all right?” Lord Suthtun was at her side now as well.

Taking a moment to glower in warning at Tildy, Odel handed the rat to her, then turned to Lord Suthtun. “I am fine, my lord,” she assured him, her voice unnaturally brittle. “Just a little trouble. All taken care of now,” she assured him, frowning as she realized that Matilda, Vlaster and Cheshire were now disappearing down the stairs. “I—umm—I really have to get back to my—er—guests, my lord.” She began backing toward the stairs. “Is there anything you need, then . . .”

“Michelle. And no, thank you.”

“Good night, then, Michelle.” With a grimace, she whirled and set off after her aunt.

Matilda and Vlaster were nowhere to be seen when Odel reached the bottom of the steps. Muttering under her breath, she waved away the men who immediately began moving in her direction. Perhaps Matilda and Vlaster were in the kitchens. She had nearly reached the door to the steamy room when a cold rush of air swept through the great hall, rustling the rushes. Pausing, she turned to see Matilda entering with Vlaster on her heels. Odel promptly changed direction and rushed toward them.

“Where have you been? Where is Lord Cheshire? What have you done now?” Her words came out in a frenzy as she reached the pair.

Matilda patted her arm soothingly. “Nothing, dear. He went . . . er . . . home.”

“Home?”

“Aye. He left.”

“How?”

Matilda scowled. “What do you mean, ‘How’? He—”

“Did you turn him back or not?” Odel hissed. “You did not leave him a rat, did you?”

“Oh.” Her aunt gave a little laugh. “Well, no. You needn’t worry about that, my dear. Lord Cheshire left here just as he came. Now, why don’t you go for a nice little walk with Lord Beasley? He mentioned earlier that—”

“I do not wish to take a walk with Lord Beasley. I do not wish to walk with anyone,” Odel interrupted wearily, her shoulders slumping as the tension left her body. “I do, however, wish you would give up on my marrying one of these men. I really have no desire for a husband, Tildy!”

Face softening with sympathy, Matilda reached out to briefly clasp Odel’s hand. “I know, my dear. But then if you did, I would not be needed here, would I?”

Odel opened her mouth to try to convince the older woman to give up her quest and let her be, but instead closed it and shook her head in defeat. She did not have the energy to argue with the woman. She had been doing so for the last two days without result.

“You look tired. Why do you not go to bed? I shall see to your guests.”

“They are not my guests. You invited them here, and . . .” Odel began impatiently, then shook her head and turned away. “Oh, what is the use? You do not listen to me, anyway. I am going to bed.”





Chapter Four

“You should go below and eat.”

Michelle let the fur drape fall back to cover the window and turned to find Eadsele sitting up in bed. The boy was still pale, but he looked a bit more alert than he had for the past week. “Are you feeling better?”

Grimacing, his squire shook his head apologetically. “I am sorry, my lord. I am never sick. Really.”

Leaving the window, Michelle moved back to sit on the side of the bed. “Do not apologize. It is hardly your fault that you are ill.”

“Aye. But ’tis only a week until Christmas, and I know you must be eager to return home.”

“Do not worry about me, I am enjoying the rest.” He meant to assure the boy, but didn’t sound very convincing even to himself.

Not wishing to overburden Lady Roswald’s maids when she already had so many guests, Michelle had insisted on nursing the boy himself. He had spent the last week stuck here in this room, trying to bathe down Eadsele’s temperature when it was high, covering him with furs when he had the chills, and urging bowl after bowl of broth down the boy’s sore throat. To a man used to days filled with activity, this was becoming unbearable. And yet, the nights had almost made the week pass quickly.

A smile curved Michelle’s lips as he recalled the last several nights. While he had insisted on staying with Eadsele during the day, the Lady Odel had convinced him to let a maid take over his nighttime vigil so that he could spend his evenings below—and also get some rest. Since the first night, he had joined the table for supper, then fallen into the habit of chatting and playing chess with Odel.

Odel. He smiled slightly now as he thought of the way her eyes sparkled when she laughed. He’d found himself regaling her with all the funny little stories he could recall. He also liked the way she blushed when he complimented her, so that he found himself slipping them in, so that he could enjoy the pink flush that covered her cheeks.

Aye, Odel had helped to keep him from going mad this last week and he could hardly believe that the company of a woman affected him so. But he had come to know her quite well this last week, and what he had learned was that not all women were the greedy grasping creatures his mother had always seemed.

At least, Odel wasn’t. She never seemed to take advantage of the servants around her as his mother did, ordering them to do this or that, and even, he suspected, making up things just to play the grand lady. Odel did most everything for herself.

Murmuring that the servants were busy with their own tasks, she would fetch the beverages while they played chess each night. She even often threw logs on the fire and built it up herself rather than asking a servant. Odel also hadn’t worn a single jewel to adorn her gown this last week, though he was sure she must have many such items.

Aye, she was different from his mother, and Michelle liked her all the more for that. He could hardly believe his luck. With a keep full of wealthy, handsome men, he was surprised she gave him any time at all. But not only did she give him attention, she paid little if any attention to the rest of the guests.

“You would do better did you not spend all of your time in here with me, my lord,” Eadsele suggested, interrupting his thoughts.

His gaze focusing on the pale boy in the bed, Michelle shrugged and smiled.

“Someone has to stay with you.”

“The maid who sits with me while you eat offered to sit with me during the day—should you wish to enjoy the holiday diversions Lady Roswald is supplying.”

Eadsele’s voice seemed almost eager. Michelle was pleased to see in the boy’s face the barest trace of color, too. His new squire had been an apple-cheeked lad when he had collected him, and had remained so through most of their journey. It had only been upon their arrival here that he had become so deathly pale, when he had been stricken by this illness. His pallid complexion since had been most worrisome. Now, the faintest flush of pink again touched his skin.

“Lady Roswald is beautiful, do you not think, my lord?” At the sly words, Michelle’s eyes narrowed on the boy. Lady Roswald had visited Eadsele’s sick room once or twice a day, sometimes staying to play a game with them to cheer the lad. She was very kind. And she was also beautiful, though he had not thought so at first. Hers was a loveliness that grew on you. Still, there was something about the boy’s tone of voice that made Michelle suspect his motives.

“Why do I get the feeling you would be eager to see me go?” he asked abruptly.

The flush in the boy’s cheeks stained his face a bright red, and Michelle’s eyes widened slightly. He recalled the way the boy had brightened every night when the maid, Maggie, arrived, and suddenly he understood. The boy had a crush on the little serving wench.

Michelle didn’t know why he had not picked up on the fact sooner, or why it so surprised him now. Eadsele was already fourteen.

“So tell me about this maid,” Michelle murmured, his lips twitching when Eadsele flushed even darker.

“The maid? She tells me about the feasts and the celebrations,” he said as if it were of no consequence. At the sound of activity in the bailey below, the boy gave a relieved look and glanced toward the covered window. “What is that? Do you think they are going on a hunt?”

Standing, Michelle moved back to the window and peered out at the snow-covered bailey. “Nay. ’Tis just a wagon load of flour.”

“Hmm.” Eadsele shifted restlessly. “From what Maggie says, there has been a grand feast every night.”

“Aye,” Michelle murmured, still looking down on the bailey.

“I would think they should need to go hunting soon then, should they not? The larders should be running low by now. It has been a week since we arrived and there has been no hunting done at all.”

Michelle nodded at that, his mind suddenly fixing on the suggestion. He was tired of being caged indoors with Eadsele, but up until now he had felt it was his place to look after the boy. After all, the lad was his charge. But it seemed Eadsele had a more attractive nursemaid in mind. And now the squire had given him a good idea. He would enjoy a nice brisk ride right about now, and hunting game to make up for what he and Eadsele were eating was the perfect excuse. That would give him a chance to get outside without feeling he was neglecting his duties or overburdening the Roswald servants.

“You are right,” he announced, letting the fur drape again fall into place to block out the bailey below. “A nice stag or boar should—” What he suspected was a trace of triumph in Eadsele’s eyes made him pause. He got the distinct impression he had been manipulated. Still, he decided, it didn’t matter. He wished to get out and about anyway. If Eadsele wished to gaze upon the little serving wench, let him.

“Good morning, my lady.”

Odel felt a shot of alarm run through her on finding Lord Suthtun seating himself next to her at the table. During the week since his arrival at Roswald, Michelle had never once come below to break his fast.

Which was a relief to her of course, she assured herself. After all, it lowered the risk of his coming upon Matilda and her magical moments. She hadn’t worried about that with the Roswald servants. Matilda had assigned the duck maids to serve in the great hall, which left the real maids to tend to the bedchambers and kitchens, safely away from the likelihood of seeing anything unusual. Odel also hadn’t had to worry about the men-at-arms witnessing anything. It turned out that they were all quite disgusted with the preening ways of the lords lounging about Roswald hall, and did their best to avoid them. Her men still came into the hall for meals, but were quick about it and left as soon as they were finished.

It was only Lord Suthtun Odel had to worry about. His decision to nurse his sick squire had been quite convenient if he were to stay at Roswald. It left her with only the evenings to worry that her odd aunt might suddenly pull out some fairy dust, or wave her cane in front of, or even worse, at him.

Odel had done her best to keep him away from the woman. She sat between them at the dinner table always keeping up a lively chatter so that he would have no reason to address the strange godmother. Then, once the meal was finished, she had taken to playing chess with him each night by the fire.

The best thing about that was, Odel had found Michelle a worthy opponent. For every game she won, he won one as well. They were most evenly matched. Actually, she had enjoyed talking and playing with the man since his arrival, and she was suddenly aware that she would miss those companionable evenings when he left. Which was perhaps why the idea that the boy might be improving was presently upsetting her. Once Eadsele was better, there would be no excuse for Lord Suthtun to remain. And while she knew she should be relieved that his departure would vastly simplify her life, at the moment she was more concerned with the loss of a man who was quickly becoming a friend. Her first friend.

“Is Eadsele all better, my lord?” she asked, putting aside her own confused feelings for a moment.

“Nay, I fear not.”

Odel felt relief rush through her and tried to stamp it down. She should be feeling disappointment. If she had any sense she would feel disappointed. Every minute he remained was risky. It appeared, however, that her good sense had abandoned her. “I am sure he will recover soon.”

“Aye,” Lord Suthtun agreed, then cleared his throat. “Actually, Eadsele mentioned something I had not thought of.”

“Oh?”

Michelle nodded. “He mentioned that no one had gone on a hunt since we had arrived and I wondered—”

“Oh, what a marvelous idea!” Matilda crooned suddenly from behind them.

Odel whirled to peer over her shoulder. She hadn’t heard the woman approach. Managing a smile, she then glanced back at Michelle. “Aye, my lord. You are very considerate, but that is not necessary. We have plenty of meat.”

“No, we don’t. In fact”—lifting her cane, Tildy swung it quickly toward the door to the kitchens, then set it down with a satisfied thump—“we are fresh out. I was going to suggest a hunt myself.”

“Matilda,” Odel growled, glaring at the woman in warning, but her godmother blithely ignored her. Instead, she beamed briefly at Lord Suthtun, then turned her gaze over the whole of the room.

“Everyone! Yoohoo!” She clapped her hands to gain the attention of the others in the room.

Her suitors, Odel sighed inwardly at the thought. She was going mad with their ridiculous compliments, their sessions of preening in efforts to gain her attention, and their long, drawn-out dissertations on how handsome, wealthy, or clever they were. She had never known that noblemen could be so vapid; but then, Father had never really let her socialize. Gazing at her guests, she was almost grateful. Added to that, she was starting to find her appetite affected by their presence at the table. Odel had come to notice that they all had the oddest way of eating. First of all, they ate constantly—all day long from what she could tell. But it was the way that they ate that disturbed her most. They each brought their food up to their mouths with both hands, keeping their backs straight, heads up, and eyes alert as if watching for some thief who might steal it. It was the oddest thing she had ever seen, made stranger by the fact that they all seemed to do it. Only Lord Suthtun did not. Odel had mentioned it to Tildy, but the woman had laughed and claimed that those manners were all the rage at court these days. To Odel, it was creepy. It reminded her of something she couldn’t quite place.

All of this had managed to make Odel extremely grateful that Lord Suthtun came below for the evening meals. It gave her an excuse to escape the other men. And his habit of staying below for an hour or so afterward allowed her to stay away from them.

Nervous of what Matilda might do, Odel had urged him into a game of chess before the fire the second night after his arrival and every night since. She had used the claim that she was chilly as an excuse to rearrange the seats. Placing her own chair with its back to the fire had forced him to sit with his back to the great hall at large. His being unable to see what was going on in the rest of the room had allowed her to relax.

Odel had actually enjoyed their games. Michelle was a witty man and charming even, something she had not expected in a warrior. And he had not minded her beating him at chess; he even seemed mildly pleased by it. Which was very different than she was used to. Odel’s father had always claimed she cheated and knocked the board to the floor when she won against him. But Lord Suthtun merely cast her an admiring glance and complimented her strategy, a reaction Odel shared when the knight himself won. She had woken up today looking forward to the evening ahead.

Now, she felt the beginnings of panic creeping up on her again. A whole day in the presence of Tildy and her magic. If Tildy should turn one of the men into a rat or perform some other magical act in front of Lord Suthtun . . . well, she doubted he would see a difference between a fairy godmother and a witch. Feeling helpless, she listened to Tildy outline her plan for a big hunting party. A feeling of doom was dropping around her shoulders even as she did.

“There!”

Odel glanced at Michelle at his excited whisper. She had been busy looking over her shoulder at Tildy and the others. Her godmother rode on a small plump mare that Odel was sure did not belong to the Roswald stables, following several hundred yards behind Lord Suthtun and Odel. The other lords rode in a group behind her.

Matilda was as stiff and tense on the animal as could be; she looked about as pleased to be on a horse again as Odel was to be on this hunt. Briefly, recalling that her godmother had died in a fall from her mount, Odel almost felt pity for her. Then her gaze fell on the pack of suitors bouncing around in their saddles behind her and Odel had felt all pity die. Good heavens! Not a one of them could ride. What sort of lords could not ride a horse?

“Do you see it?”

Turning away from the group trailing behind them, Odel followed Michelle’s pointing finger. Their horses slowed. A huge wild boar was rooting in the bushes ahead. Drawing her mount to a complete stop, she reached instinctively for her bow, feeling excitement and fear begin to course through her. Wild swine had become rarer the last couple of years; to chance upon one now was quite lucky. The thought made her pause and glance back toward Tildy, her eyes narrowed. Any good fortune was suspect.

Expecting to see the others hanging back, Odel’s eyes widened as she saw that Tildy and the men hadn’t yet slowed. They were riding up at full speed, apparently unaware that she and Michelle had come upon game—and dangerous game at that. Her hand jerking on her reins, Odel instinctively shouted out a warning.

A curse from Lord Suthtun was followed quickly by an angry squeal. Odel whirled back to see what had happened. She realized at once that her shout must have startled Michelle just as he had taken aim. An arrow now quivered in the boar’s hindquarters, and she was quite sure that he wouldn’t have aimed there. But there was little time to think of much more than that. Michelle had feathered the beast’s posterior, and the boar wasn’t at all pleased.

“Oh, dear,” she murmured, then tightened her fingers on her reins in alarm. Michelle shouted a warning as the boar charged.

The next few minutes became a swirl of chaos. Like a pack of dogs on the scent of blood, the suitors who had flanked Odel’s aunt now charged onto the scene. They swarmed around Odel and Michelle, crowding them so much that there was no way to swerve or retreat as the boar came at them, squealing madly. The horses, smarter than their riders, began to whinny and snort, rearing back in terror. Odel managed to keep her seat, but the lords—lousy riders all—went tumbling to the ground. Their shouts were added to the chaos as they rolled and darted about, trying to avoid the feet of the horses off of which they had fallen.

Given so many new targets, the boar suddenly stopped, apparently unsure who to attack first. After a brief hesitation, it headed after the nearest man. Shrieking, the lord in question charged for the nearest tree, the boar hot on his heels.

Had she not been busy trying to stay in the saddle, Odel would have marveled at the man’s agility as he scrambled up that tree. He was quickly followed by his friends, one after the other, as the boar charged each.

It would have been the perfect opportunity for Odel or Michelle to shoot another arrow into the boar, but neither could get a clear shot from their bucking steeds. Seated side-saddle as she was, and with her horse dancing on its hind legs, Odel began to fear she could even stay mounted. Feeling herself begin to slide toward the ground, she desperately tightened her hold on the reins. Then, realizing that she was doomed to fall, she let go and concentrated on landing on her feet.

Now she was a target for the boar. But, unlike the others, Odel knew she couldn’t scramble up a tree—especially not as she was dressed. Not wasting any time, the moment her feet hit the snowy ground, Odel grabbed up her skirts and began to run. Behind her she heard Michelle shout, the boar snort, and Tildy’s high-pitched yell, but she didn’t take the chance of looking back. She had no time. Boars with their vicious tusks were deadly—especially when injured and angry. She charged into the woods at full tilt, wishing that skirts weren’t so hard to run in, wishing that the ground were not so slippery with winter snow, and wishing above all that she had stayed home.





Chapter Five

One minute Odel was running for her life and the next her legs were pumping uselessly in the air; she had been caught around the waist and lifted off the ground. Michelle now held her, and she hung down the side of his horse. Apparently he had regained control of his mount enough to rescue her. Odel had barely grasped that when something tugged at her skirts. Peering down, she cried out in horror. The boar was less than a heartbeat behind her, and one of the beast’s tusks had caught in the hem of her skirts. She felt her stomach roil, but Michelle tugged his reins to the side, swerving away from the boar and ripping her skirts free.

Looking back, Odel saw the beast turn to charge after them, but Michelle put on more speed, urging his mount to a gallop. It quickly widened the distance between them leaving the snarling animal behind in the brush.

Several moments after the boar had dropped out of sight, Michelle let his mount slow then come to a halt. Using both hands, he lifted Odel and drew her around before him on the saddle. Seating her sideways, he frowned. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” she breathed, managing a weak smile. “But that was close.”

“Aye.” He didn’t smile—in fact, he looked quite grim. He glanced back over his shoulder. There was no sign of the boar now. “You would think those idiots would know better than to charge in like that.”

Odel heartily agreed, but merely murmured, “Thank you—for saving me.”

Turning his attention back to her, Michelle’s expression softened in a small smile. “It was my pleasure,” he assured her. His voice was husky, and he raised one hand to brush a strand of hair off her cheek.

Odel covered his hand with her own, but glanced shyly downward. But not for long. Michelle immediately tilted her head back up, his lips coming down to cover hers.

At first, Odel froze under the gentle caress of his lips. Other than Lord Cheshire’s slobbery attempt to drown her, she had never been kissed. And where Lord Cheshire’s mushy ministrations had made her want to wretch, this man’s kiss was heavenly. It was strong, warm, and demanding. Masterful.

It seemed so natural as he urged her lips apart for an open-mouth kiss, that Odel didn’t think a thing of it. She merely slid her arms around his neck and held on as he invaded her. Her toes curled in her slippers and little moans sounded in her throat, shocking her, but she found herself terribly disappointed when at last he broke away.

Sighing, Odel opened her eyes slowly. She peered up at him, but he was sitting stiff in his saddle, his head up and alert as he peered over her shoulder. Still, it took a moment before the roaring his kisses had caused in her ears subsided enough for her to hear what had drawn his attention. Something was moving through the woods toward them. Odel leaned to the side to peer over his shoulder just as Tildy came crashing into the clearing on her ungainly little mare.

“There you are! Well, thank goodness you are all right.” Matilda drew her mount to a halt and peered at the two of them. Displeasure tightened her lips as she noted the way Odel rested on the saddle before Suthtun, her arms around his neck; the way his own held her about the waist. Surely she was annoyed that one of the suitors she had supplied was not in Michelle’s place.

“The boar was brought down, and a couple of the others even managed to fell a stag. They also bagged a couple of pheasants, so we shall have a fine feast tonight.” Tildy pronounced this abruptly, then turned to head back.

“What? How is that possible?” Michelle asked. “We just left the clearing.”

Odel closed her eyes. She knew how it was possible. Tildy’s magic, that was how.

“Well, some of us were busy while you two were mucking about,” Matilda snapped.

“We were not mucking about,” Odel said at once, coloring. “I was running for my life and Lord Suthtun saved me.”

“Hmmph.” Matilda’s lips tightened further. “And I suppose it was luck where he brought his horse to a halt?”

Michelle and Odel shared a perplexed look, then peered about in bewilderment. There was nothing but leafless trees and snow. Then Odel glanced upward, and a small gasp slid from her lips. Mistletoe. The upper branches of the trees sheltering them were laced liberally with the vine. She hadn’t noticed it until now. And judging from Lord Suthtun’s expression, neither had he.

“Your horse ran for home before anyone could stop him, my dear,” Matilda announced, drawing their attention back to her. “You shall have to ride back with me.”

Odel turned her dubious gaze to the mare her aunt rode. It was extremely small, and really rather round—like the woman who rode it. Odel had her doubts as to whether the animal could manage both of them. Apparently Lord Suthtun did as well. His arm tightened around her waist. “There is no need for that, my lady. She can ride back with me.”

Matilda gave a snort of displeasure, then without another word she turned her horse and trotted off, leaving them staring after her.

“Well,” Odel said uncomfortably, avoiding his eyes. “It would seem the hunt is over.”

“Aye,” Michelle said. He peered down at her silently for a moment, then glanced up at the mistletoe overhead. “It would seem you owe me a kiss.”

“Oh?” Odel glanced up as well. “I thought you already took one.”

“That was for saving your life. This one would be for the mistletoe.”

Odel blushed prettily, then leaned up to press a quick kiss to his lips. “How is that?” she asked a bit breathlessly. She settled back on the saddle.

“That was very nice,” he said solemnly. “But there is an awful lot of mistletoe.”

Feeling heat and excitement pool in her belly, Odel nodded just as solemnly. “Aye, there is, my lord.”

With a smile he bent to kiss her. It was not the sweet, swift rubbing of lips she had just given him, but another of the long, hot, toe-curling variety. And this time, Odel’s reaction was more violent. She was helpless; arching into him, her body responded of its own accord. Her tongue slid out to join his, her fingers curling almost painfully in his hair, and she shuddered. Surely, this was a Pandora’s box, this reaction that burst to life within her, begging to be opened.

She wanted more, and that was frightening. It was a hunger she had never before experienced, that swelled within her.

The years under her tyrannical father had convinced Odel that marriage and children were not for her. She’d had no wish for a husband who might be as cold and dictatorial as her own father had been. But that had left her feeling lonely and empty. Until now. Now the emptiness was being filled, the loneliness abolished. And, she realized in some far-off part of her mind, it wasn’t just the kiss that made her desire him so. It was the chats and chess by the fire, the soft laughter over dinner, his warm arms that had saved her from the boar. This passion that was licking at her insides had begun some time ago. She was beginning to care for this man, and couldn’t lie to herself about it. She had wanted him from the first moment she’d seen him.

His presence at Roswald was a dangerous thing, she had known that from the start. If he saw Matilda up to her tricks, there would be trouble. But had Odel approached Tildy about using some of her fairy dust to cure the boy? Nay. Had she suggested he continue home and leave the boy to be nursed? She might have sent Eadsele home with one of her men-at-arms when he was recovered, but nay. Had she encouraged the man to stay above stairs for the evening meal to reduce the risk of danger? Nay. In fact, it was she who had suggested he might enjoy a break, it was she who had insisted he join them.

Why? Because Odel had enjoyed his presence at dinner, and their shared evenings. Too much to send him away. She had spent the last few days wandering about the keep waiting impatiently for supper to arrive. She had alternated between thinking up excuses to visit him and Eadsele in their room, and thinking up witty things she might say, stories she had heard that might amuse him.

Odel liked this man. She enjoyed his company. She found him handsome when he laughed. And now, she realized with a sense of foreboding as he slowly drew away to peer down at her, she hungered for his kisses and touch like a flower craves sunlight. Odel wanted to pull his head back for another meshing of mouths. She wanted to cleave to him. She wanted to strip off his clothing and feel his naked body against hers. To Odel, all of that was more dangerous than his discovery of Matilda’s magic could ever be.

Dear God, she wondered with dread, how had she let this happen?

“You are so incredibly beautiful.”

Odel blinked at his soft words and felt her fears momentarily dissipate. Did he truly believe that she was beautiful? For most of the last twenty-five years she had been a shadow, her face pale, her limp hair pulled tightly back off her face, her expression as unhappy as she had been. But in the week after her father’s death, since Matilda’s arrival, Odel had felt herself bloom. Her face had regained some color. Her hair now held a healthy shine and even a slight wave. And in the week since Lord Suthtun had arrived, she had even begun to smile.

“You are beautiful, too,” she whispered shyly. Much to her amazement, he immediately threw back his head, and laughed.

“Nay, my lady. I am an old warhorse. Battle scarred and—”

“You are not old, my lord,” Odel interrupted abruptly. “Why you cannot be more than thirty.”

“Thirty-one,” he corrected gently, brushing a tress off her face. “But I used to feel much older.”

“Used to?” Unconsciously she tipped her face, encouraging him to stroke her face as if she were a kitten.

“I find that being around you makes me feel like a boy,” he murmured huskily, then reached for the reins of his mount. Taking them in his hand, he blew a breath out. She found herself staring at those lips that had caressed hers a moment before, and he managed a crooked smile. “I suppose we had best return now.”

“Aye,” Odel agreed softly.

Nodding, Michelle started to urge his mount forward, then turned it toward the nearest tree. Drawing it to a halt, he reached out and plucked down a sprig of mistletoe. He set it in her hair just above her ear, kissed her quickly, then plucked a berry from the small sprig, and slipped it into his pocket. “A remembrance.”

Swallowing, Odel smiled weakly, then turned to look ahead as he urged his mount forward again. Remembrance? For when he left and her life returned to the lonely place it had been.

That thought made her so sad that Odel found herself unable to think of a single witty or amusing thing to say during the ride back to the keep. Instead, they were both silent. It wasn’t until they entered the keep that either of them spoke, and then they both gasped in surprise. The hall had been transformed. Mistletoe, pine bowers, and streams of cloth and ribbon hung everywhere, and the tables were covered with white linen and preparations were under way for a feast.

“There you are!” Tildy suddenly appeared and bustled toward them.

“What is all this?” Odel asked in amazement.

“Why ’tis for the feast,” the woman exclaimed as if it should be self-explanatory. “And we are going to have wonderful entertainment. A traveling group arrived while we were out. We shall have jugglers and tumblers, and a dancing bear. It will be marvelous!”

“All of this just to celebrate today’s hunt?” Odel muttered in disbelief.

“Well, not just that,” her godmother exclaimed. “But Christmas is coming on rather quickly, and that is a time for joy and celebration.”

“What? No Lord Suthtun this morning?”

Odel made a face at Matilda’s slightly sarcastic comment and shifted to make room for her godmother on the trestle table bench beside her. It had been several days since the hunt, and there were only three more days until Christmas. Lord Suthtun was still at Roswald.

Michelle had been joining her to break his fast every morning since the day of the hunt. He had still spent a good part of the day above stairs with Eadsele, but he had started to take his meals below, claiming he did not wish to burden the servants with the extra work of carting a meal up to him. But today he had not come down. Eadsele was again very sick.

Though for the past several days the boy had appeared to improve—yesterday Lord Suthtun had even brought the boy below to sit by the fire and announced that tomorrow they might risk continuing on—during the night, Eadsele’s fever had suddenly shot back up. This morning he was ill as he had been the first night. Returning home was now out of the question, of course, two-hour journey or not, and Michelle had decided to remain above stairs with the boy to see if there was aught to be done.

Odel missed him already. She had grown quite used to having the man around, a fact that was just as awful for her as his absence. Her feelings for the man had only continued to grow these past days, along with her desire. There had only been a few opportunities for stolen kisses since the hunt, and after every one, Matilda had shown up, eyeing them with disapproval. She was making it more than obvious that she was truly displeased with the time Odel spent with Michelle. But then, Matilda had been displeased with the man’s arrival right from the first. Odel supposed that her godmother considered his presence a fly in her ointment. The goodhearted but damnably stubborn woman still wished to marry Odel off to one of the rich, handsome suitors she herself had provided.

Odel paused. Now that she realized that her feelings for Michelle had reached a point where his leaving would be painful, Odel found herself wishing that Matilda had found a way to remove him. In fact, it suddenly seemed odd that the old woman hadn’t.

“I am sure Lord Suthtun is a very nice man,” Tildy was saying, “but he isn’t nearly as handsome or wealthy as the suitors I have provided. I wish you would waste less time on him and spend more with a lord like Beasley. Or perhaps Lord Trenton, he is—”

“Explain something to me,” Odel interrupted. Matilda’s eyebrows rose.

“What dear?”

“Why have you not simply cured young Eadsele and seen Lord Suthtun out of here? That would have left the way clear for the others.” As she made the observation, Odel stiffened as her own words sank in.

“What is it?” Tildy asked warily.

“My God,” Odel breathed, then shook her head. “Nay. It cannot be.”

“What?” Matilda was suddenly looking wary.

“Nothing.” She forced herself to ignore the brief thought that struck her. Had Matilda not cured the boy because she did not really wish Odel to fall in love with one of her supposed suitors? Had Michelle been the man Matilda was really trying to get her to fall in love with all along? After all, it was rather odd that Lord Suthtun had chosen to stop at Roswald to rest only two hours’ journey from Suthtun. And it was rather odd that the boy’s illness had come on so suddenly. But, no. This was all just coincidence, she assured herself. Wasn’t it?

“Why did you not cure the boy?” Odel repeated.

“Oh. Well, my magic does not work on humans,” Matilda assured her, but she was staring downwards as she said it, reluctant to meet her gaze. Odel felt her stomach clench slightly; her godmother was lying.

“This was your plan, wasn’t it?” she said quietly.

Matilda’s expression closed. “What?”

“You never intended that I should fall in love with one of the others,” she accused. “You knew I could not fall in love with any of those vain, silly, shallow men. You gave me a castle full of them, then presented me with Lord Suthtun in the hopes that I would fall in love with him.”

“Now that is just silly. Whyever would I do a thing like that?” Matilda gave a nervous laugh and Odel exhaled in angry disappointment.

“I should have realized that was what was going on sooner,” she said sadly. “You were so rude to him.” Odel shook her head. “But that was all just part of your plan. You were rude, so I was extra nice. Then, too, my fear that you might perform some magic trick around him meant I would spend an awful lot of time trying to keep him away from you and the others, which would constantly throw us together.”

“Oh, really, my dear.” Tildy gave a strained titter. “You give me far too much credit. I could never be so devious.”

Tildy was a horrible liar. She wasn’t very convincing at all. Odel almost wished she were. Then she could believe that Michelle’s interest in her was real. But like all those handsome, wealthy lords that were sniffing about her like dogs around a bitch in heat, Lord Suthtun’s interest was induced. She was not foolish or vain enough to imagine that any of their attraction was real. In fact, that was part of the reason she had found their presence at Roswald so annoying. Aside from the fact that she wasn’t interested in a single one of her suitors, she had suspected that their interest in her had to be a result of Matilda’s magic. And yet, she had thought Suthtun was different. Tildy had seemed to dislike him so much, Odel had thought—

“Excuse me.” She stood up stiffly and walked away from the table, positive her heart was breaking.





Chapter Six

“Are you ready?”

Odel grimaced at Matilda’s question, but nodded grimly. “Aye. Is it time yet?”

“In just a moment.” Matilda sounded excited. Odel was not. This was the fourth time Matilda had said “in just a moment.” Meanwhile, Odel stood waiting uncomfortably in the kitchens, trying to ignore the gaping of the cook and his staff. They had never seen her like this, she supposed. Well, they had best enjoy it, because it was doubtful they would ever see it again. She crossed her arms over her chest self-consciously. While the costume Matilda had created for her was lovely, she was positive her nipples showed through the diaphanous material.

Created. Odel rolled her eyes at that. The woman had made her strip naked in her room, then taken out a pinch of fairy dust and blown it on her. When the dust had cleared, Odel had found herself wearing this, the most amazing creation she had ever seen—a toga-like gown made up of the gauziest material ever. It was like wearing nothing at all. Or wearing the stars. Even her skin seemed to glimmer, likely with remnants of fairy dust. It showed a lot of her flesh. It was indecent.

If she had realized she would be expected to wear a costume like this, Odel would have put a halt to the pageant Matilda had suddenly proposed. At the time her godmother had mentioned it, Odel had thought that arranging the skits might keep the woman out of trouble. Little had she realized that she was to be the feature attraction. When Matilda had begged her to be in it, the woman had sworn her part was a very minor role, that she would not even have to learn lines. And, the role called for a woman, Tildy had said, and Odel was the only suitable lady present. Her aunt had not bothered to mention the role she was to play. Although, even had she said as much, Odel may have still agreed, not realizing what it would entail her wearing. Now that she knew, Odel was wishing she had simply nixed the pageant to begin with.

“Now.”

She glanced to Matilda questioningly, but the woman was stepping aside and pulling open the kitchen door. Six lords, also coerced into playing roles, immediately began to move forward, pushing her out into the great hall on another of Matilda’s creations: a platform on wheels, covered with gauzy blue material somehow made to remain in the curved shape of waves. Odel was Aphrodite, the goddess of love, rising from the waves.

Sighing inwardly, Odel struck the pose Matilda had insisted on, clasping her hands beneath her chin and slightly arching her back. There was silence in the room as she rolled out, then Matilda’s gay voice began to narrate the story of Aphrodite and Ares. Odel stayed where she was, her gaze searching the audience for Michelle, but he was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he hadn’t come below, she thought sadly and sighed. She had been avoiding him. She hadn’t been rude to him or anything—this was not his fault after all—but for her own self-respect and sanity she had decided to keep her distance until he left. She had been hard-put to ignore the confused glances he’d been casting her way ever since.

Matilda had just introduced Ares. Odel glanced around to see the god of war step through the keep doors at the opposite end of the great hall where he had been waiting. Out in the cold, she thought with a grimace. She almost felt sorry for Lord Beasley, the man that Matilda had assigned the role of her illicit lover. But as the figure drew nearer, Odel’s eyes widened. Her jaw dropped as she took in Michelle’s wry smile. Dressed in a short—almost indecently so—toga and carrying a shield and sword, he mounted the steps to her foamy platform.

As Matilda narrated the tale of Aphrodite and Ares, lovers despite Aphrodite’s marriage to Hephaestus, Michelle’s expression turned apologetic. He took her in his cold arms.

“What are you doing?” Odel stealthily whispered in his ear as they embraced. “Lord Beasley was supposed to be Ares.”

“Lord Beasley was not feeling well. Your aunt asked me to step in.”

“Oh.” Odel glanced distractedly at Vlaster. The man rode around the platform in a small chariot-like affair led by two more of her suitors wearing horse masks. Vlaster himself wore a long gold toga and was supposed to be Helios, the god of the sun, catching them in their infidelity. Honestly, the man looked more interested in the cock in a cage that he carried than in Odel and Michelle; he was looking at the bird as if it might make a tasty snack. When he rode out of the keep’s front doors and out of sight, Odel shifted a little closer to Lord Suthtun. “You must have been freezing out there. You are still cold.”

“While you are pleasantly warm,” Michelle murmured, his arms tightening around her. Matilda droned on. The older woman was relating how Helios was quick to report Aphrodite’s infidelity to her husband Hephaestus, and how the two plotted to catch the lovers in the act.

The keep doors opened again and Vlaster’s chariot returned on a cold breeze. This time there was a second man with him, a rather large, muscular fellow carrying a hammer: the castle smithy. She recognized him after a startled moment and smiled wryly to herself. Who better to play Hephaestus?

“Your aunt said that when the chariot came back I was to kiss you,” Lord Suthtun murmured next to her. Odel glanced up at him with surprise.

“She did?”

“Aye. She said it was to represent Ares and Aphrodite making . . . er—”

Flushing with embarrassment, Odel silenced him by quickly pressing her lips to his. After a startled moment, Michelle’s kiss became real. Odel felt herself melt in his arms. Her hands crept up to clasp around his neck, her body shifting and arching into him. Without thinking, she gave in, breathing small sighs and moans of pleasure into his mouth. Then something unpleasantly cloying dropped over them and Odel and Michelle froze in surprise.

“Hephaestus’s net,” Michelle muttered. Odel suddenly remembered that she was in the midst of a pageant. Aye, of course, and Hephaestus, or the Roswald smithy, had just thrown a special net over his unfaithful wife and her lover to parade them before the Olympian gods. While Odel and Michelle embraced under the net, the platform was pushed around the room.

According to Matilda’s narration, when presented with the unfaithful pair, the gods merely commented on Aphrodite’s beauty. Many simply claimed that they would not mind switching places with Ares. Roswald’s villagers and soldiers were more than happy to act the parts of the Olympians. Even a few of Odel’s suitors made ribald comments.

Feeling herself blush from her forehead to her toes, Odel herself almost felt guilty. She was more than relieved when the circuit of the room was finished and Matilda continued her narration.

The net was pulled from them. Knowing she was expected to exit, Odel waited for the platform to begin moving again, but it appeared the wheels were stuck. The men who had pushed the platform out were straining painfully to move it, but it would not budge.

Frowning, Matilda recited the part where they left again, and again the men strained at the platform, but still it did not move. When Tildy frowned, then glanced toward Michelle expectantly, he hesitated, then swept Odel up in his arms. Striding from the platform, he carried her to and through the keep doors. Behind them came the sound of thunderous applause.

“Music!” Odel heard Matilda shout as the doors closed behind them.

No longer in character, Odel was terribly aware of her state of undress. It was a relief when Michelle set her down on the icy castle steps.

He frowned with concern, then around at the winter night. “It is rather brisk tonight. How long were we supposed to stay out here? Your aunt did not say.”

Shivering, Odel made a face. “This is long enough, I think.”

“Aye,” Michelle agreed and turned to pull open the door, but it did not open. He pulled again. The door remained firmly shut.

“What is it?” Odel asked with a frown, reaching past him to give the handle a tug herself. The door didn’t budge.

“Is it bolted?” Michelle asked with a frown.

“We hardly ever bolt the door. It should—” She shook her head with distress and tugged again, fully expecting it to open.

“Perhaps the bolt dropped into place when it closed behind us,” Michelle suggested. Odel continued to tug impatiently at the door, not commenting. At last she began to pound on it in the hopes that someone would notice.

“I do not think they can hear us over the music,” Michelle murmured after a moment. Odel paused to listen. Sure enough, the musicians were now playing a rather loud song. The audience members would never hear them.

“It is rather cold out here. Is there another door?”

Sighing, Odel began to rub her arms in an effort to warm them. She turned to peer absently around the bailey. “There is a door into the kitchens.”

Nodding, Michelle scooped her into his arms again and promptly started down the stairs. “Which way?” he asked as they reached the bottom step.

Gritting her teeth to keep them from chattering, Odel pointed to the right and Lord Suthtun broke into a jog. He loped quickly along the outer wall of the inner keep, then around to the back and the door leading to the kitchens. Still holding her in his arms, he reached out and pushed at the door. It was as firmly shut as the front doors. Frowning, he let Odel slide to her feet on the snowy path, then grabbed the door firmly and pulled. Nothing happened. The door remained solidly closed. Michelle began pounding on it. He banged for several minutes straight, but no one came to open it. They were locked out.

Shifting from foot to foot, arms crossed over her chest, teeth chattering, Odel stood, miserably waiting.

“I do not think they can hear us here either. We should—” His voice died as he turned to peer at Odel in the moonlight. Frowning, he reached out and pulled her into his arms. “My God! You are freezing.” He rubbed his hands up and down her arms, then suddenly swept her up in his arms again and began to carry her back across the snowy ground.

“W-Where are we g-going?” she chattered, clasping her arms around his neck and holding on for all she was worth. She buried her face in his hair. She had hoped that his heat might warm her, but he was cold, too. He paused several moments later and she glanced around to see him pull a door open. Wincing at the loud creak it made, she squinted in an effort to see inside the room into which he now carried her. It was dark, but not pitch dark. The dying embers of a fire in the center of the small building gave off some light. Carrying her inside, Michelle set her down on a stool. Leaving her there, he hurried back to close the door, then moved to the fire to urge it back to life. Within moments he had a nice-size fire going again. He watched it for a moment, then moved to squat in front of her.

“The smithy’s forge,” she got out between shivers.

“Aye.” Michelle took her bare feet in hand and began rubbing them, frowning at her icy flesh. “You are freezing.”

“You, too,” she muttered, and he laughed.

“These costumes were not meant for winter wear.” His cold hands moved vigorously up and down her colder calves.

Odel was silent as she watched him minister to her, amazed that he would kneel on the ground to tend to her when he himself was likely freezing. His head was bowed, his hair shining in the light from the fire, his hands moving over her flesh.

“Once I’ve warmed you up, I will go see if I can get them to let us in,” he said, his voice sounding oddly husky. His hands moved over her knees and began to smooth up her thighs.

Without thinking, she reached out, gently touching his soft hair, then stilled when he raised his head. Flushing slightly at the way he looked at her, she let her hand drop away, but he caught it. He began to rub that now, his eyes beginning to smolder. They were both silent for a moment, then he raised her hand to his mouth.

Dragging in a ragged breath, Odel automatically began to close her hand, but Michelle held it open. He pressed a kiss to the tender flesh of her palm, then to the sensitive place between her first two fingers. Odel shifted slightly where she sat, her breath catching in her chest as his tongue swiped lightly at her skin. It tickled and sent little arrows of erotic excitement quivering up her arm. She bit her lip to keep from gasping aloud.

Raising his head, Michelle peered at her silently for a moment, then bent to bestow another kiss, this time to the inside of her wrist.

Odel raised her other hand to touch the side of his face, her heart swelling when he turned into the gentle caress. But then he turned back to what he had been doing, his lips nibbling her inner arm up to the crook of her elbow. Odel caught her breath and squirmed on the stool he had set her on, but the breath escaped on a low moan as he suddenly turned his face and pressed his open mouth to the side of her breast.

Shuddering slightly, she clenched her fingers in his hair, then watched, breathless, as his mouth traveled until it found and settled on her nipple. Through the soft material of the gown—the gossamer material may as well not have been there, it was so thin and translucent—he began to suckle at her nipple. The fabric rasped against her suddenly sensitive skin, and overwhelmed by the erotic feel and sight of his actions, Odel closed her eyes on a moan.

She opened them again at once, though, when he urged her legs open. Shifting to kneel between them, he lifted his head and pulled her face down for a hot and hungry kiss. It succeeded in raising Odel’s temperature faster than any amount of chafing could have.

Sliding her hands around his shoulders, Odel kissed Michelle with all the passion and yearning of twenty-five loveless years. She felt his hand slide up her side, then around to one breast and she arched slightly, pressing herself into the caress with abandon. She wanted this. She wanted it all, and she moaned in disappointment when his lips left hers. They merely moved along her chin to her ear, though, then blazed another fiery trail down her neck.

Odel was absently aware of his hands at her back, but only vaguely until her gown pulled tight and Michelle muttered in frustration against her throat. Realizing that he was trying to undo her costume, she reached to help him, undoing it quickly. Yes, she wanted this.

He tugged the gown forward, drawing it off her shoulders, and pushing it down toward her waist until her breasts were bared. Forgetting the material then, he caught the two globes in his hand and bent his mouth to each. He feasted on them with an eagerness that made Odel’s insides ripple with desire; she watched him pepper her pale flesh with kisses.

Even that, though, didn’t prepare her for her body’s reaction when his lips suddenly closed over one swollen nipple. It was as if her stomach had dropped right out of her and the blazing smithy’s fire taken its place. Gasping for breath, Odel arched backward, her hands clutching his shoulders with excitement. Suddenly, the stool she was on began to overset, and her hands scrabbled against him.

Catching her against his chest, Michelle shifted her to the side, then lowered her to the straw floor. His body followed, half-covering hers, as his lips and tongue continued to tease and tug at her nipple. Feeling one of his legs slide between hers, Odel automatically spread hers slightly, then closed them around him. The brush of his leg against her bare inner thigh told her that her skirt had ridden up, but she didn’t care. She wanted to feel more of him. With that intention, she grabbed at the shoulder of his toga, first tugging it loose, then using it to bring him higher.

Giving up his attention to her breasts, Michelle lifted his head and shifted upward, his mouth again covering hers. Odel kissed him back, but her attention was focused on his toga and removing it. Pushing it down between them, she let her fingers trail over his chest. She paused curiously at his nipples to see if they were as sensitive as her own, then she reached around to clasp his back and pull him tight against her. She arched forward to meet him. Her hands slid down to clasp his buttocks through the cloth of his toga, then slipped under it. Odel squeezed the flesh of his behind curiously, then hesitated when a breathless laugh slipped from Michelle. He broke their kiss to peer down at her.

Swallowing, Odel met his gaze uncertainly, her teeth coming out to chew her upper lip as she saw amusement mingling with the passion in his face.

“I thought I was ravishing you,” he murmured in explanation. “And I was feeling guilty about it, but now I am feeling a little bit ravished myself.” He gave her a wry look then, as she started to remove her hands, he added huskily, “I like it.”

Odel hesitated, then smiled. She slid her hands back downward, this time bringing one forward to slide between them. He shifted slightly, watching her face closely as he gave her the access she wanted. Odel blushed, but didn’t hesitate when her hand bumped against his manhood. Covering it through the cloth of his toga, she squeezed gently, watching the fire grow in his eyes. Encouraged by that, she slid her hand beneath the toga and grasped him again, her grip firm as it closed over his naked flesh. She had to pause then because she wasn’t quite sure what to do next.

Michelle helped. He shifted his hips away slightly, drawing his manhood through her hand, then shifted forward again. Understanding, Odel began to caress him herself. She was rewarded with a quick hard kiss before Michelle caught her hand and drew it above her head. Holding it there with one hand, he slid his other hand down over her body until he was cupping the flesh between her thighs. Odel drew in a quick shaky breath, her free hand moving instinctively to push his away, but he caught that one and pinned it above her head as well.

Holding both of her hands fast with one of his own, he returned the other to again press it between her legs. He met her gaze and held it as he began to move his hand against her, pressing the silky cloth down between her legs. Then, drawing it out of the way until she lay open to him, his fingers slid over her honeyed center. Suddenly he was caressing her in a way that made her arch and squirm, and she could hear herself gasping raggedly through her open mouth as if she were drowning.

“Not fair,” she groaned at last, arching into his touch. She shook her head, her hands tugging to be free.

“What’s not fair?” he murmured huskily by her ear, then nipped at the sensitive flesh there.

“You will not let me touch you,” she gasped, then groaned. His caress had changed in strength and speed.

“If I let you touch me, it will be over before it has begun.”

“What . . . would?” she managed to get out, her body tight as a harp’s string.

“This.” One finger found and dipped into her and Odel cried out, her body straining as if he had branded her. Her eyes widened incredulously as spasms of pleasure shook her body. Bending his head, Michelle caught her cries in his mouth, kissing her passionately as she began to float back to earth.

Leaving that warm, fuzzy place to which he had taken her, Odel began to kiss him back. Her arms were free now, and they slid around his neck. She felt his hands on her back, then he shifted position, drawing his knees up beneath him even as he pulled her into a sitting position. Michelle urged her to kneel on either side of his legs and drew her forward until they were chest to chest.

Clasping him close, Odel returned his kiss, then let her head fall back as he again began to kiss his way down her neck. She gave a slight start when she felt his hand reappear between her legs, then sighed in pleasure by his ear. Though she would have thought it impossible, he began to rebuild the fire in her. His mouth slipped over one nipple and Odel leaned back further, holding on to his shoulders. Unconsciously, she rode his hand as he caressed her. This time when her body began to spasm with pleasure, he urged her upward with one hand on her bottom, then directed her downward.

Odel’s eyes widened incredulously as she felt him enter her. He was frightfully large and she felt a bit of discomfort, but then they were joined. They stayed like that for a moment, before Michelle clasped her by both buttocks and urged her to move. Odel did her best, but she wasn’t sure of what she was doing. After a moment, he shifted again, easing her gently onto her back.

“Tell me if the straw is uncomfortable,” he whispered in her ear. For a moment, he withdrew, but it was brief before he was sliding back into her. Closing her eyes, Odel pressed against him, her hands sliding down to curl around his buttocks and urge him on. Together, they found completion.





Chapter Seven

“Are you warm enough?”

Smiling, Odel nodded sleepily against Michelle’s chest, unwilling to move from where he had placed her. They had both found satisfaction this time, and afterward Michelle had rolled onto his back, taking her with him. She now lay upon his warm body, rather than the cold straw of the forge floor.

She felt his fingers in her hair and shifted, then raised her head to peer at him questioningly when he murmured, “Thank you.”

“For what?” she asked in surprise.

He tugged her head up to his to kiss her before murmuring against her lips, “For my pleasure. Thank you.”

Odel smiled gently when he broke the kiss. “You are very welcome, my lord. And thank you. And thank you. And thank you.” She punctuated each thank-you with a kiss on his nose, chin, and chest.

Chuckling, he hugged her close, then began to run his hands through her hair. “Do you think the doors are still locked?”

“Who cares?” Grinning, Odel eased into a sitting position astride him, then added wickedly, “I could stay here forever.”

“Aye.” Michelle reached up to catch and caress her breasts, smiling when she moaned and moved atop him. Her lower body dragged over his manhood and stirred it slowly back to wakefulness. His voice had taken on a husky hungry, quality. “But we should return soon.”

Odel opened her eyes and peered down at him, shifting her body. That told him better than words could that she knew what she was doing to him. “Are you sure you wish to go back?”

Michelle groaned at the sweet torture, then caught her by one hip. “Aye, I am sure, minx,” he growled. Then his expression softened. “I would talk to your aunt. I must ask for your hand in marriage.” He grinned. “Then we can do this all the time.”

For a moment joy filled her face and Michelle felt all was right with the world. Then, just as suddenly as it had come, it was gone, she closed her eyes, her expression shuttered.

“Dear God, how could I have forgotten,” she wondered aloud. Michelle felt alarm catch at him. There was something about her words and tone of voice that made him think that the happiness he had only just grasped was about to slip away. His hand tightened on her hip in reaction, as if he could physically hold on to his happiness.

“Forgotten what? What is it?”

Her eyes popped open and she peered at him sadly, then shook her head. “Nothing. It does not matter,” she assured him. “You need not offer for me, my lord.”

Michelle narrowed his eyes, feeling as if he had stepped into a roomful of cutthroats and couldn’t be sure which would attack him first. How was he to react to her words? Was it best to proclaim his feelings and desire to be with her, or use a more pragmatic approach? As she began to turn away, he decided the pragmatic approach would carry more weight.

“Odel,” he began carefully. “There is a good chance that what we just did may bear fruit.”

Her eyes widened at that, then she suddenly struggled off of him and onto her feet. Bending, she picked up her gown and began to distractedly don it. Her voice was troubled when she finally spoke. “Aye. You are right, of course. But there is no need to panic. We should wait to see if—”

Michelle was on his feet beside her at once. Grabbing her arm, he spun her around to face him. “I do not wish to wait. I wish to marry you.”

Turning her head away, she avoided his eyes and sighed. “No you don’t. It is just a fleeting . . . fancy. It will pass,” she assured him. “And then you shall be grateful we did not wed.”

Michelle felt his insides grow cold at those soft words. “You have no desire to marry me?”

“I have no desire to marry anyone,” she said carefully.

“You mean to say you made love to me with no intention of—”

Odel shifted impatiently at that, cutting him off. “You sound like this was your first time. You were hardly a virgin, my lord. Pray, do not now act the outraged innocent.”

Michelle blinked at her accusation, drawing himself to his fullest height when he realized she was right. He had sounded just like . . . well, good lord! He had sounded like a bloody woman! Realizing he was becoming overwrought like a woman, too, he concentrated on calming himself. He watched her dress, then tried for a reasonable tone. “My lady—”

“Odel.”

“Hmm?” he asked, knocked off track.

“I do think you might call me by my name after what we have just done, my lord,” she pointed out.

“Oh, aye.” He grimaced slightly, then politely answered, “And you must call me Michelle.”

“Thank you.”

She was still sounding a touch sarcastic, he noted with displeasure, but restrained his temper once more. “Odel, I do not offer marriage lightly. In fact, this is the first time I have ever proposed. I want to marry you.”

“No, you don’t,” she repeated, sounding quite firm on the point, which only managed to annoy him more.

“Pray, do not tell me what I do and do not want.”

“Fine, then I will tell you this,” she snapped, stepping forward to poke him in the chest. “I have spent the last twenty-five years of my life under the thumb of a tyrant. I had to sleep when he said to sleep, eat when and what he ordered me to eat, and even wear, say and think what he insisted I must. But that is over now. My father is dead and I will never willingly put myself under another man’s thumb again.”

She started to whirl away then, but he caught her back, his eyes burning into her. “You look at me and tell me that you really think that I am in any way like your father. You tell me that this is not just fear speaking and I will walk out that door and leave you be. Otherwise, I will be speaking to your aunt—”

“Nay!” Odel interrupted, then looked away. “I do not believe that. You are kind and gentle and you treat even your horse better than my father ever treated me, but—” She shook her head. “But none of that really matters, my lord.” Her eyes holding a sad finality that was more concerning to Michelle than her ridiculous outburst of a moment ago could have ever been, she said softly, “I know you think that you love me, but what you are feeling isn’t real. You will wake up someday soon and find you do not want me. This is all magic. So, pray, just consider yourself lucky that I knew better than to accept you. Let it be, I will not marry you.”

On that note, she turned and fled, leaving him staring after her.

“Here is where you have been hiding.”

Odel turned from her window to peer at Matilda as she entered her bedchamber. “I am not hiding.”

“Oh? It is nearly time for the nooning meal and you have not yet once shown your face below. What is that if not hiding?”

Odel shrugged and turned to peer out her window again.

Last night, she had hurried straight here after leaving the smithy’s hut. The front doors had opened easily under her touch when she reached them, and Odel had suddenly known that the whole episode had most likely been more of Matilda’s magic. Still, she had been beyond caring at that point. Weaving her way through the celebrating people, she had hurried above stairs to her room and cried herself to sleep. This morning she had woken up with the birds, changed out of her costume, and spent her time alternating between pacing and staring blindly out the window.

“I have just come from a discussion with Lord Suthtun,” Tildy announced. “He is hiding it well, but he is quite distressed. He said that he asked you to marry him and you have refused. But he doesn’t understand why.”

“You should have explained it to him, then,” Odel said bitterly.

“I would have, but I didn’t know. It wasn’t until he told me that you had said what he was feeling wasn’t real that I understood why you had refused him. He left right afterward to check on Eadsele, however, so I came to talk to you.”

“Lucky me.” She sighed wearily.

“Odel,” Matilda said firmly. “I told you this last night, my dear, but obviously you did not believe me. I have used no magic on Lord Suthtun. His proposal was sincere. His feelings are true. He loves you.”

“Nay.” Odel didn’t even bother to face her. “You used your magic to make him love me. Do not deny it.”

“Oh, child. If it were that easy, I could have simply made you love whomever I wanted you to. That would have saved me a good deal of trouble, wouldn’t it?”

Odel stiffened, then turned slowly to find the older woman nodding.

“It is true. And I told you this yesterday. Why will you not believe me?”

Odel was silent for a minute, then asked, “Can you swear to me that you used no magic on Lord Suthtun? Will you vow it before God?”

Matilda hesitated, then crossed her heart. “I have used no magic on Lord Suthtun.”

“You are lying,” Odel said unhappily. “Your hesitation gave you away.”

“Oh for Heaven’s sake!” Matilda cried, then moved to sit on the bed. She sighed. “All right, I may have used a little magic to make his horses tired, and perhaps to put the suggestion in his mind that he should stop to rest here for the night. I may also have had a hand in Eadsele’s falling ill to keep him here—”

“You made Eadsele sick?” Odel cried in horror.

“ ’Tis just a fever. He will be no worse for the wear,” she muttered, looking slightly ashamed.

Odel considered that briefly, then eyed her narrowly. “And that is it? You did not ‘put a suggestion’ in Lord Suthtun’s mind that he should love me?”

“Nay. I vow before God himself that I have done nothing to determine Lord Suthtun’s feelings for you.” She shifted impatiently. “I cannot influence feelings, Odel. My magic will not do that.”

“But the suitors,” Odel murmured in confusion, not sure whether to believe the woman now or not. What she said made some sense. “They were . . .”

“The suitors,” Matilda muttered irritably. “Of course.”

“Aye, of course. Now you’re caught.” Some of Odel’s uncertainty left her, replaced by bitterness. “I am not so foolish as to believe that they would all be so eager to marry me without some . . . influence.”

“Yes, well, I can see how that would confuse you.” Matilda peered down at the floor, then cleared her throat. “You were right that there is something amiss with them.” She paused to clear her throat again. “They are not human.”

Odel wasn’t sure what she had been expecting, but it hadn’t been that. “What?”

Matilda made a face. “Do you remember when you asked me if I had turned Lord Cheshire back into a man before he left? And I said, ‘not to fear, he left as he arrived’?”

Odel nodded with bewilderment.

“Well, he left as a rat,” Tildy admitted. Then, just in case Odel was misunderstanding what she was saying, she added, “He also arrived as a rat. All the lords who have filled Roswald these past two weeks—except for Lord Suthtun—were originally rats.”

Odel stood gaping at the woman, picturing the men in question. She was recalling the way they had scrabbled so quickly up the trees. Then she remembered the odd way they had of eating and how she had thought it reminded her of something. Now she knew. Rats. She could actually picture them right now—eating. And as they ate they grew ears and whiskers. They were rats. All of them rats . . . And one of them, Cheshire, had—

“Oh, God,” Odel breathed, her face paling and her eyes going round.

“What is it?” Matilda asked with concern.

“One of them kissed me!” she cried. She began scrubbing at her mouth a bit frantically. “Oh, yuck! Ick! Ptooey!”

Matilda rolled her eyes, but allowed her a moment of such behavior, then grabbed her hands impatiently to still them. “As I said,” she repeated grimly, forcing Odel’s attention back to her. “My dust cannot affect people—at least, not their choices. God gave man free will; he would hardly supply me with dust to take that away. I can change the inside of the castle, I can turn ducks into maids, and rats into love-struck men, but I cannot make you love someone, or make that someone love you.”

Odel forgot about being kissed by a rat.

“Then, Michelle—”

Matilda nodded. “Lord Suthtun loves you.”

For a moment, joy suffused her face, then it was immediately replaced with regret. “Oh no! What have I done?”

“Nothing that cannot be undone,” Matilda assured her. Her godmother stood up, grabbed her hand, and dragged her toward the door. “Come with me.”

“Where are we going?” Odel asked as she was led from the room and up the hall.

“You are going to straighten things out,” Matilda announced firmly.

“But how?” Odel cried as they reached and started down the stairs. “What can I say? I thought my aunt had cast a spell on you? He will think me mad.”

“You will come up with something,” Tildy assured her, then paused at the bottom of the stairs. She glanced around before satisfaction crossed her face. “Look.”

Odel followed her gesture to see Michelle standing in the doorway to the kitchens, talking to a servant. No doubt he was arranging for something to be taken to Eadsele.

“Go to him,” Matilda urged quietly, digging a small pinch of fairy dust out of her sack. She blew it in the general direction of Lord Suthtun. All at once, the doorway he was standing in was suddenly alive with mistletoe. “Kiss him. Tell him you love him. Make things right.”

Odel hesitated briefly, then swallowed, straightened and moved determinedly forward. She arrived at his side just as he finished with the servant. The girl retreated into the kitchen and Michelle turned toward the great hall, pausing when he found Odel in his path. She saw pain flash across his face, then it was gone, replaced by a smooth, emotionless facade.

“Lady Roswald,” he murmured formally. “Is there something you wished?”

“Aye,” Odel said huskily. “You.”

At his startled expression, she pointed upward. He glanced up, spotted the mistletoe and his mouth tightened. She knew he was about to reject her, so she refused to give him the chance. Stepping forward determinedly, she reached up on tiptoe, catching his tunic and tugging him down to her. Their lips met.

It wasn’t as easy as she had hoped. He did not melt into her embrace, did not take over the kiss and give his passion rein. Instead, he remained stiff and silent. Odel tried to coax some passion from him with her lips, but found it impossible.

Tears stinging her eyes, she drew back slightly. She whispered, “I was wrong, my lord. Last night . . . I was afraid. But now I am more afraid of losing you. Please, my lord. I love you.”

Catching her upper arms, Michelle eyed her warily. “So you will be my wife?”

“If you are sure it is what you want,” she said huskily. A smile blossomed on his lips.

“Aye, I am sure,” he told her quietly. “I love you, too.”

Joy filling her face, Odel started to reach up on tiptoe again to kiss him, but he lowered his head, meeting her halfway. This time the kiss was mutual.

A cat’s hiss and a rustle of rushes distracted Odel and Michelle briefly from their kiss. They both glanced around in amazement as a pack of perhaps twenty rats fled through the open door of the keep and out into the cold winter day. Stranger, the long, thin cat that followed seemed less to be trying to catch them and more to be herding them away. Vlaster. It was a moment before Odel noticed that the great hall was decidedly empty of guests.

“Where did everyone go?” Michelle asked with surprise when he saw where she was looking. He glanced toward Matilda.

“Who, dear?” the woman asked innocently, not seeming to notice the panic growing on Odel’s face.

“Lords Beasley and Trenton and—”

“Oh, my, well. They saw the lay of the land and retreated,” Odel’s aunt said sweetly. She arched an eyebrow at them. “Is there something you two wish to tell me?”

Michelle hesitated and glanced down at Odel, then smiled widely. “Aye. We shall be married tomorrow,” he announced. He glanced down at Odel when she nudged him in the stomach. “What?”

“Tomorrow?” she asked pointedly.

“Aye,” he said, then looked uncertain. “You will marry me tomorrow, will you not, Odel? I vow I shall work very hard to make you happy. I shall tell you you are beautiful every morning, brush your hair every night, and tend to you as kindly as I do my horse and my squire.”

Odel burst out laughing at the proposal, then hugged him tightly. “I could not have asked for a more romantic offer, my lord. Aye, I shall marry you.”

They had barely sealed the bargain with a kiss when Matilda released a husky sigh, then began bustling toward the door. “Well, that’s that then. I am off.”

“What?” Odel pulled slightly away from Michelle. The woman had hounded her all this time to be wed, and now she wasn’t even going to be present? “But tomorrow is Christmas. And I would like you to be there when we are married. Will you not stay for the wedding?”

“Oh.” Her aunt’s expression gentled. “I shall be there, you may count on that. But in the meantime, I have much to do, my dear. Forty-nine to go, you know. Besides, you should spend Christmas with Lord Suthtun’s family. And marry at Castle Suthtun as well. If you leave now, you should get there in time for the feast.”

“But we could not leave Michelle’s squire. Aunt Matilda, you—”

“His squire is much better, I understand, and more than healthy enough to make the journey.” The words had barely left her mouth when Michelle’s squire came bounding down the stairs, the very image of a healthy young lad. One could almost imagine he had never been ill.

“Are you really all right, boy?” Michelle asked with a frown. The lad spotted him and hurried to his side.

“Aye, my lord,” Eadsele said, then he shook his head in bewilderment. “Only moments ago I felt weak and feverish, then as suddenly as it came on, my illness was gone. I feel right as rain.”

“There you are, you see?” Matilda called, gaily ignoring Odel’s annoyed glance. She waved on the servants that came trundling down the stairs with Odel’s baggage; apparently the woman had made them begin packing for her. “No reason at all for you to remain here alone through the holidays. Go on to Suthtun. His mother and sisters shall adore you, I promise. Why, by this time tomorrow you shall hardly recall me.”

“Oh, but—” Odel began, but whatever protest she would have given faded from her mind in a fit of sneezing. There seemed to be dust everywhere. The door closed behind Matilda and the last of her servants. Turning with confusion, Odel peered at Suthtun.

Smiling, he pressed another quick kiss to her soft lips. “Come along. She is right. My mother and sisters shall adore you as much as I do.”

Odel was silent for a moment, then she smiled slowly. “But no more than I adore you.”

Laughing as Suthtun grabbed her hand, she ran with him toward the door and out into a whole new world.
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